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Welcome to a world where dragons soar the skies and elite Masters wield magical powers. Ailm’s Keep is on a knife-edge: as heir apparent Ionáin turns seventeen, he must show he can channel magic, or his family will be cast out in shame.

Then Éadha, a servant, discovers that she can draw power herself – a dangerous thing for a girl. She has always loved Ionáin, and at his moment of truth, she tricks everyone in a desperate gamble to save him, Ailm’s Keep and herself. But how long can the ruse last?

‘Riveting, romantic and thought-provoking’

The Guardian
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Most of the names in Her Rising Flame are variations on Irish names. Some are derived from an ancient Irish tree-based alphabet known as Ogham. The story is told from three points of view (Ionáin, Éadha and Gry), and each chapter starts with the relevant Ogham symbol for either ‘I’, ‘Éa’ or ‘G’. Below is a rough guide to the Irish pronunciation of characters’ names.

DOMHAIN

Dow-in (‘world’ in English)

LAMBAY

Lambay islands – group of three islands off the east coast of Domhain, named First Island, Second Island and Domhain’s Eye

APPRENTICES – CHANNELLER

Ionáin – Yun-aw-in

Gry – Gry

Senan – Se-nan

Linn – Linn

Coll – Coll

Cormac – Cor-mack

APPRENTICES – KEEPER

Ailbhe – Ale-va

Síofra – Shee-fra

Cara – Car-ah

Muir – Mwir

MASTERS

Dathin – Daw-hin

Irial – Ir-ee-al

Joen – Joe-en

Ruadh – Roo-a

Lugh – Loo

Ultan – Ultan

CHANNELLERS

Huath – Huw-ath

KEEPERS

Treasa – Tra-sa

Enya – Enya

Maebh – Mayve

Orna – Orna

Annaig – An-aig

Aurnia – Aurnea

FODDER

Iarla – Ear-la

Séamus – Shaymus

Etain – Eh-tayn

Róis – Rowsh

Tine – Tineh

Aoife – Eefeh

Saoirse – Seersheh

SERVANTS

Turlough – Tur-lock

AILM’S KEEP

Ailm – Al-im

Family castle north of the Blackstairs – large mountain range in Northeast Domhain

Éadha – Eh-ya

Aedan – Ay-dan

Úra – Oo-ra

Béithe – Bey-he

Sepp – Sepp

HOUSE CRÍOCH

Críoch – Cree-och

Flemin Family House in West Domhain

Hera – Heera

Noel – Noel

Neasa – Nasa

Síne – Sheen-eh

Tiarna – Tear-na

Fionn – Fyun

Siún – Shoon

Conlaith – Conlath

Blú – Blue

DRAGONS

Maelsuin – Mwale-sin

Kaanesien – Caaness-ee-en

Aeson – Ay-son






[image: The map name Dombain features various locations including the Anála Sea, Fiadh Sea, Dragon Archipelago, Westport Camp, Erin, Castle Delane, Castle Debruin, Hiln's Keep, Mount Leiu, Blackstairs Mountains, Cooley Plains, House Logue, House Nanon, House MacDiarmada, House Triel, House Reilly, House de Paor, House Caden, House Críoch, House Eadan, First Island, Second Island, the Islands of Lambay, the Gairinish Islands, the Sceily Islands, River Sionainn, Keem Bay, and An Clochán. A compass is present at the lower right indicating the cardinal directions.]
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1

Lambay Second Island

‘ÉADHA, RUN!’

For a frozen instant, Éadha stared at Ionáin, her eyes wide with shock and pain. Then she turned and sprinted away from where Ionáin was standing, by the fountain in front of the Hall of Illusions.

Within seconds she’d crossed the courtyard and disappeared through the stone arch into the cloister beyond, though Ionáin could still hear the sound of her feet on the flagstones. He could even picture her as she ran: sprinting in that determined way of hers, head down and completely focused. Her hair had come loose in the fight with Master Dathin and it’d be flying out behind her now – the long, dark curls so much like when she was younger and wouldn’t cut her hair all winter because she said it kept her warm when out herding. How many times had he raced her like that when they were little, the two of them at full tilt across the dips and hollows in the forest behind Ailm’s Keep? The difference now, though, was in how impossibly fast her footsteps sounded. Proof, if he still needed it, of her power. The gift she’d been hiding from him all along.

Then even that sound disappeared. All that remained was the quiet plashing of the fountain. Deep inside Ionáin there was a sense of something winking out – a link between the two of them breaking. A link he’d always thought was love, but turned out to have been power.

Hers.

Directly in front of him stood the massive iron-bound doors of the Hall of Illusions. Master Dathin was still inside. After a single furious roar when he realized he’d been fighting an illusion of Éadha instead of the real thing, he’d gone silent. No doubt he was drawing fresh power. He’d burst through those doors any second now.

Ionáin’s mind was working furiously, trying to make sense of all that’d happened in the last few moments. The brutal fight between Éadha and Dathin; the Master’s absolute determination to destroy her, leaving her no choice but to run. As the echoes of Éadha’s footsteps died, Ionáin automatically focused his senses to follow her thread, willing her to get as far away as possible before Dathin appeared. But when he did, he felt nothing. It was as if someone had dropped a hood over his head. He knew the touch of Éadha’s thread as well as he knew his own hands; there hadn’t been a day this last year on Lambay when he hadn’t reached out for its silvery reassurance. Now, though, there was nothing: not Éadha’s thread, not the shimmer of apprentices’ threads, as they hurried through the cloisters on their way to class. Not even the massive presence of Master Dathin behind the hall doors, or the threads surely stretching from the Master right now as he drew power. Ionáin knew these threads were all around him, a translucent network of life and power, but he couldn’t feel them any more. He was cut off. Sense-less. Blind.

With growing horror, Ionáin reached inside himself. Just for an instant he felt a flicker of the power he’d drawn yesterday for a dragon illusion, but he’d used the last of it to create the illusion that let Éadha escape. Now all he had left was a guttering candle burned down almost to nothing. As he reached for it, it blinked out of existence.

Éadha’s words from a few minutes ago played over in his mind:

My power. My gift. Not yours.

And as Ionáin registered the absolute emptiness inside him, he understood what she meant; not just that she was gifted but that he wasn’t. His body went cold as the realizations began to multiply. He should’ve failed his Reckoning last spring. He did fail it, but Éadha had somehow covered it up. All the joy and relief he’d felt this last year that he was finally safe and could protect his Family and Ailm’s Keep had all been based on a lie. And now Master Dathin knew.

He started to turn, ready to run. He needed to get out of here before Master Dathin appeared. But in the same second he thought, My parents.

If he ran now, what would happen to them? Ionáin forced himself to think it through, even though every muscle in his body was tensed and screaming at him to flee. He was powerless. He’d been prepared for that possibility before his Reckoning, even if he’d spent the time since thinking that the danger had passed. Éadha had begged him to run on the morning of his Reckoning, he remembered. Had she known then he wasn’t gifted? When had her lies started?

Think, he told himself again. Don’t get distracted.

Before his Reckoning he’d told Éadha he couldn’t run from failure. He had a Family, people who needed him to stay within the system or they’d be punished.

From within the Hall of Illusions he heard movement. He straightened, breathing in hard and forcing his features into a calm, controlled expression. After all, he’d done nothing wrong. He’d get through this, protect his Family.

He still wasn’t someone who got to run.

The hall doors slammed open and Master Dathin appeared.

He was almost unrecognizable: his face distorted by fury, his body swollen with fresh power. Realizing Éadha was gone, he let out a bellow before he caught sight of Ionáin.

‘You,’ he snarled, all his thwarted rage focusing on the young man standing in front of him.

Ionáin stepped forward, his hands raised and his mouth open to explain, but it was too late. Had always been too late, because Master Dathin was already lifting his staff and firing a bolt of pure energy straight at him. As the Master’s shot hurtled towards him, Ionáin instinctively shaped his hands to create a shield and deflect it, just as he’d been trained. Because it seemed he still hadn’t accepted, not really, not in his bones, that there was nothing there any more. Not one drop of power left inside him, so the space between his hands stayed empty and Dathin’s shot scorched straight through, smashing into his undefended forehead.

The blow knocked Ionáin backwards, sending his head slamming into the marble lip of the fountain behind him. The last thing he felt was the icy water submerging him, as he slumped into the basin and out of consciousness.

There were sounds. Garbled, meaningless sounds. Ionáin could only just hear them, as if they were coming from far away, but he couldn’t make sense of them. He started to fade out again but the sounds wouldn’t stop. Instead, they got louder and began to form into words. ‘Ionáin? Ionáin.’ That was him. He was Ionáin. ‘Can you hear me?’

It sounded like Linn’s voice, though oddly muffled. This was, he realized, because he was still partly submerged in the water pooled in the fountain’s marble basin, his body lying where he’d fallen after Dathin’s blast. Only the shallowness of the water had saved him from drowning.

He could tell by the slant of light into the courtyard that it was some hours later, maybe late afternoon. He pushed himself upright, the movement detonating multiple explosions in his head. His forehead ached where Master Dathin’s blast had seared into him, and there was a vicious pain across the back of his head where he’d smacked it on the marble.

‘Ionáin, what the hell happened to you?’ Linn was bending down to look at him with a worried expression. Behind her stood Coll. There was no sign of Master Dathin. ‘We heard there was a fight this morning, between the Masters and Éadha of all people. And no one’s seen Senan all day. Did Éadha do this to you?’

Ionáin started to shake his head, grimacing as this sent more pain lancing through his temple. He lifted a hand to the back of his head. It came away covered in blood. Out of the water, the gash had re-opened. It was bleeding freely now.

‘No,’ Ionáin began, ‘Éadha didn’t do this. She isn’t …’ then stopped himself.

How could he say any more what Éadha was or wasn’t, when it was obvious he didn’t know? Had never known? He’d seen the end of her fight with Dathin this morning, how she’d flown up into the air, blocking the Master’s mighty shots and shooting back with a clean, white fire he’d never seen before. How extraordinary she’d looked under the high ceiling, haloed in the dawn light as it seeped through the arched windows. She’d fought off Lambay’s most powerful Master like someone born to battle, not a girl Senan had treated as a glorified slave for months. And there hadn’t even been any thread: no link to Fodder. Nothing. Just … her. Impossibly her.

Linn, meanwhile, was staring down at the blood on Ionáin’s hand. ‘Shit, that looks bad,’ she said, reaching out to grip his shoulder and guide him towards a stone seat. ‘Sit and don’t move. You’ll only make it worse. Coll, go get the Master Healer.’

Lowering himself gingerly on to the seat, Ionáin wondered where Éadha was now. He guessed Dathin had gone hunting after her. A chill went through him as he remembered how swollen with power and hatred the Master had been.

Ionáin’s thoughts were interrupted by Coll returning with the Master Healer and two Keepers. The Healer was one of the younger Masters on Second Island, with auburn hair and a beard he kept neatly trimmed. He was normally brisk and good-tempered, well used to dealing with apprentices’ training injuries with minimum fuss. His face now, though, was grim. He and the Keepers were all stripped down to their tunics, their sleeves rolled up, as if Coll had disturbed them in the middle of something.

‘Stand back,’ he called to Linn as he hurried up. The two Keepers went to stand on either side of Ionáin while the Master turned to Linn and Coll with a ferocious look in his blue eyes. ‘Go. Say nothing of this. If you do, I’ll know it was one of you and I’ll have you both sent to the holds for reconditioning.’

Visibly shocked, the twins nodded immediately and left without another word. Only after they were well gone did the Healer turn to look at Ionáin.

‘You can walk,’ he said.

‘I think so,’ replied Ionáin, standing up again, one hand still over the cut on the back of his head to stem the bleeding. His sodden clothes dripped noisily on to the flagstones.

‘It wasn’t a question. You will follow me and you won’t speak again until I tell you.’

The Healer led Ionáin out of the courtyard still flanked by the two Keepers. They were there, Ionáin realized, not to help him, but to make sure he didn’t try to run.

They walked along the stone colonnade to the east of the central cloister but instead of making for the South Tower, which housed the bright, airy rooms of the infirmary, the Master headed for a vertical cylinder hollowed out of granite at the heart of Second Island. It was the stone shaft that led deep underground, into the Fodder Holds.

Ionáin’s steps slowed as he realized where they were headed. Dread gripped him at the thought of going so far underground, into the darkness, and at what was hidden down there. But as he faltered, the Keepers caught him by an arm each and bundled him along without breaking their stride. His heart rate had sped up, but his thoughts still felt too slow and confused. He was being marched down into Lambay’s deepest caves, to the place where the Masters drained people for power, and he couldn’t think. Unbidden, he remembered Master Joen’s words from a few days ago during a combat lesson in the armoury:

There’ll come a time in your Westport posting when you suffer a sudden loss. Your Keeper flamed in battle, say, or your Fodder wagon burned. In that moment, you’ll be in shock. That’s when your mind becomes your greatest enemy. Its every instinct will be to shut down. To survive you must learn to fight this, because the ability to stay clear-headed in the depths of horror is the only difference between those who survive and those who die on a dragon’s breath.

The Keepers were still bundling him along, every bump and jerk sending a fresh jag of pain through his injured head. Closing his eyes, Ionáin forced himself to focus on it. He could use this pain, the urgent sharpness of it, to cut through his numbness.

His power was gone; he’d never had any. It’d been Éadha’s all along and now she was gone too. For the first time in his life, she was gone and there was a chasm in his chest, as deep and wide as the shaft sunk through the heart of the island, where her betrayal waited for him. And yet: he couldn’t let the shock bludgeon him stupid now. He had to think; he had to choose – who and how to be, and what to say that might just keep him alive.

Stepping out into the open air of the shaft, the Master Healer flew on down into the hollow. From behind, one of the Keepers pushed Ionáin on to the narrow stairs that clung to its sides. He’d never used them before, having simply flown with the other Channeller apprentices. Now he had to inch his way down the steps, achingly conscious of his hands, still wet and slippery, gripping the narrow guardrail that was the only thing between him and a fall of hundreds of feet. About halfway down, the Keepers stopped at a door cut into the rock face. It led into a long tunnel lit by torches, where they marched him past a series of metal doors. As he stumbled along, Ionáin wondered if they’d caught Éadha. If she was behind one of these doors, battered and bloodied from her fight with Dathin. He forced the thought away as the Keepers turned in at the last door.

Inside, it was unexpectedly bright, though freezing cold, and the room was lit by an enormous circular window cut into the island’s western cliff face. There was no sign of Éadha, but near the window stood the Master Healer, and with him Master Joen, the senior Master on Second Island.

For the first time since he’d stood with Éadha in the Hall of Illusions, Ionáin felt a flicker of hope. Master Joen was one of his uncle Huath’s oldest friends. They’d battled dragons together for years in Westport. Surely he wouldn’t want him harmed. Neither Master, though, took any notice of him. Their heads were bent together, Joen gesturing angrily towards First Island, visible in the far distance through the wide window. Ionáin realized Joen’s cloak was torn in places and his wrist appeared singed, the skin blackened.

Did Éadha do this? Ionáin wondered with a start. Had she beaten Master Joen too? Had she – impossibly – escaped?

He felt a surge of relief at the thought, followed by a small, unexpected dart of pride. But that was wiped away in the next moment as the two Masters moved towards him, revealing what was behind them: a Stone Chair, waiting to take him.

The granite chair that rose in front of the window was small, relative to the size of the room, yet it seemed to take up the entire space. It would’ve required immense power to create, even for a Master Architect. Channelling heat into the surrounding granite until it reached an unimaginable temperature and became a liquid lava, flowing down the cliff face into the waiting sea. All while holding the image of the chair steady in his mind, its shape emerging as the stone round it dissolved: because this chair was the room’s reason for being.

Topped by a semicircular stone headrest, the chair’s sides were shaped into two hinged, L-shaped funnels to lock a person’s arms into place, while similar funnels forced the legs apart so an Inquisitor could step in more closely, for easier access to the head.

As he stared at its granite implacability, Ionáin felt his mind go numb again. It was too much. Only a few hours ago he’d been one of his year’s best Channeller apprentices. Liked by the other apprentices, respected by the Masters for his abilities and set for a golden future as Lord of one of the great Families. Now he stood bruised and bleeding, held captive by Keepers and about to be tortured in a Stone Chair. He closed his eyes and forced himself to breathe in hard. He needed to stop this before it all went too far. To remember who, after all, he was. On the out-breath he shook off the Keepers’ restraining hands and stepped forward.

‘Master Joen,’ he said, standing straight, his eyes fierce as he attempted to summon all the arrogance of ten generations of Ailm lords before him. ‘We need to talk.’

He might as well have cried out to the sea winds beyond the glass. Neither Master gave even the slightest indication they’d heard him. The two Keepers just grabbed him again, harder now, their fingers digging into his arms, and a deeper fear caught at him. Weren’t they even going to give him a chance to explain?

‘Master Joen,’ he said again, and this time he couldn’t entirely keep a note of pleading out of his voice. As he spoke, there was a knock at the door and another, younger Keeper appeared, flushed and panicky in a blood-stained apron.

‘Master Healer,’ he stammered. ‘The infirmary, they say you need to come …’

‘Go,’ said Master Joen. ‘I’ll deal with this.’ The Healer nodded. Moving towards the door, he glanced briefly at Ionáin before saying over his shoulder to Joen,

‘Given the recent head trauma and blood loss, doing it now may kill him.’

For the first time since they’d brought him in, Master Joen looked at Ionáin and his eyes were like stone as he replied,

‘Indeed. But not until I’ve taken everything I need from him.’ He nodded and the two Keepers dragged Ionáin over to the chair, locking him in place with his arms and legs trapped inside its granite channels. The cold stone of the headrest smarted against the open cut on the back of Ionáin’s head. Master Joen stepped in between his outspread legs, raised his hands, placed them on Ionáin’s temples and began.

Inquisitions were one of the last things Channeller apprentices studied on Second Island. It was a very different skill to channelling, with no Fodder power drawn. Instead, using the silver threads that linked them to everyone else, the Channeller sent a part of their awareness along a thread directly into their subject’s mind. Ionáin’s class had only just begun their training under Master Lugh, and the first thing he’d taught them was the need for control. To enter another’s mind was a violation, a ripping down of the fundamental wall between their thoughts and the outside world. Any emotions the Inquisitor brought with them would blaze into their subject’s mind like someone setting an uncontrolled fire.

But as Joen forced himself into Ionáin’s thoughts, he was clearly beyond caring. His fury at how Éadha had so completely fooled him came flaming down the thread into Ionáin, detonating inside his mind so he screamed in sudden agony. The Master wasn’t even trying to examine him. He just wanted to hurt him, there, in his deepest thoughts. It was like being stripped naked in front of a watching crowd and whipped to the point of unconsciousness, yet Ionáin couldn’t pass out because Joen’s presence in his mind wouldn’t let him. He was pinned there, forced to feel every blow.

Only when his initial fury was spent did Master Joen finally pull back and start his Inquisition, ripping into Ionáin’s most recent thoughts and memories – those nearest the surface of his mind. When the Master reached the encounter with Éadha in the Hall of Illusions just a few hours ago, the words ‘Show me’ sounded inside Ionáin’s head as an irrefusable command, forcing him to relive his last conversation with Éadha from the moment she appeared in the doorway, her heart-shaped face set with determination, her bag slung across her chest, ready to run.

You don’t have a gift …

As Éadha’s quiet words played in his head, Ionáin felt once again the same sick shock he’d felt in the moment she’d held out a were-light towards him. He could sense Joen’s disbelief too, as the Master forced him to play and replay the moment she’d told him it’d been her power all along. And each time Ionáin felt the same pain, but now also the nausea of knowing what was coming and not being able to stop it, only to relive it at Joen’s command, forcing him to see how complete her betrayal had been. The one person in the world he thought loved him for himself, lying to him all along.

Finally, after four or five replays, Joen pulled back out of his mind, dropped his hands, and stared into Ionáin’s eyes for a moment.

‘You pampered, oblivious idiot.’

He turned to one of the Keepers, who stood waiting with a writing pad. ‘To the Masters of Lambay. Inquisition of Ionáin, of the Ailm Family, confirms the traitor Éadha gave him power so he appeared to be a Channeller. He was unaware.’

Nauseous and only half-conscious, Ionáin still felt relieved. At least now they knew he hadn’t deliberately tricked them. But Joen was already moving back to stand between his legs.

No … No. No more, thought Ionáin, not realizing he’d spoken out loud until Joen nodded to a Keeper who stepped forward and stuffed a rag into his mouth. Again the Master came, fast and hard, into his mind. This time he went ripping deeper into Ionáin’s memories, tossing them aside like bits of paper as he went. Further back he went, through every single encounter with Éadha since they’d both arrived together on Lambay.

Every touch, every smile between them was laid bare to the Master’s pitiless gaze. The midwinter night just weeks ago in the East Tower when she’d lain beneath him, her soft body arching up towards his in the were-light. Their fierce, angry kisses in the beech coppice on First Island, then all the way back to the day they’d sat on velvet cushions by the fire in Ionáin’s apartment and he’d sworn to her it was all only a game; that only the two of them mattered.

‘You were quite the liar, weren’t you? Making promises to Lady Ailbhe you had no intention of keeping,’ said Joen. ‘Not as good a liar as the traitor though. She had you wrapped round her little finger. Ready to betray everything your Family ever stood for, and all the time you didn’t have the first clue what she really was.’

Now the Master was pushing even further back, all the way to Ailm’s Keep. When he realized, Ionáin’s mind rose up again. Please not home, he begged wordlessly. The Master brushed his refusal aside as if it wasn’t there, drilling back without remorse until he reached his Reckoning day almost a year ago. With another ‘Show me’, he forced Ionáin to relive it.

Only at the end did Joen pause on the moment when Ionáin, overwhelmed by relief and joy, caught Éadha in his arms in the centre of the Great Hall, burying his face in her cloud of dark hair and whispering in her ear as his lips brushed her skin, ‘Will you wait for me?’

And Ionáin saw it now, in the memory Joen was forcing him to play: the look of horror in Éadha’s eyes as he stepped back from her. She’d known even then his joy was all based on her lie. It turned out the truth had been there in front of him all along. He’d just been too stupid, too caught up in his dream of saving his Family, too in love to see what was written on her face.

Master Joen resumed his dictation. ‘The traitor gave him power at his Reckoning, then posed as a Keeper. There’s no way a servant girl could devise such a monstrous conspiracy. Most likely she was the instrument of Lord Aedan, turning to the Prohibited Acts in his desperation not to lose Ailm’s Keep. Dispatch two Masters to the Keep, with an armed guard.’

At this, Ionáin began writhing in the granite chair, straining at the locks and trying desperately to spit out the rag. He pictured his mother, Úra, and his father, Aedan, the terror they’d feel when they saw Channellers riding up to the Keep with soldiers. This was insanity. Joen and the other Masters, so possessed by rage at Éadha for fooling them they’d lost their minds to it.

Joen, his face expressionless, watched Ionáin strain for a moment, then gestured to a Keeper to remove the rag.

‘My parents,’ Ionáin gasped, his mouth red and raw. ‘They knew nothing, I’m sure of it. You don’t need …’

But Joen was already turning away. ‘I’m done with this Fodder. Take him down to the holds and give him to Head Keeper Maebh with my compliments. She always needs fresh supply. Tell her I expect him to be dead within days.’
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2

Blackstairs Mountains

IT’S ALWAYS COLD, SO high in the Blackstairs. The snows come early and stay late, while the wind drives them into steep drifts against the Steps, leaving the stone bare in places.

One such bare place was the rocky foreshore of a mountain lake, at the foot of a western Step. A mountain hare in its thick winter coat sat on its hind legs by the water’s edge, washing its face with its forepaws. The next moment it stiffened, turned and bolted. As it ran, a rushing sound overheard resolved into the beating of powerful wings and a dragon landed on outstretched talons, settling on to the stony ground where the hare had sat just seconds before.

A small figure, almost invisible against its scales, came away from where she’d been clinging on to a spike in between the dragon’s wings, half-climbing, half-falling to the ground. Her clothes were torn and burned in places, and a satchel was slung across her chest. When she tried to step away from the dragon she staggered, her legs stiff and unused to carrying her. She laid a hand against the dragon’s neck and the great head swung round to look at her. The dragon was clearly exhausted too, its legs trembling as it crouched there, wings folded flat across its back. The two of them touched heads, dragon and girl, drawing strength from each other.

‘Rest now, brave one. My Mahera,’ said Éadha. ‘I’ll keep watch.’

The dragon curled its legs underneath it like a cat, rested its head on the ground and closed its eyes. It was asleep in seconds.

Standing beside it, Éadha stared down at her fingers. They were still curled into the grip she’d had on the young dragon’s spine since they left Lambay, arrowing across the Fiadh Sea and inland, directly over Erisen. It meant her first sight of its white towers had been from above, staring down at the Families’ alabaster fortresses as they swooped past. It was the first time a dragon had flown over Erisen in more than a century, and from far above she’d seen the panic they caused, the tiny figures of people pointing and running as the shadow of the dragon passed over them. All through that flight she’d just held on, trusting the dragon to know where they’d be safe. The dragons, after all, had been fighting the Masters a lot longer than she had.

She uncurled her fingers slowly, flexing them out straight before tucking them inside her tunic and underneath her armpits to warm them. The heat radiating from the sleeping dragon’s flank was staving off the worst of the chill and she shuffled closer while she looked about, taking in where they’d landed. The empty foreshore, the lake in front of her, still and shining like a mirror in the slanting light as the sun faded to the west. It was late afternoon, the winter light fading quickly, even up so high in the mountains.

She closed her eyes and breathed in deeply, the icy air flooding her lungs. It felt like the first time she’d breathed all the way in since she’d left Ailm’s Keep almost a year ago to go to Lambay. Standing there, she could still feel the exaltation that had filled her when the dragon gave her its golden power on First Island. As though there were still traces of that strength inside her now, like tendrils wound round her heart.

Climbing on to the dragon’s back had been like leaving the world behind, as if they’d flown into a different realm. One with none of the pain or cruelty of the world the Masters had built. She’d been almost sorry to climb down when the dragon landed, and feel her feet touch the ground once more. As if that old life might somehow reach up through the earth and try to pull her back in. Unconsciously she stepped forward, almost to the water’s edge. No. She wouldn’t let it. She was out. Out of that place. Away from the Masters, from Senan, from the Keepers: all of it. Senan would never call her a bitch or a goatherd again; he’d never get to touch her again. She’d never bow her head to another Master, never lie to hide her true power again. She was out.

She thought of the look in Senan’s eyes as she’d fought him; Huath’s too – it’d been the same look. The same rage because she wasn’t submitting to them; the same shock when they realized they couldn’t force her to.

Now all the memories of the last few days began flooding back. The last battle with Huath. Swimming across the sea with the power Gry had given her. Gry. There in the deepening chill of a late winter’s day, heat flared through Éadha’s body, every inch of her skin remembering his touch. His lips slamming into hers when he crossed his cell and caught her up. Throwing her off-balance so she wouldn’t be able to stop herself taking the gift he was giving her; the gift of his own life. How the world had whited out at the feel of his mouth on hers. She remembered too, how he’d sagged and fallen as she took his strength, passing out right after he’d said to her, ‘Don’t stop.’

Now her mind was spooling further and further back. To the battle in the holds and before that, escaping through the cloisters after Dathin’s attack. To Ionáin distracting Dathin with an illusion so she could run. To the quiet desperation of his last words to her just before Dathin attacked: ‘What have you done?’

With that, Éadha’s racing thoughts came to a juddering halt. This she wasn’t ready for – to face the wrongness of what she’d done to Ionáin. What she’d lost.

She grasped the sides of her head, as if somehow she could reach inside and stop herself remembering. Swivelling round, she stared at the empty shore and back at the shape of the sleeping dragon. She needed to do something. Anything to stop herself from thinking, to hold away this awful guilt.

The dragon, she thought. She’d need food and water when she woke. And even as she thought this, a part of her had the sense to scoff, No Ionáin to look after any more? Why, here’s a dragon you can mother instead. But she pushed that thought away too. It was a task, here in front of her. That was enough.

What did dragons eat? She pictured a sheep, like in Béithe’s stories of old. They always seemed to feature dragons carrying off sheep, dangling from their talons. But it seemed unlikely a sheep was going to come ambling out from behind a rock anytime soon. Water, though, she could do.

She found a rock with a natural shallow dip and dragged it over beside the still-sleeping dragon. Then, with her water bottle she began trudging over and back from the lake’s edge, filling the dip with water. The dragon probably didn’t need it – she could easily drink from the lake when she woke – but the hard, repetitive task served its purpose: stopping her thinking. She kept going until her legs started to give. Ah, now, she thought, as her vision began to blur. Now maybe she could risk lying down without being ambushed by her guilt. Her whole body trembling with cold and delayed shock, Éadha crept beneath the dragon’s folded wing with her bag for a pillow and fell, with unspeakable relief, straight into unconsciousness.

All that night and the next, girl and dragon slept beneath the watching stars. In the morning light of the second day, they stirred together, a ripple of awareness running through them both so their heads came up together as the sun’s first rays slanted almost horizontally across the plateau.

Seeing the water in the crude stone bowl, the dragon lapped it up neatly, like some fantastically oversized house pet, glancing at Éadha with what looked like gratitude. Éadha smiled back, saying the only word she knew in dragon speech, ‘Mahera’, before climbing to her feet and tapping her chest. ‘Éadha,’ she said, before pointing to the dragon with a questioning look.

‘Éadha,’ the dragon replied, before adding in her soft, hissing voice, like metal sliding on stone, ‘Maelsuin.’

A thrill ran through Éadha. The only other dragon name she knew was Kaanesien, the Masters’ name for the oldest, and some said, the first, dragon. She hadn’t been sure if names were something dragons even used. Dipping her head in greeting, she said, ‘Maelsuin. It’s nice to meet you.’

This was, seemingly, quite enough by way of chat for Maelsuin. With a flick she shook out her wings so Éadha had to scrabble backwards. After a small snort that might’ve been a dragon’s snigger, she sprang up into the morning light. Automatically, Éadha reached out with her senses to follow her and immediately wanted to shout at the pure, unexpected joy of it. Shining there in front of her, a great golden thread of power running from the young dragon’s belly to her heart and out into wingbeat and thrust, sending the dragon shooting up into the air like a flaming arrow.

At first she just watched Maelsuin fly up until she was level with the mountain’s peak, then she drew back her arm and sent a were-light rocketing up in the wake of the dragon’s flight. Almost invisible in the winter sunlight, the little thing fizzed through the air like a tiny sprite. Maelsuin sensed it immediately, wheeling about and snapping after it but with a twist of her wrist Éadha pulled the were-light sideways so it whizzed round the dragon’s head and then scooted ahead, just beyond Maelsuin’s reach. The dragon let out a frustrated growl and Éadha threw out her arms with a grin, giving Maelsuin a quick bow before sending the were-light plummeting to splash into the lake.

Up once more then Maelsuin lifted herself, twisting in mid-air before straightening out into a perfect glide across the lake’s surface, the water riffling up behind her. And as the dragon dipped her head to drink from the icy water, Éadha realized all in one instant where they were and why.

She’d been too exhausted before to recognize it, but it was the lake where she, Ionáin, Huath, Magret and the rest of their party had paused in their trek across the Blackstairs almost a year ago. Where a full-grown dragon had come flying in to drink and witnessed Éadha conjure a were-light with her new-born power at the water’s edge. The place where a dragon had first called her Mahera. Sister. Maelsuin had been the smallest of that dragon’s offspring, Huath had said. Now here she was gliding the length of the lake, dipping her head into the water to drink in unconscious imitation of her mother’s flight.

This is where she was born, Éadha realized. That’s why we’re here. This was her first home.

Home.

It was just one word, ringing out silently in her mind but it was enough for Éadha to be blindsided by a wave of homesickness. Defenceless against the flood of memories as it hit her just how close they were to Ailm’s Keep. Memories of the Keep, of its oak forests and the silver lake at the heart of it all. Of Ionáin, always Ionáin, her whole life beside her, loving her, kissing her for the very first time on the fell at the foot of these Steps, when their lips touched and her heart swung open. And rushing up behind the memories it came, like a fist swinging out of nowhere. The realization that, as it hit, stopped her heart:

Ailm’s Keep was doomed.

Éadha groaned out loud, bending double with the sudden pain of it. How could she have forgotten? The Masters surely all knew by now that Ionáin was ungifted and that meant one thing: Ionáin’s Family were going to lose their home. Her thoughts ran on in growing panic, picturing Master Dathin or Master Joen riding up to the Keep to take possession. The shock on Úra and Aedan’s faces when they learned the truth about their son.

Éadha’s chest tightened as she wondered – would the Masters bring Ionáin with them, when they came to Ailm’s Keep? After all, there was no place for him any more on Lambay, now they knew he couldn’t channel. He’d told her he didn’t want to even look at her any more, that day in the Hall of Illusions. But how could she pass up the chance to try and make him see she’d never meant to hurt him?

Hearing her cry out, Maelsuin had swooped about and now she came flying over to land in a rush of wings. For a moment Éadha stayed hunkered down, one fist pressed into the ground, not even noticing how she was melting the ice around her. When she did finally stand and look up at Maelsuin, it was with a new determination.

‘You were born here, yes?’ she said, gesturing to the lake and the peaks beyond. Maelsuin gave no sign she’d understood. Éadha pressed on, steepling her hands as if to form the shape of a tower. ‘The place where I was born – my home – is near here,’ she said, pointing west towards the Steps leading down to Ailm’s Keep. ‘I need to go there. Some men are coming and I have to warn everyone.’

Éadha’s finger as it pointed towards Ailm’s Keep looked tiny and wobbly in front of the massive creature. The thought crossed her mind that she’d never get used to the fact that the world held such extraordinary beings and as it did, she realized what she – they – could do.

‘Come with me, Maelsuin. When I go to warn them. We can show people …’ Éadha’s heart began to pound as the possibilities multiplied. ‘We could stop them. When the Masters come to take the Keep, you and me together, we could …’

NO.

The dragon’s voice sounded like a thunderclap going off inside her head. Éadha staggered back at the force of it detonating inside her skull. Maelsuin had reached along the golden thread between them, the one she’d used to give Éadha power in the final battle with Huath, but now she was using it to send her thoughts into Éadha’s mind.

Come with me, sister. Onwards, Maelsuin went on then, more gently, still speaking into the mind-space and lowering her head to nudge Éadha, before gesturing west as Éadha had just done, but far further, beyond the Blackstairs and Ailm’s Keep.

‘Siar,’ she hissed, out loud now. ‘Mahera. Mahera.’

West. Sisters. More sisters.

She means the dragon islands, Éadha realized. The archipelago beyond Westport, off Domhain’s west coast where the dragons lived. Driven back there and hunted by the Channellers for centuries. She meant going all the way to the end of the world.

A part of her was unsurprised. After all, when you fly away on the back of a dragon, where do you expect to go? There’s no place left for you in the land of men. The part of her that was fierce and still full of anger surged in sudden delight at Maelsuin’s words. Yes, away. Away from everyone and everything that wanted to deny her power. Away to live with these fierce, beautiful creatures that were more her kind than any Family or Master ever were. But another part of her was still the girl from Ailm’s Keep who’d just lost Ionáin because she’d been too scared to tell him the truth, and so, pushing down the longing that rose up inside her at Maelsuin’s words, she shook her head.

‘No. I can’t go with you. I can’t keep making the same mistake. I have to go and warn Ionáin’s Family.’

Maelsuin drew her head back, staring down at the human girl before saying into the mind-space, You think there is still a place for you, in the world of men? and she gestured down the Steps.

‘I don’t know,’ said Éadha simply. ‘But I do know I did a wrong thing and I can’t make it worse now, by not going to the Keep to warn them of what’s coming.’

I cannot go with you. It is forbidden, Maelsuin sent then.

Éadha stared at the dragon, wondering what – or who – could ever forbid a creature as powerful as this from doing anything. After a moment, though, she drew in a deep breath as the implications of her decision – and Maelsuin’s refusal – sank in. ‘I understand,’ she said. ‘And I know I can’t ask you to wait for me here either. The Masters will come riding through these mountains soon, on their way to take the Keep. It’s too dangerous for you to stay here.’

A growl rumbled deep in Maelsuin’s throat at the mention of the Masters, but then she bent her head so Éadha could rest her forehead against it, while beneath her hand she felt the golden well of power inside that mighty body – a power so like and yet unlike her own. The dragon and the girl stayed still like this for a little while, and the sense of kinship she’d first felt on Lambay, when she’d touched Maelsuin through the bars of the Masters’ cage, came over Éadha once more. As it did, so too did all the grief she’d been holding back since she left Lambay. It’d been Maelsuin’s strength, she realized, that’d been holding the broken pieces of her together until now, letting her go on believing she hadn’t lost her whole world. Now she was going to have to hold herself together alone.

As if she’d read her thoughts, Maelsuin sent, This is not farewell, Mahera. We are your destiny now. We will keep watch for you; for the day when you come.

At this a hard lump rose in Éadha’s throat while Maelsuin pulled away with great gentleness, moving clear of the small human before, with an abrupt rush and clatter of wings, she took to the sky, shooting up until, in just a few moments, she’d climbed above the Blackstairs’ highest peaks. Éadha watched her go, until she could no longer see the outline of her wings as she swooped across the mountains and over the forests beyond, into the far west.

Hours later, the sun was just beginning to set and Éadha was running, alone, through the forest that covered the lower western slopes of Mount Lein. She’d timed her run to reach the Keep at sunset. It’d always been her favourite time to arrive home in the years she and Ionáin had spent winter afternoons out foraging for food. Though the sun was gone from the sky, the last of its light lingered still in streaks of pinkish-gold across the lower sky, with the Keep and the servants’ cottages silhouetted in black. Dark enough so she couldn’t see the crumbling walls, only the stark, beautiful outline of the towers and the wavy line of the cottage roofs snaking almost into the forest. Lights shone out against the darkness, the firelight illuminating the stained-glass arches of the Great Hall, the red-gold of candle lanterns shining through the cottage windows. Úra and Aedan’s chambers glowed a cheery yellow as they always did at this time, when Béithe lit the fires and set the beds warming.

Every time she and Ionáin arrived back at the Keep at just this moment, Éadha’s heart would skip a beat to be coming home to a place that, at that time, by that light, looked like the warmest, most welcoming place in the world. Now, staring out from beneath the bare branches of an oak tree, the Keep looked as serene as ever, untouched by all that’d happened, and it was like a blessing: the happiness of the first sight of home.

Closing her eyes she reached out with her senses, catching the silvery traces of the people moving around inside, readying themselves for the night. Béithe doing her rounds, making sure the kitchen was spotless before closing it up. Sepp the quartermaster on his way to let Cú and the other wolfhounds out to do their business, checking on the horses in the stables. Éadha’s heart hurt at the thought of going in and shattering this peace.

No. Stop. She couldn’t keep finding excuses for not doing what she didn’t want to do. She had to warn them, and this was her best chance, with the other servants gone to their cottages for the evening but before Béithe, Aedan and Úra went to bed.

Ducking out from beneath the trees, she ran across the grassy mounds of the Keep gardens, skirting the lake until she reached the courtyard entrance. There she slipped along by the shadowed walls until she reached the kitchen door. It’d be empty by now, she knew. With food always scarce, Béithe ran the place with iron discipline, locking it each night after dinner so no one would be tempted to try to get into the pantry.

Summoning up a miniature fireball in the palm of her hand, she pressed it against the metal of the lock. After a few moments’ pressure it melted and the door swung open. Inside, the great, high space was dark, the only light a fuzzy red from the fire’s embers. As the familiar, beloved kitchen smell hit her she felt almost dizzy and had to pause to steady herself, before padding across the room to sit on the stone fireseat that ran round the edge of the dying fire. If she’d timed it right, Béithe would be along any minute on her final round. Chinstrap, an ancient tabby who, for as long as Éadha could remember, spent her days dozing almost on top of the fire, greeted her with a soft meow, trotting over to butt her head against Éadha’s legs and have her chin tickled before settling back to sleep.

From the dragonglass corridor linking the kitchen to the Great Hall, Éadha heard the familiar shuffle of Béithe’s feet, stopping just before she rounded the corner.

‘Who’s in there,’ came her wrathful voice. ‘If that’s you again, young Foley, I’ll tan your greedy hide …’ As Béithe marched into the kitchen Éadha stood up, summoned a were-light and said quietly,

‘It’s me, Éadha.’

It was, she thought, the first time she’d ever seen Béithe lost for words. Her eyes widened, a hand going to her mouth to see Éadha standing there. She saw Béithe take in her torn clothes and the were-light bobbing in her cupped palm, before heading over to the still-warm range.

Her back to Éadha, she filled a pan with water and put it on to heat before saying, ‘Very well, young one. You’re here. Tell me. What’s happened? Where’s Ionáin?’

‘Ionáin’s still on Lambay. He’s not injured; that’s not why I’m here.’

Turning to face her, her lips pursed, Béithe nodded. ‘Still. No good reason has you here in the middle of the night. Not with a Channeller’s fire sitting on your hand.’

‘No,’ said Éadha, dropping her head in the face of that direct gaze that always saw too much.

‘I’m here because I did something for – to – Ionáin.’ She paused before hurrying on. ‘It was an accident, the first time I did it, at his Reckoning. Then I thought, stupidly, why not just keep doing it? But it all got too much, Béithe. You don’t understand how bad it is there, the holds and the Fodder being drained, and then he killed Seoda, and I couldn’t, I couldn’t just let Senan get away with that. But now …’

Éadha’s voice trailed away. She was making no sense but she couldn’t seem to make the words come. How was she to tell the woman who’d practically raised her, that the life she’d known this last quarter-century was over?

‘Child, you’re babbling,’ said Béithe, as Éadha stuttered to a halt. ‘But that light says it clear enough. Is that what you’ve come to tell us? That you’re a Channeller now too?’

‘Well, yes, and no, but that’s not why I’m here. I came to warn you. The Masters …’

But she never got any further, because from beyond the broken door came the sound of a company of riders clattering into the courtyard, hooves echoing loudly in the enclosed space, and over the noise a familiar voice shouting,

‘I want every entrance covered. No one is to be allowed out. Remember, the traitor could already be here. If you see her, do not attempt to engage. Call me or Master Ruadh.’

It was Master Irial, her year Master on First Island. With Master Ruadh and a company of troops. But, flinging out her senses, she could feel no trace of Ionáin.

Béithe stared at Éadha, who was standing horror-struck in the darkness, the tiny were-light bobbing forgotten in her hand.

And there was a world of old, reawakened pain in Béithe’s eyes as she said, ‘Ah, child. What have you done?’
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Lambay Second Island

HIS MOUTH WAS FULL of sand. It stuck to his lips and his tongue, leaving them dry and gritty. As awareness trickled back, Gry realized it was because he was lying face down on the sandy floor of his cell in the Fodder Holds. He had some sensation in his face but couldn’t feel the rest of his body. Not his arms, his legs, his torso – nothing. He wondered if he should panic about this, but his mind still felt too drained and fuzzy for anything so energetic.

Éadha. She’d channelled him. In fairness he’d told her to, so she’d have the power to escape through the Fodder hatch and into the sea. Telling her to keep going as he collapsed. As his mind slowly cleared, he thought of her streaking through the depths powered by his gift, like someone more than human, and he was fiercely glad.

‘Can you move?’ Someone had come into his cell. He couldn’t see them, but he recognized the voice. It was Orna, one of the Keepers responsible for looking after him.

That’s a silly question, Orna, he thought. It’s just as well I can’t speak or there’d definitely be some sarcasm at this point.

‘Stupid girl, of course he can’t.’

A different, sharper voice. Head Keeper Maebh. Even in his drained haze, Gry felt a twinge of real worry. Maebh he could handle, but if she was going to be followed by Masters asking questions, he wasn’t sure his thought-wall was strong enough right now to withstand an Inquisition and hide how he’d helped Éadha. He felt a hand press against his temple and lift an eyelid before Maebh went on, ‘She drained him almost completely. We’re lucky he’s still alive. Keeper, fetch a stretcher and get him to the infirmary at once.’

There was the sound of hurrying feet, then Maebh’s voice close to his ear.

‘Lord Gry, I don’t know if you can hear me. You were attacked by a rogue …’ She paused. ‘By a traitor. But you’ll have the very best care now.’

Someone’s feeling guilty, thought Gry, relieved. Please-don’t-complain-to-your-Family levels of guilty. Which meant they didn’t suspect him, not yet at any rate.

When the Masters had originally sent him to the Fodder Holds at midwinter, after he’d shown his true channelling gift in saving Éadha from Senan, his aunt Hera had made clear her unhappiness. At the time, Master Joen had insisted to her that it wasn’t a punishment, only tradition. Like any apprentice whose gift manifested late, Gry was required to see out the remainder of his winter term in the holds. He would then return to First Island in the spring to re-do his first year with the next intake group as a Channeller apprentice. But Joen had also sworn to Hera on the Annals that there was absolutely, categorically no risk of Gry being channelled while he was in the holds.

Maebh was right to be worried now, Gry thought. His aunt wasn’t a forgiving woman. Meanwhile, he was being rolled on to a stretcher, several pairs of hands making sure he wasn’t bumped or juddered. Along with Orna’s, he recognized the voice of another junior Keeper, Annaig. They took a stretcher-end each and carried him to the lift linking the Fodder Holds to the surface.

As it juddered upward Orna said quietly, ‘I heard Éadha did this.’

‘What I don’t understand is why the Masters are hunting her. If she can channel, isn’t that a good thing?’ said Annaig.

Because she’s a Leah and her power is a threat to their entire existence, thought Gry.

‘I’m not sure,’ Orna replied. ‘But there’s some connection with Ionáin. I heard Maebh say Éadha was supplying him with power all this time – he has no gift. The Masters think it was some kind of plot cooked up by Ionáin’s father, so his Family could stay in Ailm’s Keep.’

For the first time since he’d regained consciousness, Gry was glad his body was too drained to react. Only his paralysis stopped him in that moment from shooting upright and demanding, ‘Say that again.’

Annaig seemed almost as shocked as he was. She let out a small gasp and he felt the stretcher wobble on her side, as if she’d briefly lost her grip. ‘How is that even possible?’

They’d reached the surface, stepping out into daylight. After so many weeks in the holds Gry’s eyes automatically squeezed more tightly shut against the unfamiliar brightness on his eyelids.

‘Why are you looking at me like I’m supposed to know?’ hissed Orna. ‘And keep your voice down. Maebh doesn’t know I overheard her.’

As they carried him through the cloisters towards the South Tower, Gry’s mind was racing. Had Éadha really been supplying Ionáin with power the whole time? He knew she was a Leah, someone who could send power out of herself into others. But to use it to fool the Masters into believing Ionáin was a Channeller. He’d never heard of anything like it.

And then Gry remembered just how exhausted she’d been last summer after channelling lessons started. How he’d assumed it was from keeping up her thought-wall, because it would never have crossed his mind that she was giving the gift of power itself to Ionáin. No wonder she’d looked close to collapse half the time.

And Ionáin. He’d assumed he was just another Family prince, too entitled and heedless to realize how incredibly, once-in-a-lifetime lucky he was to have someone like Éadha in his life. A pang of loss mixed with a deeper sense of hurt went through Gry. How close those two must really be, if together they’d been able to fool the Masters into believing her gift was actually his.

The Keepers’ steps echoed in the stone stairwell as they approached the entrance to the infirmary. Gry suddenly felt furiously impatient at his mind’s lingering fog. He needed to be able to think. He was, he realized, so used to being the one who knew what was really going on, having been raised by his Family on the hidden truths about the first Channellers and Leah. Even on Lambay, he was the one who’d worked out that Éadha was more than just a Keeper. But this. Éadha and Ionáin sharing power. He’d missed it completely.

And Éadha hadn’t ever trusted him enough to tell him.

Now, though, there was to be no more time to think. The two Keepers had reached the infirmary, a series of high, bright interconnecting rooms in the South Tower, run by the Master Healer and mostly used to treat training injuries. The first room was the main assessment bay with a windowless dispensary just off it, filled with medicinal herbs and liniments, bandages and splints. The bay was usually a quiet space, with just the occasional injured apprentice there at any time, but as the two Keepers pushed open the door they were met by a hubbub of voices all talking at the same time. Risking a quick glance, Gry opened his eyes and saw the Librarian sitting on the edge of a white bed in the centre of the room, his clothes burned and torn from the battle with Éadha. A tall, heavy-set man with close-cropped hair and a white beard, he loomed over the junior Healers tending to him, while a small flock of Keepers hovered anxiously. Just as Gry’s stretcher was carried past, the Librarian let out a roar of pain. A Healer had accidentally brushed against a livid burn on his right arm. The sleeve of his tunic had been cut off, and the skin underneath had cracked and bubbled.

‘You idiot! If this scars, I’ll blast you all the way to the northern icesheets. Where’s the Master Healer, damn him.’

Keeping their heads down, Orna and Annaig hurried Gry on into the next room, occupied by two narrow white beds, and transferred him on to the one in the far corner. Annaig pulled a privacy screen across while Orna leaned down towards his face, saying, ‘This will go easier if you don’t fight it.’

As she spoke Gry felt a soft cloth cover his nose and mouth, and there was an overwhelming scent of poppy. He felt a sudden, absolute terror, as all of Hera’s old stories came screaming back to him. Of how relentlessly the Masters hunted down Leahs like Éadha, removing every trace they’d ever existed. Was that all he was now? Collateral damage in the Masters’ mission to wipe out all evidence of Éadha and her forbidden gifts? Opening his eyes he tried to lift his arm and
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