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    To my own Ronan—may our love story be forever told.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Fire was never meant to be wielded.It was meant to be endured.
Those who carry it are not chosen for their strength—but for what they are willing to lose.
—From the Songs of the First Flame
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PRELUDE I
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Fragment One: The Breaking of Lovers

Once a lover
And a friend
Joys unbound,
For all things end.

––––––––
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LORENTHIEL LOOMED OVER her, spit flying.

“What have you done, Isolde? Where is my son?”

Isolde shrieked as vines crawled across the ground, binding her, searing pale burns into her flawless skin.

She gasped. “His magic had grown too strong. He was dangerous—you know it. I know it. This is your fault. You’re the reason he’s gone. Release me.”

She struggled against the bindings, her skin crackling with each movement.

He stepped closer, careful not to brush the acidic vines. Rage burned in his eyes—yet passion still claimed him. He hated that even in fury she could unravel him with a breath. The goddess’s breath spoke his name, weaving her spell and momentarily making him forget everything but her.

With a flick of his wrist, Lorenthiel scattered the vines. In the same breath, he seized Isolde—pulling her against him, crushing his mouth to hers, forcing her lips apart, taking what he wanted.

She pushed against him, trying to break the steel cords of his arms.

His grip only tightened.

Isolde writhed, her breath tearing in sharp, desperate pulls.

Her muffled screams vibrated against Lorenthiel’s lips.

With eyes wide, she bit down.

Startled, Lorenthiel shouted as blood dripped from his mouth. He pushed her to the ground. His eyes flashed as the spell between them broke.

He snapped his fingers.

Isolde wept as the vines once again pulled at her blistered skin.

Lorenthiel flung himself to his knees beside her. 

The Red Flame danced violently in his eyes.

“What happened, Isolde?” Tears streamed down his face, his voice trembling, barely above a whisper. “His flame is gone. Braegan’s flame is gone! Where is he?”

Isolde searched his face.

“Ren... he was a monster. He had to be stopped.” She glared at him. “He had become you—dangerous, vile, evil. A destroyer of worlds!”

Anger consumed him.

“And you... you took his flame? How dare you!”

Lorenthiel twisted the vines, watching Isolde’s body struggle—then go limp.

As she lay unconscious, Lorenthiel weighed his choices—but could not do as she had done.

He left her alone, tangled in her own creation.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Breccan sensed Isolde’s eyes on him as he crouched in the shadow of a boulder. Well hidden among the rocks, he remained unseen by the Dra’Varyn invaders. For years, the Dra’Varyn had pressed west unchallenged, but the Var’Ethian would never yield their land.

He lifted his hand toward his chieftain, Aedron. Blue Flame flickered in his palm. Breccan’s skin shimmered, betraying the beast within. He forced it back, clinging to his human shape.

The dragon inside him paced, restless in his mind. It growled, baring razor-sharp teeth—then relented to Breccan’s command.

Breccan drew a steadying breath.

His eyes rolled back as he seized the dragon’s power. When he opened them, flame-sight raged in cerulean hues. He swept the meadow below with flame-sight. Satisfied, he nodded to Aedron.

It was time.

Aedron returned the nod.

Be with us, Goddess.

He whistled to his men and pointed to the clearing.

In a breath, the calm dissolved into chaos as the Var’Ethian clan burst from the tree line. Aedron led the charge, sword drawn. His voice thundered across the valley.

“For our lands! For our clan! For our honor!”

Hundreds of men in blue and green tartans surged from the forest behind him.

Their shield wall drove the Dra’Varyns toward the field’s center as flaming arrows streaked overhead, falling in waves among the enemy lines.

At the field’s edge, Malgareth Dra’Varyn stumbled, narrowly avoiding the sharp end of a broadsword. He caught himself with the tip of his staff, inches from the darkened ground. Anger flickered in his eyes, and black smoke curled from his nose.

His dragon, Gravethorne, pressed close beneath the surface.

The Goddess Isolde watched the slaughter from a high branch, her golden eyes searching for any sign of Lorenthiel among the Dra’Varyn forces.

It was not her place to intervene in the wars of men, yet she refused to let the god she had once loved alter her clan’s fate.

Not again.

Centuries had passed since they last met, yet her unease grew with every passing moon. Darkness plagued the land, and peace in Ashvara felt as fragile as an autumn leaf.

She scanned the field below. No sign of Lorenthiel stirred within their ranks.

She sighed, unable to shake the foreboding lodged in her gut.

Isolde reached out to Breccan with her mind. I do not sense him. The Dra’Varyns are alone. You know I will not interfere—but grace be to thee, my friend.

Breccan’s flame-kissed eyes flicked toward her. Thank you, my Lady.

With a twist of his wrist, his staff shrank. He slid it into his holster and turned back to the field.

Breccan drew a steadying breath and exhaled slowly. His body trembled as he released his dragon, the ancient creature surging into the sky.

Skarn’s scaly blue hide shimmered brightly in the sunlight, and his wings glistened like sapphires. With a shriek, he dove into the advancing warriors.

The men scattered as Skarn barreled forward, tearing through the warband. He flung men into the air like twigs. The Var’Ethian gained ground behind him as his assault drove the enemy back.

Skarn growled, unleashing a massive pillar of fire, then climbed high into the sky.

Malgareth’s eyes flared crimson. He bared his teeth, his voice hard as steel.  
“Gravethorne—tear him from the sky!”
Gravethorne’s scales glistened like rubies as sunlight flashed across his sides. He lunged into the sky after Skarn, tearing at him with clawed feet.

Skarn roared in pain but plunged forward, clamping Gravethorne’s neck between his long teeth. Dark green blood trickled into Skarn’s mouth.

Gravethorne wrenched free, driving his claws deeper into Skarn’s hide.

Skarn flew higher into the sky, Gravethorne close behind.

The sky thundered as dragonfire scorched the field below, men scattering like ash.

Isolde watched the fighting, her heart thrumming in her ears. Even in her goshawk guise, her stomach knotted.

From the forest below, a soft tug brushed her mind, pulling her thoughts downward.

A boy of seven summers hid behind a tree, a small dagger clenched in his fist.

Isolde sighed and flew down, landing lightly on his shoulder as she touched his mind. What are you doing here? Anger colored her thoughts.

The boy lifted his arm, offering the goddess a perch, but he made no reply. She walked down his arm toward his closed fist, then studied his face.

This is no place for you. It’s too dangerous.

Ronan puffed out his chest. His voice firm. I’m not afraid.

Isolde walked back up the length of his arm, stopping beside his ear. You should be. Anyone with sense is afraid of battle.

Ronan scrunched his face. There is no way the great Chieftain Aedron Var’Ethian is afraid of anything.

Isolde flew to face him, cocking her head and fixing him with deep amber eyes. Lord Chieftain, your father—like all mortals—learns the finality of life on the battlefield.

Ronan watched her unflinchingly.

Isolde continued, They are all fearful. Every one of them.

Ronan scowled. I don’t believe you. My father is the most courageous man I know.

Courage does not mean being fearless, Isolde said. It is acting heroically when fear is ever-present. A good warrior, like your father, harnesses that fear and turns it into bravery, young one.

Isolde landed on his shoulder. Someday, you’ll learn.

Ronan’s eyes grew wide. I came to watch the dragons.

Isolde cawed low. No. Go back to camp. Now.

His blue eyes implored her. Please, let me watch the battle. I’ll hide. He clasped his hands in front of his chest.

She used her flame-sight to survey the battle; the fighting was already drifting away. It wouldn’t be long before the Dra’Varyns were defeated.

She glanced back at Ronan and hesitated. She should refuse, but something in his gaze was familiar. Fierce. Determined. Stubborn. Aedron’s son, through and through. He would defy her either way.

She nipped Ronan’s ear with her beak. Don’t say I didn’t warn you. If your father catches you, he’ll toss you into the ice floe. Now—if you insist on staying—get up into that tree and climb as high as you can. When the battle is over, you’d better beat your father home.

Isolde flew back to her perch high above the valley and watched the battle.

She closed her eyes and reached for Breccan; his mind was intertwined with Skarn’s.

The dark blue dragon had freed himself from Gravethorne and landed before the Var’Ethian warband.

Now, my mage!

The air around Skarn shimmered as he vanished.

Reunited with his dragon, Breccan sprinted up a limestone outcropping.

Malgareth sped toward him, reaching for the staff at his waist. Breccan caught Malgareth’s gaze and laughed. With a single motion, he released his staff.

The aspen wood staff transformed. Etched along its sides, the ancient tongue glowed blue; at its crown—cradled between silver branches—the Blue Flame burned.

He raised the staff high above his head.

Malgareth lifted his sleek black staff in reply.

The Red Flame danced inside a thorny finial. The Dra’Varyn mage stepped forward, mirroring Breccan’s every move.

Spittle flew as Malgareth roared, planting his staff in the ground.

A crimson sigil flared beneath his feet.

The air crackled as he snarled, “I am the Mage of Lorenthiel! We will not be defeated!”

Breccan spun his staff and touched the rock with its tip. Sweat beaded on his brow as the ground trembled.

A low growl swelled into a thunderous boom as the Blue Flame crawled across the space between them. Their magic collided, and the sigil beneath Malgareth flickered. Blue and Red Flame danced, intertwining until only the Blue Flame remained. The Red Flame dissolved into the soil, leaving a thin trail of smoke and ash.

Malgareth’s staff trembled in his grasp as the scarlet flame darkened to purple, then died.

He dropped to his knees, gasping. For the first time, fear flashed across his face.

He twisted his lips into a hideous smile. His voice became ragged, venomous. “You think this is over?”

He stilled his thoughts, reaching out to Gravethorne—but there was no answer.

Breccan grinned, flame-sight dancing in his eyes. He quieted his mind, ignoring Malgareth’s taunts.

Isolde reached out to Breccan. The burning surge filled his veins as the battle fell away and the Blue Flame enveloped him.

His voice rose loud and resonant as he spoke the words of ancient Ashvartorin.

In answer, Isolde’s shrill caw echoed through the trees, and Breccan’s eyes glowed brighter still. Magic shrouded his body as the flame burned through his veins, threatening to devour him.

The world stood still.

Breccan slammed his staff into the boulder below him.

Blue Flame shot outward from the staff’s finial, sending a great wave of light across the field. The wave tore across the battlefield, and the air howled as blue fire engulfed the Dra’Varyn warriors.

The land shuddered beneath them, and a thunderous crack split the air as Malgareth and his warband were hurled backward like leaves in a storm.

Ronan’s breath caught.

A pressure bloomed in his chest—sharp, sudden—like a hand closing around his heart.

His vision flared blue.

He gasped and clutched the branch as the world tilted.

Fire coursed through his veins—not burning, not cold—alive.

The sensation tore through him and vanished.

Ronan sagged against the trunk, shaking.

Below, the battle raged on as if nothing had happened.

High above the field, a goshawk’s cry cut through the smoke.

Isolde turned her head. Her golden eyes found the boy. For a single heartbeat, something ancient stirred in her gaze—recognition, sharp and wary.

Then the moment passed.

The boy wiped his mouth, dizzy and pale, and climbed higher into the tree.

Breccan crossed the battlefield and stood over the Dra’Varyn mage. He lowered his staff until the finial hovered only inches from Malgareth’s face. The Blue Flame flared outside its cage, dangerously close to his cheek.

“Today is not your day, thrall of Lorenthiel. You’re in the Lady’s lands.”

Another long, high-pitched caw pierced the air.

“You see? She watches—even now.”

Malgareth squirmed inches beneath the tip of Breccan’s staff.

“Remain silent if you value your life.”

Breccan pressed the flame to Malgareth’s left cheek.

The sickening scent of burned flesh filled the air as Malgareth clenched his jaw, refusing to scream.

Breccan leaned in, whispering, “You’ll carry my mark until the end of your days.”

Malgareth’s nostrils flared, but he remained mute.

Below, the battlefield fell silent, save for the distant crackle of dying flames.

Breccan flashed a wicked smile, then turned on his heel. His voice was calm.

“Lord Chieftain, I await your command.”

Aedron stepped forward.

The breeze carried the scent of blood, smoke, and cinnamon—a silent testament to the lives lost.

Aedron’s blue-and-green tartan billowed at his sides as he surveyed the battlefield, his gaze settling on the defeated Dra’varyns. He coughed, clearing the magic from his lungs.

“You are defeated. The Lady Isolde protects this land, and the followers of Lorenthiel will never prevail.” His words hung in the air, heavy as an ice floe in winter. “Return to Ashwyn Reach.” His voice hardened. “Step onto my land again...and you will not find me so merciful.”

Breccan lifted his hand, palm up.

Blue Flame crackled in the air, circling above the field like a dragon.

“On your feet, Malgareth.”

An unseen force yanked him upright. Malgareth staggered as invisible cords tightened around him, locking him in place.

A murmur rippled through the Dra’Varyn ranks. Aedron lifted his hand to silence them.

“But there is a price for your freedom. I will have your swords—and your oath rings.”

The men glanced at one another, as though waiting for someone to defy the order. Others, still dazed, clutched at their wounds, faces pale. Slowly, one warrior dropped his sword and oath ring into the dirt. Another followed. One by one, blades and rings clattered to the ground.

Aedron turned to Malgareth. “And you, Mage—hand your staff to Breccan.”

Breccan circled his hand in the air and lifted it, raising Malgareth to his feet. He drew the Dra’Varyn mage forward until Malgareth stood directly before him.

“I will have your staff.”

He snapped his fingers; Blue Flame danced along his fingertips.

Malgareth’s fingers curled around his staff, knuckles whitening.

For a long moment, he didn’t move. His breath came in slow, controlled exhales, as though he were mustering enough defiance to refuse.

But the magic around him tightened, pressing against his chest like a vise.

The staff trembled. Then, with a hiss of breath, Malgareth let it slip from his fingers.

It fell into Breccan’s waiting hand. He whispered to the staff.

Instantly, the black wood glowed blue.

He tossed the rod at Malgareth’s feet. “No mage should be without his staff.”

Breccan took a step closer until he stood only inches from Malgareth.

“And I will have your dragon.”

Anger flared across Malgareth’s face. “You wouldn’t dare.”

No one had sealed a mage’s dragon in hundreds of years—and the pain was excruciating.

Breccan tilted his head, smirking. “Wouldn’t I?”

Fear flooded Malgareth’s eyes.

He snapped his fingers.

The air trembled.

“Gravethorne—from this day forth, you are bound inside your mage. Never again shall you roam free.”

Another snap.

A second pulse of flame erupted from his hand, sealing the spell. A low, guttural roar rumbled through the heavens. Gravethorne thrashed against the pull, his wings slicing through the air like blades.

Malgareth’s breath hitched. His hands clawed at his chest as though trying to grip something unseen.

But it was too late.

The spell binding the dragon to Malgareth was already settling.

Gravethorne’s body contorted, his massive form folding inward.

A final, ear-splitting cry echoed across the battlefield before the sky fell silent—and Gravethorne was drawn into Malgareth like ink into water.

Malgareth dropped to his knees, shrieking as the dragon roared inside his mind.

Breccan released Malgareth from his bonds.

Malgareth writhed in agony. He crawled toward his staff. His breath came ragged, his fury barely restrained.

“This is far from over, Var’Ethian.”

Breccan met his gaze. The flame in his eyes burned steady—unwavering.

“You’re already finished, Malgareth. You just don’t know it yet.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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The first rays of dawn stretched over the mountains, chasing away the dark and spilling warmth across the cabin. Outside, birds chattered in the hemlock by the front window—a promise of spring spreading between Eriseth and Eidenskarn. Inside, the embers of last night’s fire smoldered, their warmth fading, the air still thick with pine and smoke.

Torin stretched, rubbed the sleep from his eyes, and cast Ronan a heavy-lidded glance. “You’re up already?”

Ronan looked up from his saddlebag but didn’t answer.

Torin yawned, golden curls framing his face, then pulled on his shirt. “It’s still early.”

“Yes, it is,” Ronan said, stuffing a shirt into his bag.

Torin stumbled across the room and slid past Ronan to the cupboard. He retrieved a bottle 

and motioned toward him. “Need a drink before you leave?”

Ronan shook his head. “I told you last night I

had to leave early, Torin. I should’ve left before sunup.” He cast a longing glance out the window. “Nyssa’s waiting.” He shoved the rest of his dirty clothes and his blanket into his saddlebag.

Torin set the bottle on the counter with a groan. “I know. But gods, Brother, it’s too early—

especially after last night.” He rubbed his temples, then poured himself a drink. “It was a late night, you know.”

Ronan arched a brow. “Agreed. You spent 

more time chasing Fenna than sleeping.” He shook his head. “And you knew I had to leave early.”

Torin smirked, eyes crinkling at the corners. “Okay, okay. But did you see her?” He sketched her figure in the air.

Ronan studied his cousin—his brother-in-arms—and smirked. “Well, you look like you’ve been wrestling a dragon.” He tossed a dagger into the top of his bag and cinched it tight.

“No dragons, but wrestling, maybe...” Torin said as he refilled his glass. “You sure you don’t want a drink before you go?”

Ronan shrugged. “I guess. A quick one to keep me warm on the trail.”

Torin poured Ronan a mug, his movements slower than usual.

Ronan lifted his glass. “To the Emberborn—and the brothers we lost in the Skirath Raids, when the sky itself burned with dragon’s breath.”

Torin nodded, the grin fading from his face. “To the Emberborn.” He took a drink, staring into the bottom of his glass.

Ronan frowned at Torin’s pensive expression. “What’s on your mind, brother?”

Torin swirled his drink, watching the amber liquid catch the light. His eyes had gone distant. “Fenna said a warband’s camped a few leagues from Eriseth.”

Ronan stiffened. “What? When’d she have time to tell you that?”

Torin laughed and set his drink down, his fingers tightening around the glass. “As we traveled.” He sighed. “I don’t know if it’s true, but I can’t shake the feeling it is. I feel like something’s waiting. Watching.” He exhaled, rubbing his jaw.

Ronan glanced toward the window
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