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Ronan rubbed sleep from his eyes and inhaled the intoxicating scent of spiced coffee drifting through the window. Jorren had prepared quarters fit for royalty, and Ronan was still adjusting to the luxury thrust upon him. He laughed as he slid on his boot.

“I could get used to this.”

He glanced out the window. Below, dragons walked and flew freely through the courtyard. The Blue Flame buzzed in his mind. Anxiety over the trials—and the uncertainty of unifying with a dragon—weighed on him. For the first time, he wondered whether dragons chose their riders, or merely allowed them.

A dragon dove into the arena, moving at an impossible speed.

Ronan shuddered. I’d hate to see what would happen if these dragons weren’t on our side. He pushed the thought away.

His mind drifted to his clan mage, Breccan, and Breccan’s dragon familiar, Skarn. He leaned out the window, drawing in the crisp morning air. He didn’t know how Breccan had united with his dragon long ago—only that the tradition stretched back centuries. So much lore surrounded the bonding, but now it no longer mattered. It would not be his fate.

He remembered the tales of dragon riders—those who had come before the bonding. His pulse quickened. He could scarcely believe he would usher in a new age.

He breathed again, and a fragile sense of peace washed over him, though a nagging dread lingered at the back of his mind. In the courtyard below, a small dragon padded into view, heading toward the training corral.

His thoughts returned to the cryptic conversations he’d had with Jorren since arriving at the Drakhaldur. All he truly knew was that his mind would be linked to his chosen dragon.

He scrunched his face, uncertain whether he wanted to establish a mental bond—or merge with one—but there was no escape. Isolde had been insistent that he become a dragon rider and usher in a new age across the kingdom. After all, who better to protect the land from Sigvald and his mage, Malgareth, than a trained host of riders?

Ronan watched the young dragon circle the courtyard.

Her purple scales glittered in the sunlight.

She looked up and cocked her head. He met her gaze, struck by the intelligence in her eyes. After a moment, he turned from the window.

A rap of knuckles on wood drew his attention to the partition separating his room from Torin’s.

“Need something, brother?”

Torin pushed past him and sank into a chair in the corner. “Yes. We need to talk.” He chewed his bottom lip.

“What’s on your mind?”

Torin glanced out the window, then back. “Aisling.”

Ronan pulled up a chair beside him. “What about her?”

“She’s with child, Ronan.”

The color drained from Ronan’s face. “With child?” He hesitated. “Is it yours?”

Torin shook his head. “No. It isn’t.” He paused. “But I intend to raise it as my own.” He exhaled deeply. “It’s Sorren’s child.”

Ronan dragged a hand over his face.

Torin frowned. “You realize this makes the child the rightful heir to the Dra’Varyn chiefdom. Not Elora.” He swallowed. “There will be questions. As far as anyone knows, Aisling was bound to Sorren. It’s not a leap to assume the child is the heir. If word reaches Sigvald—”

“He’ll try to seize the child,” Ronan said quietly. “Or kill Aisling.” He exhaled slowly. “She isn’t safe beyond these walls. She can’t leave. And no one here can know the child isn’t yours. It’s too dangerous.”

Torin closed his eyes. “With everything that’s happened, I hadn’t even considered they were in danger.” He rested his head against the chair. “Trouble never ends, does it?”

“Man’s days are full of sorrow, brother,” Ronan said.

He paused. “Does Elora know?”

“She does.”

Ronan chewed his lip. “It complicates things—but not today. The child won’t be born for months. And when they arrive, they won’t be governing anything.” He glanced toward the window, wishing he were in the courtyard.

Torin nodded. “But will Elora abdicate the chiefdom to the child?” Worry shadowed his eyes. “I fear contention between Aisling and Elora—and we need unity now more than ever.” He leaned back, crossing his legs. “Stress isn’t good for Aisling. Or the child.”

“No,” Ronan said. “It isn’t. Has she seen the healer?”

“She has. The child should arrive in early winter.” He hesitated. “She’s meant to be resting.” His voice dropped. “Sorren’s death eats at her. The healer warned she could lose the child if she isn’t careful. She’s been sent to bed—for now.” He paused. “Though she insists on attending the ceremony tonight.”

Ronan arched a brow. “The healer allows it?”

Torin shrugged. “Nothing stops Aisling once she’s decided.” He laughed softly. “She promised to return to bed afterward.”

“A lot like her cousin.”

Torin smiled. “Yes.”

Ronan stood and clasped his shoulder. “No harm will come to Aisling or the child.” The words rang hollow even as he spoke them. His gaze flicked to the window as a shadow passed overhead. The flame buzzed in his thoughts. He looked back at Torin. “Elora will do the right thing. She’ll abdicate.”

Another shadow crossed the courtyard, and Ronan grinned, still astonished by dragons in flight. “She claimed her birthright so we could unite Ashvara under one banner. Strategically, it was the only path. People will see the Dra’Varyns and the Var’Ethians as one in purpose. Once I take the high throne from Sigvald—and when the child comes of age—the land will be returned.”

“Or her,” Torin said quietly. “It will ease Aisling’s mind. Though she was reluctant to marry Sorren, she wants to raise the child as he would have wished.”

Ronan smiled faintly. “Tell Aisling to stop worrying. Her child will be treated as any chieftain’s heir.” He paused. “Between us—you’ll face resistance raising Sorren’s child as a Var’Ethian. Some will protest.” He poured a tankard of water and drank. “Have you thought about your handfasting?”

Torin glanced out the window. “By Dra’Varyn tradition, Aisling must mourn three months, followed by a month of purification. We considered the Winternights Festival—but that may be too long.” He exhaled. “The timing will depend on what we learn in the trials.”

Ronan nodded, a faint chuckle escaping him. “How you’ve changed, brother.”

“I feel years older.”

“So do I.” Ronan paused. “But it’s good your handfasting lies ahead. It gives us time for the trials—and I won’t be taking you from your bride.”

Torin drummed his fingers on the arm of the chair. “Do you know when we leave?”

“Not for certain—but soon.” Ronan drained the rest of his water. “I meet with Jorren this afternoon.”

Torin’s stomach growled as he stood. “Have you eaten?”

“Not yet.”

“Come with me.” He grinned. “I hear the cook here is the best in all Govansur.”

Ronan chuckled. “Always thinking with your stomach.” He rubbed his own. “Lead the way. I could use a bite—and another mug of that spiced coffee.”

Torin sniffed the air. “Now that you mention it, so could I.”

Ronan opened the door. “Then what are we waiting for?”

A dragon’s roar split the quiet.

The sound sent the Blue Flame thrumming painfully behind Ronan’s eyes. He glanced at Torin.

“Sounds serious.”

Torin shrugged. “It always is, when dragons are involved.”
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Jorren sat in a high-backed leather chair behind his cedar desk, reading volume three hundred and five of the Tomes of Ages. Every dragon master since the beginning had kept an account of Ashvara’s history. He tugged at his collar and swallowed. The heat was oppressive, even with the thick black curtains drawn back from the window.

Afternoon light spilled across the desk, making the heat nearly unbearable. Isolde reclined on a pillow atop the chaise against the wall, sleeping peacefully as they waited for Ronan to arrive.

Jorren glanced at her, scarcely able to believe she was his wife. He had heard stories of her affairs with men like Karaedyn, but he cherished most those passed down by dragon elders—those fortunate enough to be chosen as her mate.

She was extraordinary, with a childlike love of nature. For a moment, he longed to see the world through her eyes, if only for a second. He took a drink of spiced mead and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. The herbs sharpened his focus. He bent over the book again, committing the trials to memory.

There would be a ceremony and a feast before Ronan set out, but it was the first trial that concerned him most. He had only ever heard of water dragons, and he had no idea how to draw one from the depths of the sea.

He had searched through the tomes—up to volume three hundred—with no mention of them at all. Urgency quickened his pulse, but he was certain he had finally found the right volume.

The afternoon waned. Ronan would arrive any minute.

Jorren skimmed the pages until he found what he sought and read aloud.

“Water dragons bring the rain. They are typically generous and not to be feared. They can be summoned by stimulating the clouds with the Blue Flame.

“The mage who summons the water dragon must wear a ring of birch bark on the finger of his dominant hand, or the dragon will not appear.”

He scanned the margins and found only one note, written in a different hand: Failure was not survived.

Jorren ran a hand through his blond hair. “Wonderful. And where am I to find a birch bark ring?”

Isolde stirred and opened her eyes.

He looked up. “I’m sorry, dearling. I didn’t mean to wake you.”

She gave him a heavy-lidded look. “It was time. Did you say something about a birch bark ring?”

Jorren leaned back in his chair. “Yes. The only way to summon a water dragon is with the flame and a birch bark ring. And there are no birch trees anywhere in Govansur.”

“No, there aren’t.” Isolde yawned. “They grow in the Var’Ethian lands. I’ll retrieve a branch and fashion it into a ring.”

Jorren scrunched his face. “And how long will that take, my love? Time is running short.”

Isolde ran her fingers through his blond hair and kissed the top of his head. “Not long. I’ll take Dimera—she’s the fastest. If we leave now, we’ll be back by tomorrow night.”

Sadness filled his eyes. “I hate for you to go.”

She settled onto his lap. “I’ll return. You have my word.”

Jorren nodded.

Isolde kissed his cheek and turned toward the window. She paused, then transformed into a goshawk. Before launching, she looked back at him, brushing his thoughts with hers. Can’t be too careful. I’ll return soon.

Jorren watched as she flew toward the dragons’ lair. He imagined Dimera’s excitement at the journey to Eidenskarn Valley and wished he could see her face.

Footsteps scuffed against the stone outside the study door. Jorren closed the tome and waited for the knock he knew would come, then invited his guest inside.

Ronan opened the door just wide enough to slip through. He had been cautioned about the secrecy of the master’s chambers and took care to honor the Order’s rules. Secrecy often meant life or death for the Emberborn leader—something Ronan understood better than most acolytes.

Jorren rose. “Welcome to my chambers, Ronan. Please, sit.” He gestured to the chair opposite his desk. “We have much to discuss—and much for you to learn.”

Ronan sat, leaning back in the high-backed chair. “Then I’m ready, Elder Jorren.”

Jorren grinned. “Good. Let us begin.”
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