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    For Michelle, my best friend for longer than I care to admit. Your encouragement and belief in me have carried me my entire life.

      

    



  	
        
            
            From the Ashen Codex:When the Flame grows silent,it is not because it is weak—but because it is watching.
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Lorenthiel’s thick-soled boots tapped across the wooden floor as he made his way toward the throne room. Light poured through the arched stone windows, illuminating the otherwise dark hallway. He stopped before the vaulted oak doors and waited for a servant to pull the chain.

Lorenthiel crossed into the throne room. He wore tight-fitting black pants that accentuated his sculpted body, tucked neatly into knee-high boots. His matching black shirt hung loose at the waist, untied at the neck. Embroidered across the back, a red wolf’s head leered at anyone foolish enough to creep up behind him.

He climbed the steps to the iron-and-blown-glass throne and settled into the hard seat, slouching back as he crossed his legs.

Three men wearing red tunics embroidered with golden wolf sigils at their lapels stood at the back of the room, observing the proceedings.

Lorenthiel studied them. They were all unarmed, yet exuded an air of power and confidence. He scrunched his face, then shifted his attention to the man kneeling at the foot of the stairs below the throne platform.

The man knelt on one knee, head bowed. Lorenthiel guessed he was in his mid-twenties, though he wasn’t certain. Something in the set of his shoulders made him wonder if the man were older than he appeared.

Minutes passed.

Lorenthiel sat in silence, waiting to acknowledge him until he noticed a slow tremble in the leg bearing the man’s weight. A smirk tugged at his mouth as he watched. Despite the obvious discomfort, the man remained unmoving—a testament to his inner strength. Lorenthiel had no intention of displaying his admiration.

He allowed himself a brief moment to admire how his body had reverted to its younger form after being trapped so long in the wolf Sconwin.

Another heartbeat passed. Lorenthiel cleared his throat, the sound cutting cleanly through the silence.

“You may rise, Traveler.”

The young man surged to his feet.

He was taller than Lorenthiel had expected. He met Lorenthiel’s harsh gaze and did not look away.

Lorenthiel leaned forward in his seat.

“Why are you here, Stranger? You’re a long way from home, aren’t you? Your clothing betrays you.”

A smile flashed across the man’s lips, his eyes dancing.

“I had to see if the rumors were true, my lord.”

Lorenthiel waved a dismissive hand.

“Rumors? Mostly lies and fables, of course.” His red eyes gleamed with mischief.

The corner of the man’s lips curved upward.

“And yet, rumors often bear a kernel of truth, wouldn’t you say, my lord?”

Lorenthiel chuckled softly.

“And your findings? Lies, fables... or truth?”

“More truth than I could have hoped for.” He inclined his head.

Lorenthiel nodded once in return.

“And where do you come from?”

The man took a single step forward.

“I’m Mikel. Clan Dra’Varyn by birth. I grew up near the Bjorn River. There’s an encampment of your loyal followers hidden among the pine forest.”

Lorenthiel scratched his head, eyes narrowing.

“I’ve heard whispers of my people there.” He lifted an eyebrow. “So—you’re of the Cult of Bahs?” He motioned toward the men at the back of the room, his gaze returning to Mikel.

Mikel smiled slightly.

“Yes. Born into it—and now I lead it.”

Lorenthiel rose and crossed the short distance between them.

“Your magic—is it strong?”

Mikel’s eyes flashed, momentarily glowing red.

“Indeed.”

Lorenthiel licked his lips.

“Show me.”

Mikel snapped his fingers, and Red Flame sprang to life in his palm. He shaped it, compressing the fire into a perfect sphere, then hurled it toward Lorenthiel’s throne. The orb struck and melted into a pool of iron and glass.

Lorenthiel cocked an eyebrow.

“Impressive. But can you turn it back?”

The corner of Mikel’s mouth curled upward.

“Of course. I wouldn’t dare destroy your throne, my lord.”

Mikel flicked his wrist. The throne reformed, whole once more.

Lorenthiel clapped him once on the back. His thoughts raced. This world has forgotten me—but it will remember the taste of my name again. He motioned to Mikel. “I have someone for you to meet.” Lorenthiel turned toward the doors. “Follow me.”
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Aisling sat astride a bale of hay, watching Gravethorn train Velorum. Velorum snapped and darted at Gravethorn’s feet.

Gravethorn’s voice boomed.

“Closer. Get closer.”

Velorum snaked to the right, sliding up beside Gravethorn’s underbelly. She raked her long talon across his pearlescent scales, and Gravethorn jumped back.

“Better.” The old dragon smiled. “Again.”

Aisling chewed on her bottom lip, so engrossed in their sparring that she didn’t hear the men approach from behind.

Lorenthiel stopped and placed a hand on her shoulder. She jumped.

He chuckled, his baritone voice ringing through the dragon stable.

“You must pay more attention to your surroundings, my dear.”

Aisling turned.

“Of course.” She crossed her arms over her chest as she surveyed the man before her.

Lorenthiel motioned to the man beside him.

“Aisling, this is Mikel.”

Mikel stepped forward and bowed his head.

“My lady.”

Lorenthiel caught Aisling’s eye.

“This is Mikel, of the Cult of Bahs.”

Aisling’s eyes widened.

“Is this true, Traveler? You’re one of them?”

Mikel laughed softly.

“Yes, my lady. In fact, I’m the leader of the cult.”

Aisling’s gaze traced the lines of his body, drinking in his trim figure and the smooth darkness of his skin—dark as the night sky. His red eyes gleamed like rubies beneath thick lashes.

Her breath caught in her throat. She inhaled slowly, trying to still her racing heart as heat rushed to her face. She glanced at Lorenthiel, then back to Mikel, her eyes narrowing.

“I thought the Cult of Bahs was only a fable.”

Mikel chuckled.

“Not at all, my lady. We’ve been active for centuries.”

He glanced at Gravethorn, who had pinned Velorum to the ground, then back to Aisling.

“Might I add that it’s a pleasure to meet Lorenthiel’s priestess?”

Aisling grinned.

“The pleasure’s all mine.”

She wiped her hand on her pants leg, then took Mikel’s hand within her own. It was warm and strong. Her pulse quickened, and she released his hand.

“What brings you here?”

Mikel searched Aisling’s face.

“I was hoping to be of service. There’s much unrest beyond Dra’Varyn lands. Dissension spreads across Ashvara like wildfire.”

He glanced down at his boot, then up at Lorenthiel.

“I know my lord has been busy assembling an army and a dragon horde.” He paused. “Or so I’ve heard.”

Lorenthiel cocked an eyebrow.

“Your sources are quite knowledgeable.” He clicked his tongue softly. “What’s your point?”

Mikel pressed on.

“So, if you’d permit me, I’d like to take charge of gathering the dissidents and putting them to rest once and for all.”

Lorenthiel narrowed his eyes.

“And what’s in it for you?”

Mikel smiled faintly.

“The Cult of Bahs exists to serve our one god.”

Lorenthiel studied Mikel with cold eyes.

“What payment do you require?”

Mikel shrugged lightly.

“I have more money than I know what to do with. Truly, I live only to be of service to my lord. The Cult of Bahs has waited many long years for your return.”

Lorenthiel glanced at Aisling, then back to Mikel.

“And where would you begin?”

Mikel withdrew a folded map from his pocket and opened it. He pointed to a small area near Goris.

“Here.”

Lorenthiel studied the map.

“That’s nothing but a small patch of land. Why there?”

Mikel smiled again.

“That is the stronghold of the refugees. They are followers of Isolde.”

Amusement flickered in Lorenthiel’s eyes. He laughed. They will learn what it means to choose her over me. Destroying Isolde’s followers has always been the surest way to hurt her.

He looked at Aisling. She smiled.

“I would have you accompany Mikel on this journey.”

Aisling’s face brightened.

“It would be an honor, my lord.”

Lorenthiel glanced at Gravethorn, then back to Aisling.

“I believe it’s time we show the people of Ashvara what the true power of Lorenthiel means.”
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Dierdriel fastened the saddle onto Carule’s back, then hung her bag over the horn. She gently patted the pegacorn’s head and ran her pale fingers through his mane.

“It’s been a long few days, my friend.”

Carule whinnied softly.

Torin walked up behind her and rested a hand on her shoulder.

“Are you packed?”

She nodded.

“I am—and I think I’m ready.” Dierdriel sighed, exhaling upward and sending her hair fluttering. “At least as ready as I can be. How about you?”

She rested her hand on his forearm, squeezing it gently beneath her fingers.

Torin sighed.

“I guess.” His voice faltered. “Funny how the future can change in a single moment.”

Pain ripped at his heart, and he looked away, glancing toward the looming shell of the Drakhaldur standing in ruins. He bit his lip, rolling it between his teeth, then looked back at Dierdriel.

“Do you suppose this move is wise? I keep worrying your mother will raise an army against us if we all show up on Tir’Laneth.”

Dierdriel laughed softly.

“It’s possible, I suppose—but I don’t think she’d risk war with the Brethren of the Dragoni or the dragons. Not to mention, she’d find herself on Emarien’s bad side if she went to war with the Loch-rognaif.”

Fine lines appeared at the corners of her eyes when she smiled.

“You know, she loves that dragon even more than she loves Carule.”

Torin shoved a hand into his pocket.

“Makes sense, I guess. Emarien is the first dragon.”

Dierdriel watched a group of acolytes, mages, and dragons gathered in the center of the courtyard. The acolytes worked tirelessly, piling wooden crates of housewares and books three deep before starting new stacks. Nearby, the dragons waited to carry the supplies from the courtyard to the dragonships docked in the harbor.

She glanced back at Torin, who was double-checking the knots on his pack.

“Is Ronan ready to go back to Tir’Laneth?”

Torin looked up from his pack.

“He sent for the Brehon to meet us there—so I think so.”

A man’s voice echoed through the courtyard, calling Torin’s name.

He turned. Ronan motioned to him from astride Svára.

“You coming?”

Torin waved.

“Yes. Just give me a minute.”

He looked back at Dierdriel.

“Well, I guess that’s it, then. Be safe. See you in Tir’Laneth.”

He gave her a quick hug, then left her standing alone beside Carule.

Dierdriel climbed onto Carule’s back and softly scratched him behind the ears.

“Not sure I can handle another romance with a human—but he sure tempts me.”

Carule nodded, and she laughed.

All around them, dragons took to the sky. Elder Jorren rode Prydari, and Isolde sat astride Dimera. They hovered above the keep and waited.

Soon, Jorren would lead them across Morcant Bay, over open water, and toward the northern reaches of Tir’Laneth. From there, the company would begin the inland trek to the ancient home of Isolde and Lorenthiel.

For the first time in history, the brethren were abandoning their home and relocating to the safety of Isolde’s island.

Dragonships carrying food and essential supplies had already departed days earlier and were en route to meet them shortly after the company’s arrival. The remaining dragonships waited in the harbor, ready to carry what remained of the brethren’s possessions.

Jorren raised his hand. Blue Flame shot upward, signaling their retreat.

Dierdriel watched as he and Isolde flew northeast, away from the Drakhaldur. She sighed and dug her heel into Carule’s flank. He leaped into the sky, and they followed the dragons, the mages, Torin, Ronan, and Elora toward the island of Tir’Laneth.
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