
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Blaze and Borne

Book Two of the Draghans of Firiehn Series

by

Jenna Elizabeth Johnson

Copyrighted Material

This is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination.  All material in connection with Celtic myth has been borrowed and interpreted for use in the plot of the story only.  Cover image is the sole property of the author.  Cover design by Crimson Phoenix Creations.  Special cover art credit to Maria Semelevich for her artwork: http://mariasemelevich.deviantart.com/art/Sparks-2-487400527

Any resemblance to actual persons is entirely coincidental.

Blaze and Borne

Copyright © 2019 by Jenna Elizabeth Johnson

All rights reserved.

No part of this book or its cover may be reproduced in any manner without written permission from its creator.

For more information and to contact the author, visit:

www.jennaelizabethjohnson.com



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter One


[image: ]




Brienne stood at the mouth of the cave, gazing back over the desolate, northern wastes of Eilé.  The wind swept down the canyon, sending its icy breath over the rocky ground to tug at tufts of hardy grass and stir loose dirt into eddies.  The sun was not long from rising, and already Brie could make out the subtle hues of its light.  Not that it brought much heat, not to this part of her world, not at this time of year.

Shrugging her shoulders, Brienne pulled the exotic furs more tightly about herself.  She let her head fall back, her eyelids drifting shut, as she relived the past several weeks of her life.  Finally, she had worked up the courage to flee from the Morrigan.  But only a few scant days on the road, and she’d thrown herself headlong into danger once more.  Not on purpose, of course.  Never that.  Not when she knew her punishment, if caught, would be unbearable.  She and her spirit guide, Mynne, would have kept heading west, barely stopping to sleep and eat, if another innocent had not been in trouble.

Brie blew out a breath, mimicking the unforgiving gusts tugging at her loose hair, and dipped her head.  She had always harbored a soft spot for those in need.  Perhaps being raised as a servant, an object to be owned, used, and controlled by others – never loved or cherished – had driven her to become just the opposite.  And maybe that was why she had risked capture by her mortal enemy in order to help a creature, a draghan of Firiehn, escape that same adversary.  But this beast, it just so happened, turned out to be no ordinary draghan.

The scrape of slate stones sliding past one another had Brie’s head snapping up, but she did not start in surprise as a welcome, familiar heat engulfed her.  Despite her lingering dark thoughts, Brienne smiled.  She didn’t even turn around to see who had joined her, didn’t need to, and as large, muscular arms wrapped around her shoulders and middle, she leaned into that source of warmth and let her head loll to the side.

“Why do you stand up here all alone, coriehl mehr?” Dorran whispered, his mouth pressed against her hair.

Brienne’s nerves sizzled at the endearment.  My fireheart.

“Couldn’t sleep,” she murmured, her eyes fluttering open.

The scene had changed since she’d last glanced upon it.  The inky sky now more gray than black, the rolling moorland more gold than silver.

Dorran’s grip tightened ever so slightly around her, a soft growl in his voice when he asked, “Bad dreams?”

Brienne hesitated for the briefest of moments.  No, no bad dreams since he’d started sleeping beside her.  It was as if the natural heat of his kind kept those haunted memories at bay, the way a campfire might stave off wolves.  Brie wasn’t afraid of her dreams any longer.  Not only had Dorran offered her some strength, which reached all the way to her core, but barely two days ago, he and his men had destroyed those soldiers in the Morrigan’s army who had tracked her down, hoping to drag her back to her living nightmare.  They were all dead now, no longer able to hurt her, and she was leaving Eilé for a place the Morrigan would never think to look.  Or, she was betting, it wasn’t worth the goddess’s effort to cross over into that other realm for a mere slave.

Brienne wasn’t even nervous about the prospect of making a new life in Firiehn.  Well, perhaps she was a little frightened of the unknown, but at least in the land of fire and smoke she would be free.  The thing that did terrify her, however, was the idea of living there with Dorran.  She loved him, she was certain of that fact, but they had known one another for such a brief amount of time.  She was so very afraid that his love would fade – that he would realize his mistake and ask her to leave.  For he wasn’t just any man from Firiehn, but a king and cru-athru.  He could shift forms and become a draghan, complete with wings, claws, and fire.  Her own glamour was pitiful and weak compared to his, only capable of making small cracks in shields of greater magic.  Perhaps he desired her now, but would he want her for their entire immortal existence?  What if another woman, one of high birth and without the damning scars she possessed, caught his fancy once he returned to his homeland?  Another cru-athru who could take to the skies in draghan form with him?  What if all this happened, and she still loved him as deeply as she did now?

“What kept you from a restful night?”  Dorran’s calm voice silenced her panicked thoughts, at least for the moment.  Brie shrugged against her lover, not willing to speak her fears aloud.

“I guess I’m a bit anxious about today’s journey and the future.”

There.  She’d told him at least part of the truth.  She was worried about what awaited her in Firiehn, but if Dorran knew the reasoning behind her misgivings, he would either make an extra effort to prove to her that her qualms were unfounded – which might actually make everything worse – or think she was being paranoid.  She wanted him to consider neither of those things.

Dorran pulled away from her just long enough to take her by the shoulders and turn her around.  The look in his flame-colored eyes was soft, but there was a hint of suspicion behind them as well.

“You are telling me partial truths, Brienne.”  His accented voice rolled over her like a cat’s purr, and she shivered.  Gods and goddesses of Eilé, how could such a man want her?  A monarch who could have any woman he desired.  Why had he settled for her?

Enough, Brie.  The words scrolled across Brienne’s mind, causing her to flinch.  She scowled, looking away from Dorran to search out her spirit guide.  There, on a rocky outcropping protruding from the side of the mountain, a white streak of fur stood starkly against the gray landscape, almost blending in if not for her rusty-colored ears and tail.  Mynne.  Scouting for danger, as was her habit, despite the presence of cru-athru warriors camped out below.  Five well-trained, draghan shapeshifters perfectly capable of waking from a dead sleep to rain fire and rage upon any who dared threaten their king and his lover, but there was no convincing Mynne she need not keep her vigil.  Such a request would be akin to begging the sun to cease its rising and setting each day.

The wolf shook once, then started to pick her way down the rocky slope.  You are worthy of any man who seeks your affection.  What is it with the Faelorehn and their obsession with outward appearances?

You are not helping, Mynne, Brie sent back, her words tainted with embarrassed irritation.

She wanted to believe her spirit guide, but living her whole life with people who only pointed out her flaws had made it difficult for her to find the good within herself.  Only recently had she discovered her inner strength, but still, she doubted.  The voices of her captors and tormentors continued to echo deep within her mind.  Someday, she might be able to quiet them for good, but that would take time.

Mynne made quick work of the slope and trotted up to her friend.  And, I can’t believe I’m saying this, but as much as I once disliked this Firiehn man of yours, at least he knows the value of one’s heart.  I will give him that much, and that also gives me hope that his love for you will endure.

Brie gritted her teeth.  I wish you wouldn’t listen in on my thoughts.

Mynne sneezed once, baring her long, white teeth in the process.  You let your mental guard down.  Don’t blame me.

Dorran’s hand rose from Brienne’s side, and he used his index and middle finger to tilt her chin upward.

“What conversation do you have with your wolf?” he queried.

She furrowed her brow at him.  “How do you know we are speaking?”

He smiled, white teeth flashing, and Brie took a moment to drink in his masculine beauty.  Oh, despite her reservations, she would follow this man anywhere.

“You get a look about you when Mynne is around, and although she has no eyes to see you with, her attention focuses entirely on you.”

Both Brienne’s eyebrows lifted this time.  Impressive skills of observation.  But she shouldn’t be surprised.  He had proven his quiet, unassuming intelligence time and time again during their journey north.  And besides, he was a king, and a good king would be aware of every nuance of those in his presence.  At least, if he wanted to keep peace within his court and among his people.

Dorran sighed and pulled her closer, wrapping her once again in his embrace and resting his chin atop her head.

“Very well, my love, you may keep your secrets for now, but someday, I will unearth them all.”  His tone held a playful promise, but Brie was glad he was willing to let the subject go.  She needed time to get used to her new life and to let her emotions settle.

They stood there for several minutes longer and watched as the sun rose along the horizon, each of them lost in thought, including Mynne.  After some time, the tents spread out in front of the great cavern rustled as Dorran’s men rose for the day.

Brienne angled her head and noted the Firiehn warriors as they emerged from their place of rest, each tent positioned strategically around Brie’s and Dorran’s own small pavilion.  Had any threats dared provoke them in the night, Dorran’s Cúigear, the five elite warriors and closest companions who made up his honor guard, would have been ready.  Although she’d been introduced to the warriors the day before, Brie was still trying to sort them out.  Two of them, at least, she had no trouble recognizing.  They happened to be polar opposites, and probably the reason why she remembered their names.

The tall, quiet, copper-eyed and dark auburn-haired Rothilian and the younger, golden-haired and blue-eyed Ievos.  Where Ievos was brimming with youthful, masculine energy, always a ready smile on his face or a joking phrase tripping off his tongue, Rothilian tended to sort his thoughts before speaking them aloud, if he bothered to comment at all.  His burnished eyes, which often flashed gold, revealed a deep intelligence and ruthlessness appearing only when his king and friends were in danger.  Although she didn’t know him well, Brienne suspected the hardened warrior of possessing a kind, compassionate, and honorable heart.  It made her like him instantly, just as Ievos’ shining spirit had also earned her immediate fondness.

The other three warriors would take more time getting used to, Brie decided.  Each one of them was strong, able, and clever, yet much more talkative than the stoic Rothilian, and not so brash as the mischievous Ievos.  She imagined they were on their guard, in this foreign land of their enemy, but in time, she hoped their own unique personalities would unfurl.  For now, Adeon, Braun, and Vissant were happy to speak with Brienne when she addressed them but were just as comfortable to retreat into silence.  Only Ievos seemed unwilling, or unable, to curb his enthusiasm when it came to conversation.  Fortunately for him, his comrades seemed to tolerate him well, and Brie had even caught Dorran smiling at some of the youngest cru-athru’s antics.

In the end, Brienne decided she liked them all, despite the fierce and brutal way they defended their king, or perhaps because of that.  It also didn’t hurt they were all far too handsome for their own good, an opinion she chose not to share with Dorran.  Most unnerving of all, however, was the way they had instantly fallen into the habit of treating her like a queen.  Like Dorran’s queen.

A shiver coursed down Brienne’s spine at the thought.  She was no queen, but she did wonder how Dorran would introduce her to his people, the cru-athru citizens of the kingdom of Astorelle.  Would they look upon her scars as Dorran had, calling them marks of honor and strength?  Or would they view her as the slave she’d been, a low-born, soldiers’ plaything who had somehow ensorcelled their monarch?

Dorran rubbed his hands up and down her arms in a soothing gesture.  “Are you cold, fireheart?”

She shook her head, sighing and pressing deeper into him.  “Not when I’m so close to you.”

As Brienne and Dorran watched from their loftier position near the lip of the cave, Rothilian, Ievos, Braun, Adeon, and Vissant worked as a team to pack up the tents and start a fire for breakfast.  Their cheerful banter and the various sounds of a drowsy camp waking up helped to soothe Brie’s spirits.

It wouldn’t be long now, she noted, before she would leave this world and her old life behind.  By the time the sun reached the apex of the sky, they would be in Firiehn, a land as mysterious and wild as Eilé itself, but a realm, she hoped, that would give her the chance to live the sort of life she’d always dreamed about: A life full of possibilities, promise, and love.
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The cave was immense, something Brienne hadn’t paid attention to the day before.  She had been rather preoccupied, after all, watching the bane of her existence appear around the crook of the mountain with a company of the Morrigan’s most notorious soldiers.  They had come to drag her back to the living hell that had once been her life.  It had struck such fear into her heart, watching Dorran transform into draghan form in order to defend her.  Knowing with near certainty that, despite his fire and scales and wings, he was no match for so many well-trained and well-armed Faelorehn men.  Fortunately for both of their sakes, the Firiehn king’s Cúigear had arrived in time to join their friend and monarch in battle.

Days had seemed to pass since that afternoon, but it had really only been hours.  Now, Brienne stood at the cave entrance and gazed in, trepidation curdling in her stomach once more.  The milky light of a foggy morning penetrated only so far, and beyond that, nothing but yawning darkness awaited.

Dorran’s fingers tripping down her back had Brie yelping in alarm, and Mynne’s smug, wolfish snicker across her mind made her scowl.

You sound like a wolf pup surprising her first hedgehog, Mynne sent.

And you are comfortable simply walking into this pit of darkness?

It too closely resembled Brie’s sinister nightmares to allow any room for peace of mind.

Mynne angled her head to the side, her triangular ears perked forward.  What does this dimness matter to me?  It is an everyday familiarity in my world.

Brienne bit her lip at that, mild shame unfurling across her mind.

Of course, Brie returned, the silent words soothing.  I meant no offense.  It’s just, the darkness–

Reminds you of your time in that war camp.

The words of her spirit guide were a mental growl reverberating in her head.

Yes, she replied, her tone bland.

But, on the other side awaits a new life.  And freedom.  Surely it is worth being terrified for a matter of moments for such a reward?

Brienne smiled, her words colored in tones of warmth as she replied, You are right, Mynne.  I can do this.

The Faelorehn woman turned and glanced at Dorran, her lover, her draghan warrior, and most importantly, her friend.

“Are you ready?” he asked, one dark brow quirked over flame-colored eyes.

Brienne nodded and took a deep breath.  “Lead the way.”

Dorran stepped ahead of her, taking her hand and guiding her just behind him.  Mynne stuck by her side, the white wolf using her other senses to make her way over the rock-strewn floor of the cave.

Behind them, the rest of the Firiehn men followed, their passage almost silent save for the rasping scrape of boot soles against bare stone.  A small pang of regret struck Brienne’s heart as they slinked deeper into the cavern, for they had to leave the horse, Dair, behind.  He had been a wonderful companion, and she’d grown attached to him.

He is free now, too, she reminded herself.  He can return to Epona’s herd and be done with the Morrigan for good.

“The Gateway nears,” Dorran rumbled, his voice low.

Brienne tightened her fingers on his, her eyes going wide as the light from the outside world faded.

“What’s it like, passing through a dolmarehn into an entirely different world?” she asked.

She had only ever passed through the gateways leading from one part of Eilé to the next, and it was no different than stepping through someone’s garden gate.

Dorran paused and glanced over his shoulder at her.  She could just make out his bright eyes, the contours of his face, in the dim light.

“Dolmarehn?”

She waved a hand.  “Gateway.  We call them dolmarehn in Eilé.”

Dorran turned back around to face the depths of the cave.  “It is a strange feeling, one I can’t truly describe.  It’s as if the world drops out from beneath you, but before you have a chance to scream, you are once again on solid ground.”

Brienne swallowed back her spike of anxiety and pressed into Dorran’s back.

“Can we stand very close together, when it is time?”

Dorran turned fully around this time, his forefinger lifting her chin.  He was smiling at her, his white teeth bright against the shadows.

“Do you really think I’d ever deny a request to keep your body close to mine?”

He leaned in, capturing her mouth with his, running his tongue along her bottom lip.  Brienne let out an involuntary moan and pressed herself even closer.  Somewhere behind them one of the cru-athru cleared his throat.

“My king, might I suggest you wait until you are home, in the safety of your own bed, before you continue?”

A few coughs, the others covering up their fits of amusement, echoed throughout the great chamber.  With an irritated sigh, Dorran pulled his mouth from Brie’s and held her shoulders in his hands.

“Next time, if they show up to rescue us, let’s tell them we’ll risk taking on the enemy without them.  If it means buying us some peace and quiet.”

Brienne couldn’t help but grin at that.  She took her bottom lip between her teeth, remembering the feel of Dorran’s tongue there, and nudged his shoulder with hers.

“They aren’t all that bad,” she admitted.

To distract herself from her nervousness, Brie let her gaze sweep over Dorran’s Cúigear.  She studied Ievos first, with his laughing eyes and flirtatious spirit, then Adeon and Braun, beautiful in their gray and blue draghan forms, but at the moment looking like a pair of Faelorehn brothers out for an autumn hunt.  Then, there was Vissant, who tried so hard to remain serious, only to give in to the others’ antics by cracking a smile.  And finally, the quiet, ever observant Rothilian, the man who seemed like a brother to Dorran, watching her as she glanced at him.  She felt no suspicion in his eyes, only an open curiosity about the woman who had broken his friend’s curse and captured his heart.  They all reminded her of a pack of hound pups, rambunctious and all teeth and playfulness, or silent and attentive with ears cocked forward if the situation called for it.

Only, these men were far more lethal than puppies when danger reared its ugly head.  She had seen it firsthand.  This was a close-knit group of fighters who loved one another like kin.  And she found herself falling for their charms, despite the fact she’d just met them.  There was an unshakable, deep bond between these Firiehn men, one that surpassed the demands of honor and duty.  If not for their kindness and affable demeanors, she would find them endearing for that reason alone.

Brienne shook her head, smiling a little at her observations.  She needed to clear her mind, for she had a daunting task ahead of her, one that involved stepping through a dolmarehn leading to an entirely different world.

I will follow close behind you, Mynne sent into Brienne’s mind.

Brie swallowed and returned, I’ll see you in Firiehn.

With Brienne’s arms wrapped tightly around Dorran’s waist, they made the first step.  For two breathless seconds, Brie felt nothing but Dorran’s warm breath stirring her hair and the searing heat of his sculpted chest.  And then, the darkness seemed to deepen, the air rushed from her lungs, and they were free-falling.  Or perhaps shooting up toward the ceiling of the cave.  Brienne opened her mouth to scream, her nails now digging into Dorran’s tunic and the flesh beneath, but her stomach launched into her throat and her cry was choked off.  Just when she thought she might pass out from the shock of it all, her feet were on solid ground again, Dorran whispering words in his native language and running his hands over her back.

Before Brie could fully comprehend they were no longer careening through open space, something large and soft bumped into the back of her legs.

That was terrifying, Mynne sent, her silent words strained.

Brienne pulled her face away from Dorran’s chest to find her spirit guide standing with her forelegs spread wide, her claws scraping against the ground.  Her hackles were raised, and her lip curled to reveal long, white teeth.  Brie clapped a hand over her mouth, but the laugh ended up escaping through her nose as a snort.

Mynne growled and angled her head toward her familiar.  It is not funny!

No, I agree.  But you look funny, Brie sent on a wave of humor.

Mynne sniffled loudly and regained her composure.

“We need to move, so the others don’t crash into us as well,” Dorran said, finally releasing Brie and stepping forward.  “Besides,” he added with a tilt to the corner of his mouth, “I am rather eager to show you my world.”

His hand slid down her arm, as if reluctant to break contact with her, and his fingers interlaced with hers.  Brienne smiled, feeling a little ridiculous at how happy that small gesture made her feel.

As they moved away from the darkness, Brie cast her eyes around, realizing they had arrived in yet another cave, only this one was half the size of the cavern in Eilé.  Behind her, Mynne growled softly as shuffling feet and muttered curses announced the arrival of Dorran’s Five.  But she paid them no attention, not as she and Dorran moved around a bend in the cave to find brilliant daylight pouring in through a sizeable entrance.  A few more steps and Brie came to an abrupt halt, causing Dorran to nearly crash into her.

“Gods and goddesses of Eilé,” Brienne breathed, finally finding the will to walk again.

Twenty feet or so ahead, the edge of the cave opening dropped away and a sea of gray and violet mountains, their peaks dusted with pristine white snow, tumbled on for as far as the eye could see.  The sky above was a clear, dazzling blue with only a few high clouds grazing the mountain peaks like heavy-bottomed ships.  Just below them, ribbons of deep green conifers spilled away from the steep mountain valleys to join up with a much larger patch of emerald beneath.

Behind her, Dorran pressed up against her back, his arms casually enveloping her, his hands resting over hers against her lower abdomen.  Brienne leaned into him, drawing in a deep, cleansing breath.  The air was crisp, sharp with the memory of snow, and lightly scented with pine sap and cold, clear water.  It made her senses burst to life, and to her surprise, her glamour, always quiet in Eilé, flared briefly before settling back down beside her heart.  Only, it didn’t quite go dormant.  She could feel it burning like a piece of coal.  Not unpleasant, but more noticeable than ever before.

“Welcome to Firiehn, coriehl mehr.  What do you think?”

“Words cannot describe its beauty,” Brie admitted.

A shiver ran through Dorran then, one of pleasure, she surmised.  She could feel his joy at her reaction and that made her even happier.

“It is good to be back home,” one of the warriors, Adeon, said from just behind them.

As Brie and Dorran continued to gaze out into the endless wilderness of Firiehn, the other cru-athru men stepped forth from the cave’s shadows, coming to stand on either side of them.  For once, they were silent, with both their voices and their presence.  Even the ever gregarious Ievos had taken on a calm, respectful expression.  It was a moment of silent contemplation, one where these strong and capable fighters set aside their more aggressive natures to adopt humility as they paid homage to their homeland.  That corner of Brie’s heart where she’d already made space for them widened a little bit more.  Was this what it was like to have a family?  She couldn’t say for sure, since she’d never had anyone but Mynne.
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