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INTRODUCTION
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In a realm where magic is drawn from feeling, silence can slice deeper than steel—and love becomes the most dangerous rebellion of all.

The Crown’s Ashes is the first book in The Flameborn Legacy, an M/M epic fantasy set in the war-scarred kingdom of Eldros, where ancient prophecies bind destinies tighter than bloodlines, and one bond—forbidden yet undeniable—may either save or shatter the realm.

This is the story of enemies who were never meant to touch, of fire kindled not by hatred, but by truth and choice.

Reader beware: in this world, emotion burns brighter than flame. And nothing sacred escapes the scorch.
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CHAPTER 1 - Arrival of the Flame
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The gates of the Royal Academy of Eldros parted with a slow, silver groan, as if the land itself resented the arrival of so many hopeful sons. Prince Arian did not flinch at the sound. He stood atop the marble steps like a carved sentinel—immaculate in his silversteel half-plate, his gloved hands clasped behind his back, posture etched in discipline.

Below, the training yard buzzed with new recruits: sons of dukes and generals, sweating under polished armor and too much expectation. Among them moved one figure no longer quite new. Kael of House Virelane had arrived a week prior, but had kept mostly to the shadows of the academy’s routine, speaking little and revealing less. The air smelled of damp stone, steel polish, and frost—Eldros' signature welcome.

“Too loud,” Arian muttered under his breath. His eyes swept the courtyard for disorder, then settled on the approaching caravan that should not have arrived today.

Three black horses. A crest unfamiliar to these hills. A banner bearing the mark of House Virelane—but altered. And stepping from the carriage, a boy. No—not a boy. A young man, shoulders squared, jaw tense, eyes scanning the crowd like he already expected disappointment.

Kael.

He wore simple black garb, not the jeweled silks of a political pawn. His hair, raven-dark, was tied back in a soldier’s knot. No smile. No bow. Only a slight dip of the head—barely respectful, wholly indifferent.

Arian’s breath snagged. Just for a moment.

“That,” whispered Ser Eldan beside him, “must be the princess’s intended.”

Arian narrowed his eyes. “No crown on his shoulder. No deference in his stance.”

“Betrothal by prophecy, not politics,” Eldan said, dryly. “They say the Oracle named him in fire.”

Arian said nothing. Instead, he watched as Kael took his place in the formation without needing direction. Perfect spacing. Eyes forward. A single line of gold embroidery flickered across his sleeve as he turned—a thread that caught the morning light and shimmered like flame.

The Vowfire prophecy surged, unbidden, in Arian’s mind.

"The flame shall fall for the crown to rise."

Irritation clawed its way up his spine. He descended the steps with measured grace and a prince’s gravity, halting before the new recruit. “Kael of House Virelane,” he said, voice clipped. “You are late.”

Kael looked at him directly. “I’m early, Your Highness. You expected me tomorrow.”

“Then you misunderstood the expectations,” Arian replied. “Here, we serve on time. Not by omen.”

A slight flicker crossed Kael’s expression—not offense, not fear. Something deeper. Amusement, perhaps. Or recognition.

“If prophecy made my schedule,” Kael said, quiet and unyielding, “you’d best blame the stars.”

Arian clenched his jaw.

Behind him, the crowd murmured. Oracle Seryth passed silently between columns at the edge of the court, their robes trailing cinders. Arian barely turned his head as the seer murmured without stopping:

"Flame meets crown, and neither bows. Beware the mirror that burns."

A chill slithered beneath Arian’s breastplate. He turned, ignoring the Oracle entirely, and addressed the training unit. “To position. Drill formation Delta. No missteps.”

Kael moved smoothly into place beside him.

Too close.

Too calm.

Arian could feel the heat of his presence like a coal beside his ribs. The others whispered, but he didn’t dare glance. Not now. Not yet.

Later, in the cold silence of moonlight, Arian would watch from the barracks roof as Kael trained alone—his blade a glinting arc, his movements unnervingly fluid. No wasted steps. No fear.

And in the stillness of that moment, something in Arian shifted.

Not softened.

Just cracked.

The bell rang out in three silver tones—sharp, precise, and cold as the morning mist that clung to the Academy’s spires. Prince Arian stood at the edge of the gravel-lined courtyard, arms folded behind his back, eyes narrowed in appraisal.

Rows of fresh recruits—sons of nobles and ambitious outlanders—snapped into formation under the watch of the Silver Guard. They bore polished breastplates and faces still unmarked by duty. Arian moved among them like winter wind: silent, penetrating, untouchable.

"Formation holds," he said to Ser Eldan, who trailed him. "Barely."

“New blood,” Eldan replied. “Some still think posturing earns rank.”

“Posture without discipline is just noise,” Arian said. “And noise is weakness.”

Arian’s gaze flicked across the ranks—until it halted. Kael had been placed at the end of Line Three. Not by accident.

His stance was not regulation. One foot slightly behind the other... Arian found himself watching longer than was strictly necessary. Just a beat too long. He tore his gaze away with a flick of annoyance, as if banishing the thought.

“You’re out of line,” Arian said, his voice low but sharp.

Kael didn’t blink. “Am I? Apologies. I was trained for balance, not symmetry.”

A few heads twitched toward the exchange, then away—Eldrosian etiquette demanded that tension be ignored unless it erupted.

Arian stepped closer. “This is not Dragonreach. You will follow court standards.”

“Of course.” Kael adjusted a fraction. “Wouldn’t want to offend the aesthetic of obedience.”

Arian’s jaw tightened. He moved on without another word, but his pulse had stirred beneath the silversteel of his uniform. He hated that.

When drill orders were barked, Kael responded cleanly. His movements, while lacking ceremonial flair, were eerily fluid—too practiced for a mere consort candidate. As the lines shifted through rotations, Arian caught glimpses: a pivot too efficient, a parry position taught in elite border guard units, not royal academies.

He’s trained. Not just practiced—refined.

And still, the expression Kael wore remained one of distant ease, as if he found all of this a rehearsal for a role he didn’t believe in.

“Again!” Arian called, frustration bleeding into command.

The line reset. On the next rotation, Kael passed close. Their shoulders nearly brushed. Arian felt a prickle across his collarbone—heat, faint and flickering.

It’s just sun.

He would not allow anything else.

When drills ended, the recruits saluted and dispersed. Kael lingered. Arian turned to face him fully.

“Something wrong?” Arian asked.

Kael tilted his head. “Only a curiosity. The stories said the crown never flinches.”

“And?”

Kael stepped back into shadow. “But today, it did.”

Then he was gone.

Arian stood alone in the gravel silence, and for the first time that morning, he felt the cold.

The halls of the Flamebound Pavilion rang with ceremonial bells, their tones trailing like ribbons through the air—long, lingering, echoing across the marble colonnades. The sun had risen higher now, pale and cool above Eldros, its light filtered through the highglass mosaics to cast shifting fire-patterns along the walls.

Arian stood still amid it all, posture perfect, heart unreadable. Another day of duty wrapped in ritual, another procession of faceless nobles and power-clutching courtiers. He had memorized the pace of the rite: three steps between salutes, five seconds of silence per name called, the minute gesture with the sword hilt that marked rank from reverence.

But today, the rhythm was off.

The Oracle was coming.

He heard them before he saw them—soft footfalls, like ash falling on water. Whispers rippled ahead, parted the crowd. High Oracle Seryth moved like a veil across stone, their robe ink-dark and threaded with living cinders. Where they walked, flame motifs shimmered faintly, as if the stone itself remembered fire.

All chatter died. Even the high-born held their breath.

Seryth passed through the ceremonial arch, flanked by acolytes bearing sealed scrolls and incense lanterns. But their eyes found only one person.

Arian.

He held their gaze.

A mistake.

The Oracle tilted their head... When they spoke, no one else seemed to hear. But Kael turned slightly as if he had. As if the words echoed louder to him than they should have.

When they spoke, no one else seemed to hear.

“When the crown learns to burn, the world must watch.”

Arian didn’t move. He didn’t blink. The words threaded into him like smoke—insidious, clinging. He refused to let them settle.

“It’s just ritual,” he told himself as they moved on. “They say something to every heir.”

But his spine remained taut long after the Oracle had passed. The silence left in their wake felt colder than before.

Later, during the torchlighting of the Oath Pillars, he caught sight of Kael again. The new arrival stood a full column’s width away, expression unreadable. His hands were folded behind his back, one thumb idly brushing the hilt of his ceremonial dagger. Arian looked away.

And one of the torch flames flared higher. Just for a breath. No wind. No fuel shift.

No reason.

Arian turned sharply on his heel.

That night, Arian found himself walking the gallery alone. The Oath Sigil chamber shimmered faintly with trapped light—silver carvings glowing against obsidian walls. One sigil pulsed as he passed. Not with heat, but with memory.

A flame-shaped rune. Etched centuries ago. Half-forgotten.

He reached for it.

Stopped.

And walked on without touching.

Behind him, the sigil glowed once—then went still.

The night lay heavy over the Royal Academy, its towers awash in moonlight, casting fractured silver across the training yard below. Eldros, in stillness, felt colder than usual. The kind of cold that came from within, where even the breath that fogged the air tasted of restraint.

Prince Arian stood alone on the upper gallery, gloved hands resting lightly against the frost-laced balustrade. He had discarded his formal cloak but not the weight of the day. Sleep had eluded him, not out of guilt or fatigue—he knew how to command those things—but from something nameless. Something that ticked just beneath his ribs like a clock wound too tight.

Below, the yard should have been empty.

And yet—

A figure moved in the dark. Unarmored. Unhurried. Blade in hand.

Kael.

He danced alone beneath the moon, shirt sleeves rolled to the elbows, chest rising with even breath. His sword, a standard-issue practice blade, moved through the air in forms unfamiliar to the Eldrosian eye—less martial, more fluid. No sharp salutes. No rigid stances. His motions curved like script, improvised but purposeful. A language Arian did not speak.

He told himself it was only curiosity that kept him watching. He hadn’t meant to linger. Just a glance. Yet minutes passed, and Kael still moved, and Arian still watched.

Just assessment.

Kael’s blade traced an arc, then reversed with a flourish that brushed too near to art. The torch nearest him flickered—just once—without wind.

Arian narrowed his eyes.

It had to be coincidence.

Another form. This one spiraled out before coiling in close. Kael’s balance didn’t falter, not even on the slick stone. His hair clung damp to his neck, gleaming black in the moon’s gaze. The blade came down, paused an inch above the earth, and held.

Stillness.

Then, a flicker—not of movement, but of light. A faint shimmer trailed behind the steel’s tip, vanishing as quickly as it appeared.

Arian’s pulse kicked.

He leaned forward slightly, and the ice beneath his gloves creaked.

Kael turned—slowly, as if sensing something beyond sound. His gaze lifted toward the gallery. Not quite meeting Arian’s eyes—but enough to still the prince’s breath.

Arian stepped back into the shadowed archway, the marble chill against his spine. He closed his eyes.

It was nothing.

Just flame and form. Just a body in motion. Just prophecy in a face.

He told himself that.

He would tell himself again tomorrow.

​
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CHAPTER 2 - Clashing Steel, Unspoken Fire
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Clashing Steel, Unspoken Fire

The courtyard smelled of metal, sweat, and expectation.

Kael stood at the edge of the crowd gathered on the dueling terrace, arms folded behind his back, gaze fixed on the sparring ring. Nobles lined the balconies, cloaked in velvet and entitlement. Academy instructors murmured protocol behind gilded masks. Even the royal banner above seemed taut with silence.

It was the first public exhibition of the season.

And he was about to make a mistake.

"Open challenge day," the herald announced, voice crisp. "Pairings to be drawn unless volunteer declaration is made."

Kael’s heart pounded once—loud, defiant.

He stepped forward.

“I’ll spar,” he said, voice steady. Then, with deliberate slowness: “With the Crown Prince.”

A ripple ran through the crowd. Heads turned. A handful of cadets stifled gasps. Eyes followed their every move—nobles, tutors, and curious trainees alike. The duel wasn’t just between two blades. It was judgment.

Above, Prince Arian did not flinch. He rose from his seat with glacial grace and descended the stone steps in perfect silence.

Kael bowed slightly, but did not drop his eyes.

“I assumed this was for training, not theatre,” Arian said coolly as he reached the circle.

“Consider it both,” Kael replied, masking the heat behind his tongue. “Unless you’re afraid of spectacle.”

Something sharp flickered in Arian’s gaze—then vanished. “You presume much.”

Kael shrugged, fingers curling at his sides. “I’ve been told worse.”

Truth was, he didn’t know why he’d done it. Not really. He told himself it was to earn footing, to silence whispers that he was merely the princess’s pawn. But as Arian circled him like a storm caged in silk, Kael knew the real reason ran deeper.

He wanted to be seen. By him.

Weapons were selected—blunted training swords. Worn hilts, weighted balance. Familiar. Kael’s fingers itched for something real, but he kept his grip loose.

The crowd hushed.

Arian took his stance: formal, precise, and razor-still.

Kael mirrored—but looser, adapted. Fluid. Alive.

They bowed.

And then—steel rang.

Their blades collided in a strike that echoed too loud for wood. Sparks weren’t real, but Kael felt them all the same. The heat of pressure, of being measured by those frost-blue eyes.

Each movement was dance and war: parry, slip, pivot, feint.

Kael’s breath caught once as Arian countered with unexpected speed. He faltered—just slightly—and reached to correct.

His gloved hand brushed Arian’s cheek.

Both of them froze.

The world held its breath.

Kael’s veins pulsed gold beneath his sleeve.

Too fast. Too close.

Arian stepped back sharply. “This isn’t a game.”

“No,” Kael said, barely above a whisper. “It’s something far worse.”

They bowed in silence, blades lowered in mirrored arcs of steel.

Kael rose first, slower than protocol demanded. His eyes locked on Arian’s—not out of challenge, but because he couldn't seem to look away.

The courtyard was silent save for the creak of leather and breath of wind. Dozens watched from the balconies above. Instructors, nobles, guards. Lysara sat in the frontmost gallery, unreadable.

He couldn’t afford to falter.

Arian took position with surgical exactness: stance measured, feet flat, blade angled like punctuation in a royal decree.

Kael mirrored—but his balance favored the ball of his foot, shoulders loose, eyes always moving. He was taught to read motion, not posture. To strike where intent bled through technique.

The signal rang—a sharp clang of steel on stone.

They moved.

Arian attacked first—clean, vertical slash. Kael deflected without resistance, letting the blade glide past. Their hilts kissed once, metal on metal. Kael pivoted back, heart skipping in his throat.
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