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Introduction
From bellows to battlefield, the path of a blacksmith is lit by fire and shadowed by
consequence. Iron and Flame tells the story of Rowan, a boy sworn to a forge in a river-
town where the workday measures time more faithfully than any clock. The anvil is his
altar, the hammer his catechism, the rhythm of blows a kind of prayer. Yet the sparks
that leap from his mentor’s hammer fall not only on raw iron but on the politics of a
city, the ambitions of guilds, and the long reach of war. What begins in soot-streaked
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apprenticeship becomes a forge big enough to bend fates.

This tale unfolds in a medieval town where stone walls hold as much rumor as they do
safety. Market bells call traders from the countryside, guild stewards parade their
charters, and apprentices—boys and girls of ash-streaked hope—stand beneath
hooded masters to swear obedience and learn a craft. In that world, a mark stamped
into hot steel can open doors a peasant’s birth cannot. The guildhall sits like a second
keep, issuing judgments, guarding privileges, and deciding who may call himself
master. Within, tradition and necessity clash as loudly as any hammer on anvil.

Practical craft beats at the book’s heart. You will walk with Rowan from ore to bloom,
learn how charcoal is stacked and burned to make a hotter, cleaner fire, and watch the
slag squeezed and folded from fresh iron. You will feel the difference between red heat
and yellow, hear why brine bites harder than oil, and see the thin frontier where blade
becomes brittle and shield becomes soft. Case-hardening, tempering, riveting, draw-
filing—these are not decorations on the page but the very muscles of the story, the
places where skill becomes character and failure leaves a scar.

Rowan’s rise is not a single spark but a slow-growing heat, fed by rivalry as much as
by ingenuity. Old masters guard their secrets as jealously as bloodlines; younger
hands whisper of water-driven hammers and foreign patterns of steel. Guild marks are
currency; guild politics, a battlefield. Sabotage can be as simple as a cracked bellows
board. A rumor, a misplaced file, a blade that fails the bend-test before the
council—these are the traps laid between journeyman and master.

War sharpens every edge. A levy order scroll can change a shop’s fortune overnight,
calling for spearheads by the hundred and repairs for mail that once belonged to men
who will not return. The town’s militia wants spikes and hinges; the baron’s armorer
wants breastplates and bevor; the crossbowmen want steel prods that can drink a
crank’s full draw and not surrender. In siege season, iron becomes grain—hoarded,
measured, transformed. Tools turn into weapons and back again, for a plowshare won
in winter can be the difference between surrender and a spring harvest.

Innovation is the second fire in this story, the one that burns inside the mind. The river
offers a steady arm to lift a hammer heavier than any man; a brick-lined furnace
whispers of turning wrought iron into something harder, truer—steel born by patient
heat and sealed away from air. Rowan learns that a blade is not only a line and an
edge but a compromise of carbon and luck, that a spring is a promise a weapon makes
to its user, and that every improvement wins an enemy as often as it wins a customer.
In workshops and alleys, in counting rooms thick with wax and smoke, a new world of
making begins to grind its teeth.

But iron alone does not make a life. This is also a story of hands that bandage burns,
of a scribe who teaches letters between shipments, of a rival who may yet become a
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partner, and of a love that must contend with time as much as with distance. It is
about the cost of a name hammered into a blade and the greater cost of failing to earn
it. The climb from apprentice to master is a ladder bolted to the side of a moving
world; each rung demands coin, cunning, and conscience.

Iron and Flame is, in the end, a novel about transformation—of ore into metal, of craft
into power, of a boy into a man capable of choosing not only what he will make, but
what he will be made into. If you listen, you will hear the old language of hammers and
hear it change, measure by measure, as new machines and new wars teach it new
songs. The guildhall’s doors will open and close; some secrets will hold, others will
melt. Through it all, Rowan’s forge will throw light on the faces around it—friends,
foes, patrons, thieves—and on the reader’s hands as well, for we all shape and are
shaped by the work we do. Step into the heat. The metal is ready. The hammer waits.

CHAPTER ONE: The Ember Oath
The morning Rowan Averill first walked into Harlan Mosser's forge, he tripped on the
doorsill and caught himself on an anvil that was still warm from the night's work. He
was twelve years old, skinny as a fence rail, and he smelled of river mud from the
crossing where he had stopped to wash his face. The door behind him banged shut,
and the sound was swallowed so quickly by the hiss of cooling steel and the low breath
of the banked coals that it seemed the forge had simply eaten it. He stood there,
blinking, his palms flat against a surface that hummed with a heat he had never
touched before, and thought that the world smelled nothing at all like he had
expected.

He had expected it to smell of iron, and it did. But it also smelled of charcoal and river
water and old leather and something sharper underneath, something almost sweet,
like the edge of a knife you can't quite name. The shop was long and narrow, the
ceiling blackened to the color of a bruise, and light entered through two high windows
whose glass was warped and bubbled so that the sun came in warped and wandering,
painting pale streaks across workbenches cluttered with hammers, tongs, files, and
things Rowan did not yet have names for. The walls were stone. The floor was
trampled earth packed hard by generations of boots. In the back corner, a brick hearth
held coals that glowed a deep and angry orange, like the last ember of a house fire
refusing to die.

"Close the door," said a voice from somewhere behind that glow.

Rowan closed the door. He had not been asked his name. He had not been asked why
he was there. He stood with his hands still on the anvil and tried not to tremble.
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Trembling, he had been told by his older sister, was the surest way to be turned away
on your first day, because a blacksmith who trembles will flinch from the heat, and a
blacksmith who flinches will never hold a blade steady enough to cut bread.

The voice belonged to Harlan Mosser. He was not a large man, though he occupied
space the way a stone occupies space in a riverbed — everything flowed around him,
and nothing moved him. His arms were thick, not from vanity but from decades of
swinging hammer and pumping bellows, and his hands were so wide that when he
closed them they seemed to swallow whatever they held. His face was the color of
tallow, lined and reddened by years of standing too close to fires that would have
cooked a lesser man from the inside out, and his eyes, pale gray and set deep
beneath a heavy brow, had a way of looking at you that made you feel he had already
decided what you were made of.

"You're late," he said.

Rowan opened his mouth and found nothing to say. In truth, he had arrived twenty
minutes early. He had stood outside in the cold, watching chimney smoke curl above
the neighboring rooftops, too nervous to knock. But something about the way Harlan
said the word made it sound like a judgment, and Rowan's face flushed and his tongue
tangled and he heard himself stammering something about the crossing and the mud
and the door being heavy.

Harlan looked at him for a long time. Then he reached past Rowan, picked up a leather
apron from a hook on the wall, and threw it at him. It struck him square in the chest
and fell to the floor.

"Pick it up. Tie it on. Stand by the quench barrel."

Rowan picked up the apron. It was stiff with old oil and smelled of smoke and sweat,
and when he put it on and tied the thongs behind his back, he felt something shift
inside him, as though a door that had only been cracked before had now swung wide.
The apron was not much — cracked leather, patched in three places, a stain on the
front that he did not examine too closely — but when he was through with it, he
looked like a boy who belonged in a forge, even if he did not yet know which end of
the hammer to hold.

The quench barrel sat near the hearth, a wooden cask half-filled with water so dark it
looked like strong tea. The surface was dimpled with bubbles that rose and popped
from somewhere beneath, as though the barrel itself were breathing. Beside it stood a
rack of tongs — long-handled, short-handled, one pair with jaws shaped like a V,
another with jaws shaped like a ring — and a row of hammers hanging from nails
driven into a beam. The hammers varied in weight from something no heavier than a
rolling pin to a great sledge that looked like it could have felled a young tree.
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Rowan had come here because his father's cooperage had failed and his family
needed money and he was old enough to be sold to a trade and young enough that a
master might take a chance on a boy with quick hands and no opinion. He had not
come here because he loved fire or metal or the idea of shaping things. He had come
because his mother sat him down after supper one evening and, with the quiet,
terrible efficiency of a woman who has already made up her mind, told him that he
would apprentice under Harlan Mosser and that he would not disgrace the family and
that if he complained, the alternative was working the river barges, where a boy his
age had already lost two fingers on a hawser.

Two fingers. That argument had held, though Rowan had not admitted this to anyone,
least of all Harlan, who would not have cared and probably would have said so.

He stood by the quench barrel and waited. He was not sure what he was waiting for.
He thought perhaps he should ask what to do, but Harlan had given no such
instruction, and Rowan had learned from his father that silence was safer than
questions when a man was working. So he stood and watched the coals breathe and
listened to the sounds of the shop — the ticking of cooling metal set aside on a stone
shelf, the soft roar of the bellows when Harlan pumped them, the rhythmic ringing that
started whenever Harlan raised the hammer and struck the anvil and struck again and
again, each blow clear and unhurried and impossibly precise, as though the man were
not beating a bar of iron into shape but talking to it, coaxing it, telling it what it was
meant to become.

The bar was long, about the width of Rowan's forearm, and it was gray-black and
rough, pocked with scale and scarred with the marks of a previous master's hammer.
Rowan would learn later that it was mild iron, low in carbon, good for hinges and nails
and things that needed to bend rather than cut. It was the cheapest material in the
shop and the most common, and it was where Harlan started every new apprentice,
because he believed — and he said this to Rowan often enough that the words
eventually carved their own groove in the boy's memory — that a smith who could not
make a clean, true nail had no business touching a blade.

The nail Harlan set before Rowan was simple. A length of iron rod, heated to a dull red
in the coals, to be hammered flat on one end and drawn to a point on the other. No
loop head. No decorative twist. A plain nail, meant to hold two pieces of wood together
and to do so without complaint for as long as the wood lasted. Harlan dropped the hot
rod in front of Rowan, pointed at the anvil, and said the second word he had spoken
since Rowan's arrival.

"Blows."

Rowan picked up the nearest hammer. It weighed two pounds, light enough for a boy's
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arm. He held it the way he had seen the men at his father's shop hold things —
loosely, with his fingers wrapped around the handle and his thumb along the top —
and he raised it and brought it down on the iron rod, which was hot enough to glow
but not hot enough to be orange. It was red. A dark, deep red, like the heart of a
winter sunset, and when the hammer struck it, the sound was flat and dull, and the
rod skittered sideways off the anvil face and clattered to the floor.

Harlan said nothing.

Rowan picked up the rod with the tongs — the long-handled V-jaw pair, which he
nearly dropped because he forgot to close them tight — and heated it again. The coals
were banked to a mound of orange-white at the center, fading to black at the edges,
and Harlan had taught him neither the word nor the gesture for "hold it there," so
Rowan poked the rod into the center and waited until the color of the metal matched
the color of the center of the coals. This was wrong. He would learn later that the right
heat was a bright orange-yellow, the color of a candle flame, and that dark red meant
the metal was not hot enough and would resist the hammer and crack instead of
flowing. But at the time, Rowan had no frame of reference beyond "hot" and "not hot,"
and he pulled the rod out and struck it again.

This time the sound was better. Clearer. The hammer bit into the metal and the metal
spread, and for one brief, beautiful moment, Rowan felt the iron yield beneath him,
felt it move the way water moves under the flat of a paddle, and then the rod cooled
too quickly at the edges and the hammer struck cold steel and the handle stung
through his fingers and he let go.

The hammer clattered to the floor. The tongs followed. Rowan stared at his right hand,
which had turned red in three places along the heel of his palm. He flexed his fingers.
They worked. He flexed them again and a small, stubborn voice in the back of his
mind said that this was foolish, that he was wasting his time, that he should go beg his
mother to send him to the barges, where at least the pain came from something he
could see and understand and not from a hammer he could not hold straight.

He looked up. Harlan was watching him. The old smith had not moved from his
position at the anvil, where he was working on something Rowan could not see — a
curved piece of steel, narrow and long, that rang with a high, sweet note every time
the hammer struck. Harlan's eyes left the blade and settled on Rowan with the
expression of a man watching a dog try to climb stairs for the first time. There was no
contempt in it. There was something worse: patience.

"Pick it up," Harlan said.

Rowan picked up the hammer. He picked up the tongs. He pulled another rod from the
scrap bin — a bin that contained all the failed beginnings of Harlan's previous
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apprentices, a fact he did not mention — and he heated it until it was bright orange at
the tip and a darker red along the shaft, and he struck it, and he struck it again, and
again, and the iron began to flatten under the hammer in a way that was uneven and
ugly and yet undeniably happening, and somewhere in the space between his sore
hand and the ringing anvil, Rowan Averill stopped being a boy who had come to a
forge because his family needed the money and started being a boy who had come to
a forge because, for the first time in his life, he could feel his hands doing something
that mattered.

He did not make a nail that day. He made a lump. It was thick on one end, thin on the
other, slightly curved from the uneven beating it had received, and when he held it up
to the light at arm's length, it looked like something a river fish might cough up.
Harlan took it from him, turned it over in his massive fingers, and set it on the stone
shelf without a word.

"You'll heat it wrong a hundred times more," Harlan said. "You'll miss the anvil. You'll
burn your fingers. You'll curse the forge and the iron and yourself. That is the work.
Now heat the next one."

Rowan heated the next one.

It was late in the afternoon when Harlan finally told him to stop. Rowan's arms ached
from the elbow to the wrist, his palms were blistered in four places, and the two
pounds of the hammer felt like four. His leather apron was soaked through with sweat,
and the smudge of soot across his forehead had dried to a gray powder that itched
when he touched it. He looked at the stone shelf, where fourteen misshapen lumps of
iron sat in a rough row, each one uglier than the last, and he felt something
complicated move through him, a feeling that was not pride exactly but was closer to
pride than anything he had felt before.

Harlan was cleaning the hearth, using a long iron hook to pull spent coals into a
shallow tray. The fire was dying to embers, and the shop was beginning to cool, which
meant the sounds of the town outside were returning — the creak of cart wheels on
cobblestones, the cry of a fishmonger heading home, the distant bells of the chapel
marking the evening hour.

"You'll come back tomorrow," Harlan said without looking up. "Third bell. Bring a clean
apron and strong shoes. Don't bring anyone to watch."

"I will."

"Don't make promises you can't keep. A smith's word is his work. If the work is poor,
the word is poor, and poor words don't last."
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Rowan nodded. He picked up his apron, folded it, and tucked it under his arm. He
walked to the door, then stopped.

"Mosser?"

The old man paused, the hook still half-buried in the coals.

"How do you know when the iron is ready? The right heat, I mean."

Harlan considered this. He pulled the hook free and stood for a moment with the coals
falling softly around him, glowing like fireflies in a jar.

"You don't," he said at last. "Not at first. You guess wrong more than you guess right.
But your eyes learn. The blue at the edge tells you it's cooling. The cherry tells you it's
working. The white tells you it's dying, and anything past white is a waste of good iron.
Some days you'll trust the color, and some days you'll trust the way the metal feels
through the tongs, the weight of it, the give. A good smith reads iron the way a sailor
reads the sky. You learn, or you burn."

He turned back to the coals, dismissing Rowan with the gesture, and Rowan opened
the door and stepped out into the cool evening air. The sky above was the color of a
fresh bruise, purple and deep, and the first stars were appearing over the rooftops like
pinpricks in dark cloth. He walked down the narrow lane toward the river, and the
sound of the forge bell behind him — a dull clang that meant Harlan had closed the
shop for the night — followed him the way a shadow follows a lantern.

He flexed his right hand. The blisters had burst in three places, and the skin beneath
was wet and angry. He did not think about the pain. He thought about the fourteen
lumps on the stone shelf, and about the way the iron had given, just slightly, just for a
moment, under his hammer, and about the fact that tomorrow he would be back, and
the day after that, and every day after that until his hands knew what his hands did
not yet know, and the iron no longer felt like an enemy but like something waiting to
be told what it was meant to be.

The river was close. He could hear it, dark and steady, moving beneath the bridge
toward the sea. He followed it home.

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.
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