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The Fire Prince Who Can't Touch Anyone

By Lyra Hartwell

"When the fire-blooded heir touches the unburnable one,
either the world heals or the world breaks.
The choice is not his." — The Ashen Prophecy, recorded in the Year of the Ember Accord
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​​Chapter One The Girl Who Does Not Burn
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The summons arrived on a Tuesday, which Seren Voss had always considered the least trustworthy day of the week. Tuesdays had a habit of arriving with bad news tucked in their pockets — a child too sick to save, a root cellar ruined by frost, a letter from someone who had promised to write months ago and finally remembered. This Tuesday arrived with all three of those things, and also a sealed envelope bearing the imperial crest: a phoenix wreathed in ash, its wings pressed flat as though it had forgotten how to fly.

She had been elbow-deep in a poultice when old Marta's granddaughter brought it to the door. The girl stood at the threshold of the healer's cottage with enormous eyes, holding the envelope the way one might hold a live coal — at arm's length, with the careful posture of someone who has already decided that whatever happens next is not their fault. Seren dried her hands on her apron, took the envelope, and thanked the girl, who bolted back down the hill without ceremony. The wax seal was unbroken. Someone very far away had pressed a signet ring into hot wax and sent it across three hundred miles of borderlands to find her, specifically. That alone was unsettling enough.

Seren's cottage sat at the westernmost edge of Halvard, a village small enough that its name did not appear on most imperial maps. It perched above a gray river that smelled of iron and pine, surrounded by the kind of forest that old people called honest — meaning it would kill you plainly, without pretense, rather than the dishonest forests further south, which were said to lead travelers in circles until their boots wore through. Halvard had forty-three residents, two goats of disputed ownership, and Seren, who had lived there since she was eleven years old, when her grandmother had brought her north to learn the trade of healing and had then, somewhat inconveniently, died before teaching her very much of it.

She had learned the rest herself. That was, in many ways, the summary of Seren's life: she had learned things herself because there was no one else to teach her, and she had made do because making do was a skill she had developed the way other people developed bad habits — gradually, then completely. She knew the medicinal properties of sixty-three plants found within a half-day's walk of Halvard. She knew how to set a bone, how to draw infection from a wound, how to ease a fever and how to recognize the kind of fever that would not be eased. She knew how to talk to dying people, which was perhaps the most difficult thing she knew, and she had learned it by doing it badly and then less badly and then, finally, with a kind of quiet grace that she still did not think of as grace but simply as presence.

The letter was terse and official in the way that imperial correspondence always was, as though emotion had been taxed out of the language somewhere around the third century and had never fully recovered. It informed her — "informed," not "requested," not "asked" — that her particular skills were required at the Imperial Palace of Embervast, where a fire-sickness of unknown origin was spreading among the palace servant population, and where the court physicians had thus far proved ineffective. It mentioned that three healers of some regional reputation had already been brought to the palace and had departed without result. It did not say what had happened to them, which Seren found more alarming than if it had said something specific and bad. It told her that transport would be arranged, that she would be compensated fairly, and that the matter was urgent.

It did not mention the prince.

Everyone knew about the prince, of course. Even in Halvard, three hundred miles from the capital, people knew about Prince Caelan Ashveil, the fire-blooded heir to the Embervast Empire, who had been born wreathed in flame and had never stopped burning since. The stories varied in their details. Some said he lived in a tower of black glass, isolated from all human contact by his own curse. Some said he had burned his nursemaids to ash before he could walk. Some said the emperor — his father — had not spoken to him directly since the boy was five years old and had melted the armrest of a chair simply by gripping it during a tantrum. These were probably exaggerations. Probably.

What was not exaggeration was the fire-sickness. Maren — Seren's closest friend, a fellow healer who worked the eastern quarter of the borderlands and visited Halvard every few weeks to argue about tincture ratios and drink tea — had written to her about it two months ago, after hearing from her cousin Petra who worked in the palace kitchens. The sickness presented as fever, then as a heat rash that spread inward rather than outward, then as something more difficult to name: a sense of burning from beneath the skin, as though the afflicted person's blood had been slowly warming toward a boil. It was not natural fever. It did not respond to willow bark or cold  water poultices or any of the standard treatments. Two servants had died of it in the spring. Now, apparently, more were falling ill.

Seren read the letter twice, set it on the table, and went back to her poultice. She finished it, wrapped it carefully, and delivered it to the farmer two houses down whose wife had a joint inflammation that was not getting better fast enough. She helped Marta's granddaughter — who had apparently recovered from her envelope-related trauma — extract a splinter from her palm. She made tea. She stood at her window and watched the gray river catch the afternoon light, and she thought about saying no.

The thing about Seren's immunity to magic was that it had always made her feel, in some inexplicable way, responsible for things that were not her fault. She had discovered it at age eleven, when a traveling enchanter had attempted a minor warming spell during a cold snap and the spell had simply dissolved when it reached her, the way sugar dissolves in water — not violently, not dramatically, just gone. The enchanter had stared at her with an expression she had come to know well over the years: startled, assessing, a little afraid. She had not known then what it meant. She knew now that it meant spells slid off her, that enchantments dissolved when she touched them, that curses could not root themselves in her body no matter how deliberately they were cast. She was, in the technical language of the magical sciences, null to all workings. A void where magic could not land.

She had never understood why. Her grandmother had had no such immunity. Her parents, who she barely remembered, had been ordinary people with ordinary susceptibilities to all the ordinary enchantments of the world. The immunity was hers alone, arrived at birth like an uninvited guest who had since made herself entirely at home, and over the years Seren had decided that since she could not explain it, she might as well use it. When people with magical ailments came to her — and they did, with increasing frequency as word spread through the borderlands — she could at least touch them without being afflicted herself. She could work through enchanted wounds and cursed objects and magically-induced fevers without risk. It made her good at a particular kind of healing that other healers avoided for their own safety. Which was, she supposed, why someone three hundred miles away had pressed a signet ring into wax and sent it north to find her.

She wrote back: she would come. She packed her healer's bag, her warmest cloak, her grandmother's knife — which was useful for cutting bandages and also, she had found, for communicating to strangers that she was not someone whose time ought to be wasted — and she told old Marta to watch the cottage and the two goats of disputed ownership and to keep old Henrick's knee wrapped and elevated and to not, under any circumstances, let him walk on it just because he said it felt better, because old Henrick always said it felt better long before it actually was.

The imperial transport arrived the following morning: a coach of dark lacquered wood with the ash-phoenix crest on its door, pulled by four horses that were clearly not accustomed to borderlands roads and showed it in their posture. The driver handed her up without comment. The inside of the coach smelled of cedar and something faintly chemical, like the residue of a fireproofing spell. She noticed that the seat cushions were made of some treated material — not fabric, exactly, more like a woven mineral composite — and that the curtains were the same. Everything in the coach was fireproofed. The realization settled in her chest like a stone: this was not just a coach. This was a vehicle built to transport people in proximity to the prince, or to carry things back from wherever he had been.

The journey took four days. Seren spent them watching the borderlands give way to cultivated farmland, then to the wider roads and denser settlements of the empire's heartland, then finally to Ashavar, the imperial capital, which rose out of the plain like something that had decided to be a city through sheer force of architectural ambition. It was enormous. Halvard could have fit in a single district with room left over for more goats. The streets near the outer gate were crowded and loud and smelled of horses and bread and the particular kind of purposeful urgency that large cities generate when everyone in them has somewhere to be.

But closer to the palace — the Embervast Palace, which occupied the hill at the center of the city like a crown pressed down onto a skull — the crowd thinned. Not because there were fewer people, but because people moved differently there. Quietly. With their eyes down. Seren watched from the coach window as a market vendor hurried his cart to the far side of the street when a palace guard passed, and it was not the wariness of criminality, she thought, but something else. Something habitual. Something learned.

A child in the street pointed at the palace's highest tower, where a faint haze of smoke drifted from a window even in the clear afternoon air, and her mother pulled her hand down and pulled her away, quick and silent, without looking up.

That was the first time Seren felt the weight of what she was walking into. Not fear, exactly. She had never been very good at fear, which Maren said was either her greatest asset or her most catastrophic flaw, depending on the day. But something adjacent to it: a recognition that this was not a simple case of fire-sickness, that the summons letter had told her almost nothing, and that the thing at the center of the palace in its highest tower, trailing smoke, was not going to be easy to heal.

The coach rolled through the palace gates, which were iron and taller than three men standing, and the guards who opened them wore armor Seren did not recognize — dark-treated metal, thick-jointed, the visors sealed. Fireproof. Everything was fireproof.

She straightened her cloak, checked the clasp on her healer's bag, and reminded herself what she knew: she could not burn. Whatever was in there, whatever fire lived in that tower and drifted smoke into the clean afternoon air, it could not touch her. She had been immune to magic her entire life without ever choosing to be, and she had made do with stranger things than immunity.

She stepped out of the coach into the palace courtyard and looked up at the smoke-trailing tower, and the wind turned, and a brief tongue of flame curled from that high window and then dissolved against the open sky, harmless, like something that had briefly considered being dangerous and then decided against it.

Seren watched it go and felt nothing. No heat. No fear. No recoil at all.

She picked up her healer's bag and followed the waiting attendant inside.
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