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Chapter One - The Princess Without a Flame
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The bells of Veyrath began ringing before sunrise.

Eirwen Veyra woke to the sound of them.

For several seconds, she remained still beneath the heavy blankets, staring at the dark ceiling of her chamber. The bells continued outside, slow and deep, their sound traveling through the stone walls of the eastern wing.

One.

Two.

Three.

The fourth bell shook the window glass.

Eirwen sighed and pushed herself upright.

"Wonderful."

Today was the worst day of the year.

Not because it was her birthday.

Not because the entire royal court would gather in the Hall of Crowns.

And certainly not because her mother, Queen Seradyn, had personally ordered three different tailors to prepare her dress.

It was because today, at twenty years old, Eirwen was supposed to prove that she belonged to the royal bloodline.

In Veyrath, every member of the royal family was born with magic.

Every single one.

The magic appeared differently in each person. Some could command fire. Some could manipulate water. Some could speak to animals, bend metal, heal wounds, or summon shadows from the ground.

Her brother Vaelric had awakened his magic when he was thirteen.

He had been able to summon blue fire.

The court had celebrated for seven days.

Eirwen had been twelve then.

She had waited.

At thirteen, nothing happened.

Fourteen.

Nothing.

Fifteen.

Still nothing.

By sixteen, the court had stopped pretending that something might change.

By seventeen, people had begun calling her the Hollow Princess.

At eighteen, the nickname had become common enough that servants used it when they thought she couldn't hear.

At nineteen, she had stopped caring.

Or at least she had become very good at pretending.

Another bell rang.

Eirwen climbed out of bed and crossed the room barefoot.

The eastern windows overlooked the capital. From here, Veyrath looked almost peaceful.

White towers rose above the city walls, their roofs catching the first pale light of morning. Bridges connected the upper districts, suspended above narrow streets. Hundreds of lanterns still burned along the roads, each one powered by a tiny crystal of Moonfire.

Magic was everywhere.

In the walls.

In the lamps.

In the royal blood.

Except in her.

Eirwen touched the window.

The glass was cold.

Beyond it, the great tower of the Moon Temple stood above the city.

Its silver dome reflected the fading moon.

Tonight, the priests would gather there.

Tonight, she would stand before the entire kingdom.

And they would test her.

Again.

A knock sounded at the door.

"Princess?"

Eirwen recognized the voice.

"Oryn."

The door opened slightly.

Oryn Vaskel entered carrying a folded dress over one arm. He was dressed in the dark gray uniform of the royal guard, his sword hanging at his hip.

He was thirty-two, broad-shouldered, and had the permanently tired expression of a man who had spent too many years protecting people who did not listen to him.

"You've been awake," he said.

"I was trying to sleep."

"The bells disagreed."

"They always do."

Oryn placed the dress on the chair.

"Your mother wants you downstairs in twenty minutes."

"My mother wants a lot of things."

"She specifically said twenty minutes."

"Then I'll give her twenty-five."

Oryn stared at her.

Eirwen smiled.

He didn't.

"You haven't changed," he said.

"Neither have you."

"I've changed plenty."

"You grew a beard."

"And three scars."

"I wasn't counting those."

Oryn almost smiled.

Almost.

Then his expression became serious.

"Eirwen."

She looked at him.

"What?"

"Don't let them get inside your head today."

Her smile disappeared.

"They're going to test me in front of the entire court."

"I know."

"They'll ask me to summon Moonfire."

"I know."

"And when I can't—"

"You don't know that you can't."

"I've had twenty years."

Oryn stepped closer.

"There are things in this world that don't awaken when they're supposed to."

Eirwen frowned.

"What does that mean?"

"Nothing."

"You said it like it meant something."

"I say many things."

"Not usually things that sound like riddles."

Oryn looked toward the window.

For a moment, something passed through his eyes.

Fear.

Eirwen noticed.

She always noticed.

"Oryn."

He turned back.

"Get dressed."

"That's not an answer."

"No."

"Then give me one."

"I can't."

She studied him.

He had been her guard since she was eight. He had taught her how to hold a sword, how to recognize poison, how to tell when someone was lying without looking at their face.

He had never lied to her.

Not intentionally.

But now he was hiding something.

Before she could question him again, another knock came.

This one was harder.

"Eirwen."

Her brother.

Vaelric.

Oryn stepped away.

"Twenty minutes," Vaelric said from the other side of the door.

"I heard you."

"Mother is already angry."

"She'll survive."

"That's what I'm afraid of."

The door opened.

Vaelric entered wearing the black ceremonial coat of the Crown Prince.

He looked exactly like the paintings of their ancestors.

Tall.

Straight-backed.

Dark hair tied behind his neck.

A silver crown-shaped clasp held his collar together.

His eyes carried the faint blue glow that appeared whenever his magic was close to the surface.

Eirwen hated that glow.

Not because she hated him.

She hated what it represented.

Everything she didn't have.

Vaelric looked at her.

Then at the dress.

Then at Oryn.

"You haven't changed."

"I've heard that twice this morning."

"Perhaps people are trying to tell you something."

Eirwen rolled her eyes.

Vaelric sighed.

"Mother wants you prepared before the court assembles."

"I'll be there."

"Eirwen."

"What?"

"This isn't a joke."

"I know."

"No, you don't."

His voice softened.

"This test is different."

She frowned.

"Different how?"

Vaelric glanced at Oryn.

The guard immediately looked away.

Eirwen's suspicion returned.

"What aren't you telling me?"

Vaelric hesitated.

"The council has been discussing your future."

"My future?"

"Yes."

"That sounds ominous."

"It is."

Eirwen crossed her arms.

"What do they want?"

"They want to remove you from the royal succession."

She laughed.

It was a small, humorless sound.

"That's funny."

"I'm not joking."

"I was never in the succession."

"You are still the Queen's daughter."

"And the princess without magic."

Vaelric looked at her for a long moment.

"That may change today."

Eirwen's heart skipped.

"What?"

He stepped closer.

"The Moon Temple sent word last night."

"About what?"

"They found something."

Silence settled between them.

Eirwen looked at Oryn.

Then back at Vaelric.

"What did they find?"

Vaelric's jaw tightened.

"I don't know."

"You're the Crown Prince."

"I said I don't know."

"You always know."

"Not this time."

Outside, the bells stopped.

The sudden silence felt heavier than the ringing.

Eirwen looked toward the window.

The moon had disappeared behind the clouds.

For the first time that morning, she felt something she couldn't explain.

Not fear.

Something colder.

A strange pressure beneath her skin.

She looked down at her hands.

Nothing.

Then a faint silver line appeared across her palm.

Eirwen froze.

"Vaelric."

He saw it.

His face changed instantly.

Oryn reached for his sword.

The silver line spread across her palm like a crack in glass.

Pain shot through her arm.

Eirwen gasped and stumbled backward.

"What is happening?"

No one answered.

The mark continued moving.

Up her wrist.

Across her forearm.

Silver light pulsed beneath her skin.

Then the window exploded.

Glass flew across the room.

Oryn drew his sword.

Vaelric's hands erupted with blue fire.

Eirwen screamed as something dark crashed through the window and landed on the floor.

It was a raven.

Except it was far too large.

Its feathers were blacker than the shadows in the room, and its eyes burned with a pale violet light.

A thin silver chain was wrapped around its leg.

The bird looked directly at Eirwen.

Then it spoke.

Not in a raven's voice.

In a man's voice.

"Moonfire has awakened."

The creature vanished into smoke.

Eirwen stared at the empty floor.

Vaelric's blue flames disappeared.

Oryn lowered his sword slowly.

Nobody moved.

Then, from somewhere deep beneath the castle, came a sound.

A heartbeat.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

The entire palace shook.

Eirwen looked at her glowing hand.

For twenty years, she had believed there was nothing inside her.

She had been wrong.

Something had been waiting.

And now it was awake.

The silence after the raven disappeared lasted only a few seconds, but to Eirwen it felt much longer. She stood in the middle of her chamber with one hand pressed against her chest, trying to slow her breathing. Her palm was still glowing. The silver mark had stopped spreading, but it remained beneath her skin like a thin piece of moonlight trapped inside her veins.

Vaelric was the first to move. He crossed the room and grabbed her wrist.

"Show me."

Eirwen pulled away. "Don't."

"I need to see it."

"You've seen it."

"Not closely."

His voice was different now. There was no irritation in it, no older-brother impatience. He sounded frightened.

That frightened Eirwen more than anything else.

"Oryn," Vaelric said.

The guard stepped closer.

"Seal the door."

Oryn did not ask why. He shut the door and turned the lock. Then he moved to the broken window and looked outside.

"Nobody saw the raven."

"How can you be sure?" Eirwen asked.

"Because if someone had seen what happened here, half the palace would already be running."

Vaelric turned back to her.

"Eirwen, listen to me carefully."

"I am listening."

"Whatever happens today, you cannot show this mark to anyone."

She stared at him.

"You just told me the council wants me removed from the succession."

"They do."

"And now you're telling me to hide the only thing that might prove I'm actually a royal mage?"

"Yes."

"That makes no sense."

"I know."

"Then explain it."

Vaelric looked at Oryn.

Again.

Eirwen noticed.

"You two are doing that a lot."

Oryn's expression remained unreadable.

Vaelric finally said, "Because the council isn't the only group watching you."

"Who else?"

"We don't know."

"You don't know?"

"There are people outside Veyrath who have been searching for something for years."

"What?"

Vaelric hesitated.

"You."

Eirwen stared at him.

For a moment she thought he was joking.

He wasn't.

"Why would anyone be searching for me?"

"Because of what you are."

"I am a princess."

"No."

Vaelric's voice dropped.

"You're something else."

The words settled heavily between them.

Eirwen shook her head.

"You've lost your mind."

"I wish I had."

Oryn moved toward them.

"We don't have time."

Vaelric nodded.

"You're right."

Eirwen looked between them.

"What happens now?"

"We go to the ceremony."

"With this?"

"Especially with this."

"You said I shouldn't show anyone."

"You won't. Keep your sleeve over it."

"And if they test my magic?"

Vaelric looked directly into her eyes.

"Don't resist."

She frowned.

"What?"

"If the Moon Temple asks you to place your hand on the altar, do it."

"And then?"

"Whatever you see, whatever you hear, whatever happens—don't react."

"That is not reassuring."

"It isn't supposed to be."

A distant horn sounded from the lower courtyard.

The royal procession was beginning to assemble.

Eirwen looked at the dress on the chair.

It was beautiful.

Deep blue fabric.

Silver embroidery.

A high collar.

The crest of House Veyra stitched over the heart.

She suddenly hated it.

The dress belonged to a princess.

But she no longer knew whether she was one.

"Leave," she said.

Vaelric raised an eyebrow.

"I need to change."

"I'll wait outside."

"No. All of you."

"Eirwen—"

"Go."

Vaelric looked like he wanted to argue.

Instead, he nodded.

Oryn opened the door.

Before leaving, he looked back at her.

There was something in his eyes.

Something he had never shown her before.

Regret.

Then he disappeared.

Eirwen locked the door behind them.

She stood alone.

Her hands were trembling.

She pulled off her nightclothes and dressed quickly. The blue gown fit perfectly, as if the tailor had measured her yesterday rather than weeks ago.

When she finished, she stood before the mirror.

The woman looking back at her didn't seem like herself.

She looked like a princess.

That was the problem.

For years, Eirwen had tried to understand what was wrong with her.

Now she wondered if the question had always been wrong.

Maybe nothing was wrong.

Maybe she had simply been waiting for something that wasn't supposed to awaken early.

She pulled the sleeve over her marked hand.

The glow disappeared.

For now.

When she opened the door, Vaelric and Oryn were waiting.

Vaelric looked at her from head to toe.

"You look ready."

"I don't feel ready."

"Nobody does."

They walked through the eastern corridor together.

The palace was unusually quiet.

Servants stood against the walls as the royal family passed, bowing their heads.

Eirwen noticed something strange.

Nobody looked at her.

They looked at Vaelric.

At Oryn.

At the floor.

Anywhere but her.

She had become accustomed to being ignored, but today the silence felt deliberate.

They reached the Grand Staircase.

Below them, hundreds of nobles had gathered.

Silk.

Jewelry.

Ceremonial robes.

Royal guards.

Priests from the Moon Temple.

At the center stood Queen Seradyn.

Eirwen's mother looked magnificent.

Her silver hair was braided over one shoulder, and a crown of black metal rested on her head. Her gown was white, embroidered with tiny silver flames.

But when Seradyn saw Eirwen, her face changed.

Only slightly.

Most people wouldn't have noticed.

Eirwen did.

Her mother looked at her hand.

The one hidden beneath the sleeve.

Then she looked at Vaelric.

Fear crossed her face.

Real fear.

Eirwen stopped walking.

"Mother knows."

Vaelric whispered, "Keep moving."

"What does she know?"

"Not here."

They descended the staircase.

The nobles bowed.

"Princess Eirwen."

She heard whispers as she passed.

"The Hollow Princess."

"Is that really her?"

"Why is she being tested again?"

"I heard the temple discovered something."

"Maybe she'll finally awaken."

"At twenty?"

"Impossible."

Eirwen kept walking.

She had heard worse.

The Hall of Crowns waited beyond the main doors.

It was the oldest room in the palace.

The ceiling was so high that the upper windows were almost invisible. Twelve enormous pillars surrounded the circular floor, each carved with the name of a former monarch.

At the center stood the Moonfire Altar.

Eirwen had seen it many times.

She had never touched it.

Not until today.

Priests surrounded the altar.

Their robes were dark silver.

At their center stood an old woman Eirwen had never seen before.

She was small.

Almost fragile.

Her white hair reached her waist.

A black blindfold covered her eyes.

The woman turned her head.

Directly toward Eirwen.

Then she smiled.

"At last."

A cold sensation moved down Eirwen's spine.

The Queen stepped forward.

"Nyxara Vale."

The old woman bowed.

"Your Majesty."

"You said this ceremony could wait."

"It could."

"Then why did you insist?"

"Because waiting is no longer an option."

Seradyn's face hardened.

"What did you see?"

Nyxara smiled again.

"The same thing I've seen every night for twenty years."

Nobody spoke.

Eirwen's heartbeat became louder.

Nyxara raised one hand.

"The moon falling."

Several nobles murmured.

The queen looked furious.

"Enough."

"No."

Nyxara's voice was calm.

"Not enough."

She turned toward Eirwen.

"Your daughter is carrying something that does not belong to this age."

Eirwen felt the silver mark beneath her sleeve burn.

She clenched her hand.

Nyxara's smile disappeared.

"There."

The old woman inhaled sharply.

"She heard it."

"Heard what?" Vaelric asked.

Nyxara slowly turned her blindfolded face toward him.

"The Moonfire."

The room went silent.

Then the great doors of the Hall of Crowns opened.

Every head turned.

A man entered.

He wore a long black coat covered in silver clasps. His hair was dark, almost black, and fell loosely around his face. A thin scar ran from his left eyebrow to the edge of his cheek.

He wasn't wearing the colors of Veyrath.

He wasn't wearing the crest of any noble house.

Two guards immediately moved to intercept him.

The stranger stopped.

"Tell your queen," he said calmly, "that Caelith Orvane has come to collect what was stolen from his kingdom."

The hall erupted in whispers.

Eirwen stared at him.

She knew that name.

Everyone did.

Caelith Orvane.

The last surviving heir of Arkenfall.

The kingdom Veyrath had supposedly destroyed seventeen years ago.

The enemy prince.

The traitor.

The man who, according to every history book in the palace, should have died with his family.

Vaelric stepped in front of Eirwen.

His hands began glowing blue.

"How are you alive?"

Caelith looked at him.

"I asked myself the same question."

Then his eyes moved past Vaelric.

They found Eirwen.

Everything else seemed to disappear.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Eirwen felt the mark in her palm flare beneath her sleeve.

Caelith's expression changed.

Recognition.

Not surprise.

Recognition.

He already knew her.

And somehow, she knew him.

Not his face.

Not his voice.

Something deeper.

Something impossible.

Caelith took one slow step forward.

"You."

Eirwen swallowed.

"Me?"

His eyes remained fixed on her.

"The girl from the fire."

The hall became completely silent.

Eirwen's breath caught.

"I don't know you."

Caelith's expression was almost sad.

"That's what they wanted."

The Moonfire Altar suddenly ignited.

Silver flame exploded upward.

Everyone screamed.

The twelve pillars began glowing.

And beneath Eirwen's feet, ancient symbols appeared across the stone floor.

Vaelric grabbed her arm.

"Eirwen, move!"

She couldn't.

Her feet refused to move.

The silver mark on her palm burned brighter than the altar itself.

Then a voice whispered inside her head.

A voice she had never heard before.

Come home.

Eirwen looked at Caelith.

He was staring at her as if he had been waiting twenty years for this exact moment.

Then the entire Hall of Crowns disappeared beneath a wave of silver fire.

Eirwen could not feel the floor anymore.

She could not feel Vaelric's hand around her arm, or the cold stone beneath her feet, or the heat coming from the Moonfire Altar. Everything had become white.

Not bright.

White.

A color without depth, without distance, without direction.

She heard voices somewhere far away.

People shouting.

Guards calling for the queen.

Someone screaming her name.

Then all of it disappeared.

Eirwen opened her eyes.

She was standing in a forest.

The trees were enormous, their branches twisting high above her like black veins against a silver sky. There was no wind, yet the leaves moved. Pale light drifted between them, falling like ash.

She looked down.

Her dress was gone.

She was barefoot, wearing a simple white gown she had never seen before.

"Eirwen."

She turned.

Nobody was there.

"Hello?"

Her voice sounded strange.

The forest swallowed it.

"Eirwen."

This time the voice came from behind her.

She turned again.

A woman stood between the trees.

She was tall and impossibly pale, with long silver hair and eyes the color of molten gold. A thin crown rested on her forehead.

Eirwen stepped backward.

"Who are you?"

The woman smiled.

"You don't remember me."

"I've never seen you."

"That isn't the same thing."

Eirwen felt her heart tighten.

"What does that mean?"

The woman walked closer.

With every step, the forest changed.

The trees became smaller.

The sky darkened.

The ground beneath Eirwen's feet turned black.

Then she saw blood.

Thousands of bodies lay across a field.

Men.

Women.

Children.

Soldiers wearing the colors of Veyrath.

Others wearing black and silver.

Arkenfall.

Eirwen covered her mouth.

"No."

The woman stood beside her.

"Your kingdom taught you that Arkenfall attacked first."

Eirwen shook her head.

"That's what happened."

"Is it?"

"I've read the histories."

"Written by whom?"

Eirwen couldn't answer.

The woman pointed toward the battlefield.

"Look."

One of the bodies moved.

Eirwen stepped closer.

The soldier was young.

He couldn't have been older than seventeen.

His uniform was torn.

A Veyrath blade was buried in his chest.

Eirwen looked away.

"I don't want to see this."

"You must."

"Why?"

"Because you were there."

Eirwen froze.

"What?"

The woman touched her forehead.

Suddenly, Eirwen remembered fire.

A palace burning.

People running through smoke.

A woman carrying a baby.

A man shouting.

A crown falling onto the floor.

And a little girl.

Her.

Eirwen was five years old.

She was standing in the middle of a burning hall.

Someone was holding her.

A man's voice screamed through the smoke.

"Take her!"

Another voice answered.

"We can't!"

"You must!"

"She's one of them!"

"She's their last blood!"

The memory changed.

Eirwen saw a woman kneeling in front of her.

Her mother.

Seradyn.

But she looked younger.

Terrified.

There was blood on her face.

She was holding Eirwen's cheeks with both hands.

"Listen to me."

Little Eirwen was crying.

"You must forget."

"Mother..."

"You must forget everything."

The queen pressed two fingers against Eirwen's forehead.

A silver light appeared.

Then darkness.

Eirwen stumbled backward.

"No."

The woman watched her silently.

Eirwen's breathing became uneven.

"My mother did this."

"Yes."

"She erased my memories?"

"Yes."

"Why?"

"To hide you."

"From who?"

The woman's golden eyes hardened.

"From everyone."

Eirwen shook her head.

"This isn't real."

"It is."

"I was five."

"You were five when they took you from Arkenfall."

Eirwen stared at her.

"Taken me?"

The woman nodded.

"You were not born in Veyrath."

The forest suddenly became silent.

Eirwen's entire body went cold.

"What?"

"You are not the daughter of Queen Seradyn."

She stepped closer.

"You are the last heir of Arkenfall."

Eirwen wanted to scream.

Instead, no sound came.

The woman raised one hand.

A silver flame appeared in her palm.

"Moonfire doesn't belong to Veyrath."

The flame moved toward Eirwen.

It entered her chest.

Pain exploded through her body.

She screamed.

Then she woke.

Eirwen gasped and sat upright.

She was back in the Hall of Crowns.

The silver fire was gone.

Smoke filled the air.

People were lying across the floor.

Some were unconscious.

Some were trying to crawl away.

The Moonfire Altar had cracked down the middle.

"Eirwen!"

Vaelric.

She looked toward him.

Her brother was kneeling several feet away, one hand pressed against his shoulder. Blood ran between his fingers.

"Oryn!"

"I'm here!"

Oryn appeared beside her.

He grabbed her shoulders.

"Are you hurt?"

Eirwen stared at him.

"Am I..."

She couldn't finish.

"You're bleeding."

He looked down.

A thin line of blood ran from her nose.

Oryn wiped it away.

"Stay with me."

Eirwen looked around.

"Where is Caelith?"

Nobody answered.

She turned.

He was gone.

The doors of the hall stood open.

Beyond them, the palace corridors were empty.

Vaelric struggled to stand.

"Seal the palace."

Oryn looked at him.

"Already ordered."

"Find him."

"We will."

Eirwen stood.

Her legs shook.

Vaelric approached her.

"What did you see?"

She looked at him.

He stopped.

Something in her expression made him hesitate.

"What did you see, Eirwen?"

She remembered the burning palace.

Her mother.

The woman in the forest.

Arkenfall.

Caelith.

She wanted to tell him.

But the voice in the forest returned.

You must forget.

Eirwen swallowed.

"I don't remember."

Vaelric stared at her.

For a moment, he looked relieved.

Then Nyxara spoke.

"She's lying."

Everyone turned.

The blindfolded priestess stood beside the broken altar.

Blood ran down the side of her face.

Vaelric's expression hardened.

"Stay out of this."

Nyxara ignored him.

She walked toward Eirwen.

"The Moonfire showed her something."

"I said I don't remember."

"Then why are you afraid?"

Eirwen said nothing.

Nyxara stopped in front of her.

"Because somewhere inside you, you already know."

Queen Seradyn finally reached them.

She had lost her crown.

Her silver hair was loose around her shoulders.

She looked at Eirwen for a long time.

Then she whispered,

"My little star."

Eirwen stepped away.

"Don't call me that."

Seradyn froze.

The queen's face fell.

"You don't understand."

"Then explain."

"Eirwen—"

"Tell me who I am."

The queen looked around.

The nobles were watching.

The priests were watching.

The guards were watching.

Vaelric was watching.

Oryn was watching.

Nobody spoke.

Eirwen's voice became quieter.

"Tell me the truth."

Seradyn closed her eyes.

When she opened them again, there were tears in them.

"You were never supposed to awaken."

Eirwen felt something inside her break.

"That's not an answer."

"It is the only answer I can give you here."

"Why?"

"Because if they learn what you are, they will kill you."

"Who?"

The queen looked toward the open doors.

Her face went pale.

"Arkenfall."

A horn sounded outside.

Then another.

Then dozens.

Oryn immediately drew his sword.

"That's not the palace alarm."

Vaelric turned toward the windows.

"What is it?"

Oryn listened.

His face hardened.

"An army."

The nobles began panicking.

Someone shouted that the western gates had fallen.

Another screamed that the northern wall was under attack.

The queen looked at Eirwen.

"They came for you."

Eirwen stared at her mother.

"Who?"

Before Seradyn could answer, an explosion shook the palace.

The eastern windows shattered.

Guards rushed into the hall.

"Your Majesty!"

"What happened?"

"The outer wall has been breached!"

"By whom?"

The guard looked terrified.

"They carry the black-silver banner."

Arkenfall.

Vaelric immediately stepped in front of Eirwen.

"Take her to the underground chambers."

Oryn nodded.

Eirwen grabbed his arm.

"No."

"Eirwen."

"I'm not hiding."

"You don't understand."

"I understand enough."

She looked at her mother.

"You've been hiding me for twenty years."

Seradyn couldn't meet her eyes.

Eirwen looked down at her hand.

The silver mark was still there.

But now something else had appeared around it.

A symbol.

A crescent moon split by a sword.

She had seen it before.

In the memory.

On the banner behind the burning palace.

Caelith's kingdom.

Arkenfall.

Eirwen
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