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Prologue — Ashes of a Forgotten Throne

 

In the dead silence of ancient ruins, the wind carried a faint, haunting melody — a lament lost to time, sung by the Hollow Queen herself, echoing across centuries. 

Her throne lay shattered, blackened shards scattered like bones across cold stone. A lone traveler approached, cloaked against the biting wind, eyes flickering with distant flames. He paused before the throne, whispering, “The flame still burns… even in shadow.”

 

Deep within the vault beneath the ruins, fragments of the Hollow Queen’s Crown pulsed faintly, like a dying heartbeat. 

The shards hummed with power that both called and warned — ancient runes etched in metal shimmering in the dark. 

A tremor shook the vault, and the shards vibrated in response. 

From the shadows, cold eyes watched, calculating. 

“The crown’s curse is not finished yet,” the watcher murmured. “Soon, the flame will choose again.”

 

Far beyond the ruins, in a quiet village on the borderlands’ edge, a child dreamed of fire. 

In the dream, an ancient voice called her name — filled with longing and promise. 

She awoke with a start, skin tingling as if touched by unseen flames. Around her, faint runes glowed on her fingertips. 

Somewhere, the Hollow Queen’s legacy was stirring once more. 

The flame had chosen its heir.

 

 

 

 

 

 

📖 Table of Contents

Prologue: Ashes of a Forgotten Throne

Chapter 1: Embers of Division

Chapter 2: The Blood Oath

Chapter 3: The Rune That Burns Too Bright

Chapter 4: The Crownless Court

Chapter 5: Ash and Deceit 

Chapter 6: The Shattered Road

Chapter 7: Seraya’s Trial of Flame

Chapter 8: Chains on the Rune-Bearer 

Chapter 9: The Betrayer’s Mask

Chapter 10: The Hollow Queen’s Shadow 

Chapter 11: Breaking the Crown

Chapter 12: The Flame That Chooses

Epilogue - Ashes of a New Dawn

Dramatis Personae

Teaser for Book 4

Glossary 

Author’s Note

Special Thank

About the Author

Back Cover Author Bio

Chapter 1 — Embers of Division

The fractured borderlands stretched before them like a wound carved across the world. 

Once a proud threshold to Ilari’s domain, the region was now a maze of scorched soil, leaning watchtowers, and drifting veins of Hollow mist. 

Even Rakka paused at the edge of the broken terrain, hackles raised. 

The air thrummed faintly beneath their feet—an unsettling pulse, as though something deep underground still lived.

 

Kael scanned the jagged horizon while the others tightened their formation.

“Stay sharp,” he warned. 

“This place hasn’t forgotten the war.”

 

As they pressed deeper into the ravaged landscape, Seraya slowed. 

A shiver passed through her as soft whispers curled into her mind—voices she recognized without understanding why. 

They carried the ancient tone of her earliest bloodline, warm yet distant. 

Faint golden motes drifted around her, forming the vague silhouettes of ancestors long gone.

 

The throne stirs. 

The flame divides.

 

She inhaled sharply, dispelling the vision before anyone noticed her trembling hands.

 

The borderlands gave them no rest. 

Raiders lunged out from the fissures with weapons raised, desperate scavengers of the fractured region. 

Kael countered the first strike with a burst of flame, Seraya’s wind swept two attackers aside, and Thiri unleashed a crackling arc of blue fire that scattered the rest. 

But the moment his attack ended, Thiri staggered, gripping his arm as the runes across his skin flickered violently—erratic, unstable, almost frantic.

 

Whisper reached out to him, concern breaking across her face, but Thiri forced a grin.

“I’m fine. Just pushed too hard.”

 

They regrouped near a jagged ridge, the ground splitting beneath them in narrow glowing scars. 

As Thiri knelt to steady himself, the runes on his arms spasmed again. 

A surge of raw power pulsed outward, shaking loose stones and filling the air with dust. 

Seraya caught him as he faltered. 

The markings glowed unevenly, fighting their own rhythm—reacting to something unseen in the distance.

 

“This started after the Ash Trial,” Thiri admitted softly. 

“But it’s never been this bad.”

 

Before Kael could respond, a lone scout stumbled from the southern path—bruised, breathless, but determined to reach them. 

The instant he saw Kael, he dropped to one knee.

 

“Fireborne… dark news follows you. 

Multiple factions have placed bounties on your head. 

Ashborn loyalists, Hollow cult remnants, scavenger clans—they all believe you hold the key to awakening or destroying the Hollow Queen’s throne.”

 

Kael’s expression hardened.

“So they’re hunting us already.”

 

“They’re moving fast,” the scout warned. 

“And they won’t stop.”

 

Night fell swiftly as the group set camp near a crater that glowed faintly from beneath the earth. 

Threads of red shimmer rose from the cracked ground—slow, rhythmic, pulsing like a buried heartbeat. 

The others rested uneasily, but Seraya remained awake, her hand pressed to her chest as the ancestral whispers intensified. Thiri’s runes pulsed with them, desperate and unsteady.

 

Kael approached the crater’s edge, feeling its strange heat pressing against his own flame. 

The rhythm beneath the ground matched the flicker within him—syncing, calling, drawing him closer.

 

Seraya’s voice trembled.

“The throne calls.”

 

Kael leaned nearer to the glowing fissures—

just in time to see a distorted silhouette shift beneath the molten cracks, humanoid in shape yet twisted in ways the earth should never allow. 

The heartbeat beneath the ground stopped—then slammed once, violently, sending tremors through the soil.

 

A whisper rose from the depths—cold, ancient, aware:

 

“Come home, Fireborne…”

 

The glow erupted like an awakening eye. Kael staggered back as the molten cracks widened, and a presence older than the Hollow Queen stirred beneath the borderlands—reaching for him.

 

The throne was not dead.

 

It was waking.

 

—End of Chapter 1

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2 — The Blood Oath

Dawn broke over the fractured borderlands as the group moved deeper into a ravine lined with ancient stone pillars, the remnants rising like the ribs of a long-buried giant. 

The air here thrummed differently—older, heavier. 

Whisper paused beside a cracked pillar and brushed her fingers across its surface.

“These ruins aren’t Ilari-made,” she murmured. 

“This is Hollow Queen territory… before her fall.”

 

Seraya felt the pull immediately. 

It wasn’t physical—it was the same whispering thread that had followed her since yesterday, winding through her veins and drawing her deeper into the ravine. 

She walked ahead without realizing it, her steps guided as if by memory not her own.

 

At the bottom of the ravine, half-buried beneath collapsed stone, she found a sunken shrine chamber. 

Dust drifted like ghost ash across an ancient altar carved with a glowing sigil—a blood-oath rune. 

Its shape was unmistakably ceremonial, forged for vows of lineage and succession. 

The whispers in her head swelled, urging her forward.

 

Seraya reached out. 

The moment her fingers touched the carved rune, the shrine awakened. 

A pulse of gold and crimson light burst from the altar, swirling around her hand before sinking into her skin. 

A burning mark flared across her palm—sharp, intricate, unmistakable.

Heir… chosen… bound.

 

She tore her hand back, heart racing. 

The glow faded quickly, but the mark remained—alive beneath her trembling fingers. 

Footsteps echoed behind her, and she yanked on a glove, hiding the brand just as Kael stepped into the chamber.

 

He studied her carefully. 

She was too stiff, too pale.

“Seraya… what happened in here?”

 

“Just old magic,” she answered too quickly. 

“Nothing dangerous.”

 

Kael didn’t argue, but the tension in his eyes was unmistakable. Whisper cast him a questioning glance from the doorway, sensing something left unspoken. 

The air between them, once steady and familiar, shifted subtly—an early crack forming.

 

Outside, Thiri wiped sweat from his forehead. 

His runes flickered again, brighter than before, reacting to something Seraya unknowingly carried with her. 

The blue markings contorted, changing shape as though searching for balance they could no longer hold. 

Rakka’s growl echoed through the ravine. 

The wolf stepped back, fur bristling, staring at Thiri with an instinctive warning.

Thiri forced a shaky smile. 

“Still me,” he said softly, but even he didn’t sound convinced.

 

As they ascended from the shrine, the altar behind them trembled. 

Though no one else noticed, Seraya felt the pulse through her glove as the blood-oath rune flared again, sensing her presence.

Heir shall rise… or fall.

Cracks spread across the stone, rippling outward like the first signs of an ancient oath waking after centuries of silence.

 

Back at camp, Kael sat beside Seraya, the fire casting warm light between them.

“Whatever you touched today… whatever’s happening, you don’t have to hide it.”

His voice was soft, full of worry.

 

Seraya couldn’t meet his eyes. 

The mark on her palm burned beneath her glove—steady, insistent, alive.

“I’m fine,” she whispered. 

Her second lie, heavier than the first.

 

Kael nodded slowly, but the space between them grew wider, colder.

 

Later that night, as Seraya tried to sleep, the mark began to glow again. 

She pressed her hand to her chest, trying to contain the light, but it spilled softly through her fingers. 

A faint shape appeared beside her—translucent, regal, crowned in shadow and flame. 

A royal ancestor. One bound to the Hollow Queen’s bloodline.

 

Its voice slid into her ear like silk and fire:

Blood has chosen. 

You are next to bear the crown.

 

Seraya froze, breath caught in her throat. 

The vision faded, but the words remained, echoing in her bones. She didn’t know whether this destiny would save their world… or doom it.

—End of Chapter 2

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3 — The Rune That Burns Too Bright

Thiri woke with a strangled breath, the runes under his skin shifting like molten lines. 

Even in the cold morning air, heat radiated from him in waves. Kael approached carefully, noticing the unstable flicker of light beneath Thiri’s arms. 

Thiri forced a smile, insisting he was fine, but the floorboards warming under his feet betrayed him.

 

During a simple training drill, everything went wrong. 

Thiri stepped forward to cast a controlled flame arc — and the runes surged violently. 

A column of white-hot fire erupted from his spine, slicing the air and nearly striking Kael. 

The ground rippled like bending glass. 

Thiri collapsed to his knees, trembling, terrified of himself. 

Kael reached out, but the air around Thiri shimmered with dangerous heat, forcing him back.

 

Ashamed, Thiri retreated to the edge of camp, settling beneath the bare branches of a dead tree. 

Burned Echo’s grim warning echoed through his mind: 

Power gifted twice burns twice as deep. 

Seraya tried to comfort him, but he only apologized, voice breaking, before turning away. 

Rakka circled him at a distance, instinctively cautious.

 

Whisper eventually found him alone in the thinning woods. 

She sat beside him without fear, letting the warm wind from his skin brush against her cloak. 

In a quiet voice, she told him she had seen this kind of instability before — rune ignition teetering on the edge of burnout. 

She hinted that what Thiri carried wasn’t an accident, nor a wild mutation. 

Someone engineered it long before he ever joined their path.

 

As night settled, the runes beneath Thiri’s skin glowed unbearably bright, shifting into symbols none of them recognized. 

Seraya and Kael watched from a safe distance as the marks pulsed like living fire, rearranging themselves in deliberate patterns. 

Whisper studied the shifting lines closely, her expression darkening. 

The runes weren’t just unstable — they were hungry, reaching for something unseen, demanding fuel or a stronger vessel.

 

Gathering the group, Whisper finally spoke the truth she had been avoiding. 

Long ago, the Hollow Queen had created a powerful relic known as the Rune Catalyst — a device capable of stabilizing unstable rune-bearers… or consuming them entirely if the process failed. Thiri listened in horrified silence as Whisper confirmed that his symptoms matched the documented signs of an unbound Catalyst subject.

 

Thiri looked at Kael and Seraya, fear tightening his voice.

“Find the Rune Catalyst,” he whispered. 

“Before my runes decide my fate for me.”

Far away, deep within the Hollow Queen’s buried domain, something ancient stirred — as if answering Thiri’s call.

 

—End of Chapter 3

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4 — The Crownless Court

The group approached the ruins of the Crownless Court, an ancient palace shattered by time and war. 

Jagged spires clawed at the gray sky, and shards of stained glass cast eerie, fractured colors across cracked marble floors. 

Whisper’s voice was low as she warned, “This place holds memories—ghost-echoes trapped in endless replay.” 

Kael tightened his grip on his blade, a cold unease settling in his chest.

 

As they crossed the threshold into the main hall, shimmering translucent figures flickered into existence. 

The ghost-echoes reenacted the Hollow Queen’s fall—her crown torn away by traitorous courtiers in a scene frozen between grief and betrayal. 

Seraya’s heart pounded as one spirit suddenly broke free from the spectral crowd and
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