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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


The gray skies above Verdant Port matched the heaviness in Thalia's chest as she stood at the edge of the southern docks, her family's small figures like anchors against the crushing tide of her impending departure. Her fingers traced the worn edges of her father's compass, the metal cool against her skin despite the humid coastal air. Behind her, the ship creaked and groaned, an impatient beast waiting to devour her and the other recruits bound for Frostforge Academy.


Third year. She'd survived two already — a feat that had seemed impossible when she'd first volunteered to save her sister from the Selection's crushing debt.


"You'll write?" Mari asked, her voice cracking with the effort of appearing brave. At fourteen, she stood tall enough now to meet Thalia's shoulders, her face a younger echo of their mother's — round cheeks and determined eyes that refused to shed tears even when they glistened with them.


"Every chance I get," Thalia promised, tucking a loose strand of Mari's hair behind her ear. "And I want details about the shop. Every customer, every herb, especially if you discover something new."


Their mother stepped forward, pressing a small cloth bundle into Thalia's hands. "Fresh marshmint," she whispered. "For when the northern chill settles in your bones."


Thalia nodded, not trusting her voice. The herbs would last a month, maybe two with careful rationing. By then, the brutal cold of Frostforge would have invaded every corner of her existence, and these remnants of home would be but a memory.


A sharp whistle cut through the misty air. Final boarding. The first warning.


"You should go," her mother said, her weathered hands gripping Thalia's shoulders.


Mari flung her arms around Thalia's waist. "Come back to us," she demanded into the fabric of Thalia's coat.


"Always," Thalia replied, the word a sacred vow between them.


The second whistle shrieked. No more delays.


Thalia pulled away, clutching the compass in one hand and her mother's herb bundle in the other. She was one of the first to ascend the gangplank, her steps measured and deliberate despite the urge to run — either back to her family or forward into whatever future awaited her at Frostforge, she wasn't entirely sure.


On deck, she didn't look back. Couldn't. The pain of separation was a precise cut, and watching them grow smaller would only deepen the wound. Instead, she moved through the chaos of boarding, past wide-eyed first-years with their too-new coats and barely concealed terror, past second-years chattering with forced bravado about the coming Forge Gauntlet. Their voices faded into the background as her eyes scanned the ship for a familiar face.


She found Luna at the starboard rail, her short dreadlocks adorned with new metal beads that caught what little sunlight filtered through the clouds. Unlike the nervous energy that pulsed through the other students, Luna stood eerily still, her keen eyes fixed on the horizon where eventually, the distant shapes of the Rimspire Mountains would emerge.


"I was beginning to think you'd decided to make a run for it," Luna said without turning, the corners of her mouth lifting in a half-smile that didn't reach her eyes.


"And miss another year of Maven's warm hospitality? Never." Thalia leaned against the rail beside her friend, noting the tension in Luna's usually relaxed posture. The Luna Meadows that most of Frostforge knew — scatterbrained, easily distracted — was nowhere to be seen. This was the real Luna, shrewd and focused, a mask temporarily discarded between friends.


"How's the homecoming affecting you?" Thalia asked, pitching her voice low to avoid being overheard.


Luna's fingers drummed a deliberate pattern on the wooden rail. "It's not about going back," she replied, her gaze still fixed outward. "It's about what we might be going back to."


"What do you mean?"


Luna's eyes flicked briefly to Thalia's. "My father gave me some updates. The Verdant Port council is in an uproar. Isle Warden raids have doubled along both coastlines — not just probing attacks anymore. They're burning entire settlements, taking prisoners."


The ship lurched as it pulled away from the dock, and Thalia's stomach twisted in tandem. "How many casualties?"


"Hundreds. Maybe more. The southeastern villages were hit hardest — three of them completely destroyed." Luna's voice remained steady, but her fingers had stopped their rhythmic tapping. "They're getting bolder, more organized. This isn't like last year's skirmishes."


Thalia stared out at the expanse of water stretching before them. In the far distance, barely visible even on a clear day, the perpetual storm wall that shrouded the archipelago churned and flashed with unnatural lightning. The home of the Isle Wardens — raiders with powers to control storms, masters of sea and sky, an enemy that had plagued the continent for generations.


"My mother and Mari—" The words caught in her throat.


"Verdant Port is well-defended," Luna said, but the reassurance sounded hollow even to Thalia's desperate ears. “Possibly the most well-defended city on the Southern coast.”


Self-pity threatened to overwhelm Thalia. Another year away from her family, another year of brutal training in the frozen north, another year of wondering if she would survive to see home again. Now, the added fear that home itself might not survive her absence.


But beneath that fear, something hardened in Thalia's core. If the raids were escalating, then her training wasn't just about surviving Frostforge or securing her sister’s safety from the danger the academy posed. It was about becoming part of the shield between the Isle Wardens and everyone she loved.


The voyage passed in a blur of gray skies and choppy waves. By the second day, as the air grew sharper with cold and the first enormous peaks of the Rimspire Mountains appeared on the horizon, conversation aboard ship had shifted entirely to speculation about the coming term. 


The ship rounded the final promontory and entered the steep-sided fjord that led to Frostforge. Thalia inhaled deeply, savoring the crisp scent of pine and clean snow that replaced the salt air. She closed her eyes, attempting to center herself as the ship navigated the narrow passage, the walls of the fjord towering on either side like silent sentinels.


"Well, that's certainly new." Luna's voice pulled Thalia from her meditation.


She opened her eyes and followed Luna's gaze. Just past the familiar stone docks of Frostforge Academy, a massive structure rose from the water — a complex of jagged towers forged from ice-steel, connected by floating platforms tethered with ice-iron chains. The entire construction seemed to hum with contained energy, its surface gleaming with an unnatural blue sheen even under the gray skies.


"A maritime combat arena," Luna said with a low whistle. "Looks like Frostforge is finally acknowledging that fighting Isle Wardens might actually involve water."


Thalia's breath caught as she studied the towering structure, its shadows stretching long across the fjord's normally pristine surface. Even from a distance, she could see figures moving across the platforms — instructors, perhaps, making final preparations.


"This year should be interesting," Luna added with a chuckle that contained neither humor nor warmth. "Seems they're finally serious about preparing us for the real fight."


The ship lurched as it began its final approach to the docks. Thalia's hand found her father's compass in her pocket, its weight suddenly more significant than ever. The worn metal felt like a promise — not just to return home, but to ensure there was a home to return to.


 


***


 


The blue flames of Frostforge's ice-forged chandeliers cast eerie, dancing shadows across the crystalline main hall, their light refracting through the walls in patterns that seemed almost alive. Thalia stood among the crowd of students, feeling the familiar hum of energy that permeated every structure within the academy. The noise of hundreds of recruits — from wide-eyed first-years to the battle-hardened fourth-years — echoed off the vaulted ceiling, yet there was a different quality to the clamor this year. Tighter. More urgent. As if everyone could sense that something fundamental had shifted in the world beyond Frostforge's frozen walls.


Thalia scanned the assembly, her eyes instinctively seeking familiar faces among the sea of winter-pale skin and thick woolen uniforms. Northern students clustered together near the front, their postures relaxed with the privilege of belonging. Southern recruits huddled in smaller groups throughout the hall, their darker complexions marking them as clearly as any banner. Two years at Frostforge had taught Thalia that such divisions never truly faded, regardless of shared enemies or common purpose.


Across the hall, a flash of movement caught her attention. Kaine stood near one of the massive support columns, his tall frame unmistakable even at a distance. When their eyes met, something flickered across his face — recognition, warmth, and then, oddly, hesitation. He smiled, but the expression seemed weighted, like armor he'd strapped on rather than a genuine reaction.


Thalia wove through the crowd toward him, ignoring the sidelong glances from a cluster of Northern third-years who'd never bothered to hide their disdain for Southerners, let alone a slum-dwelling herb picker. Kaine watched her approach, his posture shifting subtly as she drew near — shoulders straightening, chin lifting. Preparing for something.


"You made it back," he said, his voice low and steady as always. 


"Trying to get rid of me already?" Thalia attempted lightness, but the words fell flat between them. The memory of their kiss in the Howling Forge last term hung in the air, unacknowledged yet impossible to ignore. Their relationship prior to that had been so simple, so straightforward, despite Thalia’s growing feelings. Now that she knew those feelings were reciprocated, at least to some degree, everything felt different, fraught with tension. Like stepping out of the forge and trudging up to her cryomancy classes, switching the natural ease of metalwork for the complex intricacies of ice magic. "I survived two years. Figured I might as well see the third through."


Kaine nodded, his ice-blue eyes scanning the crowd rather than meeting hers directly. "I've been researching the Founder's Price all off-season," he said abruptly, shifting topics with deliberate precision. "The inscription we found in the Forge walls."


His sudden intensity caught Thalia off guard. The Founder's Price — cryptic words carved in the stone walls in the Howling Forge, the foundations of the academy. It had seemed significant at the time, but with everything else that had happened, Thalia hadn’t thought of the mystery all summer. Kaine, it seemed, had had fewer distractions.


"Did you find anything?" she asked, noting the dark circles beneath his eyes, the tension in his jaw that hadn't been there when they'd parted last term.


"Not enough." Frustration colored his tone. "But I know it's connected to—"


"Ember!" A sharp voice cut through their conversation. A grim-faced fourth-year with a jagged scar across his cheek beckoned from the edge of the crowd. "Instructor Wolfe wants you. Now."


Kaine's expression hardened, his walls slamming back into place with practiced efficiency. "We'll talk later," he told Thalia, already stepping away.


She watched him go, unease coiling in her stomach. Even his stride seemed different — heavier, more measured, as if each step required calculation. What had happened during the off-season? What had he discovered about the Founder's Price that left him so altered?


Before she could puzzle through it further, a hush fell over the hall. Instructor Maven strode to the center platform, her presence commanding immediate silence. The notorious glacier bear claw hung around her neck, catching the blue light as she moved. Her single amber eye surveyed the assembled students with predatory assessment, lingering momentarily on the first-years who had yet to learn that flinching under her gaze only extended its duration.


"Frostforge Academy welcomes you to a new term," Maven's voice carried without effort, sharp and clear as breaking ice. "For those returning, you know what to expect. For the new recruits—" her gaze swept over the first-years again, "—you will learn quickly or you will fail. There is no middle ground here."


The familiar speech continued, outlining the purpose of their training: to combat the Isle Warden threat that had plagued the continent for generations. Thalia had heard variations of it before, but this year Maven's words carried additional weight, an urgency that hadn't been present in previous terms.


"Each year of training builds upon the last," Maven continued. "First years will face the Trials of Ice, culminating in the Frost Walk at mid-term. Those who survive will have proven their basic resilience."


The first-years shifted nervously. The word "survive" was not used lightly at Frostforge. In Thalia’s first year, there had been around a dozen deaths.


"Second years," Maven's gaze moved to the next group, "will undertake the Trials of Steel and the Forge Gauntlet, where you will demonstrate your ability to create weapons worthy of Frostforge graduates."


Thalia remembered her own second year — the endless hours at the anvil, the burns and cuts, the triumphant moment when she'd finally forged her first construct, a golem Falchion. The ice-brass golem had become an extension of herself, a manifestation of her surprising talent for metallurgy. It was now part of the academy’s defenses, a patrolling guardian at the edge of the Golem Fields. 


"Third years," Maven's eye found Thalia among the crowd with unsettling precision, "you face the Trials of Storm."


Here, Maven paused. The silence stretched, heavy with implication.


"In light of increased Isle Warden aggression, your curriculum has been updated. You will face more rigorous challenges than your predecessors. The Storm Chase remains your final trial — capturing and harnessing a storm spirit — but before you reach that point, you will undergo intensive training in maritime combat."


Murmurs rippled through the hall. Maritime combat had never been part of Frostforge's formal curriculum, though everyone knew the ultimate purpose of their training was to fight enemies who commanded the seas.


Almost against her will, Thalia found herself searching the crowd for Roran. She spotted him near one of the vaulted windows, chin lifted defiantly, eyes fixed on Maven. Unlike Thalia and most other Southern recruits, Roran had always displayed a natural affinity for water and ships — an ability that had made him the target of suspicion last year, when Northern students had accused him of being an Isle Warden spy.


Those accusations had proven false, the accusers themselves revealed as traitors. Yet as Maven spoke of maritime combat, Thalia noticed several students glancing in Roran's direction, their expressions ranging from curiosity to lingering suspicion. His claimed heritage as the son of Southern merchants killed by Isle Wardens didn't fully explain his intuitive understanding of the water, nor his unique fighting style — a style that others had identified as a melange of techniques from the archipelago.


Maven's voice cut through the whispers. "Fourth years will continue with the Trials of War, preparing for immediate deployment upon graduation."


The word "immediate" hung in the air, another deviation from standard practice. Usually, graduates had a transition period before active service. Thalia felt as though a hand had closed on her heart. Kaine. This was his last year at the academy. Soon, he would be sent to war, thrown into the storm and the treacherous seas with the rest of the fourth-year recruits.


"To accommodate our expanded curriculum," Maven continued, gesturing to the line of instructors flanking the platform, "we welcome several additions to our faculty."


Thalia counted the new faces, nearly doubling the number of instructors from previous terms. The academy had never hosted so many masters at once.


Maven indicated a tall man with a heavily scarred face, a broad, bronze nose, and a cloak woven with glass threads that caught the blue light like trapped lightning. "Instructor Marr, former Admiral of the Southern Fleet, will oversee maritime tactical training. This year, for the sake of your training, we will bring the sea to our doorstep."


A Southern instructor. Thalia felt a surge of unexpected pride. Southerners rarely achieved positions of authority at Frostforge, where Northern tradition and methods dominated. Marr stood with military precision, his brown eyes impassive as he surveyed the students. His hair was shaved close to his scalp, his spine straight — the picture of martial discipline. Even from a distance, Thalia could see the faded ink of old naval tattoos creeping down his neck, partially hidden by the high collar of his cloak. Symbols of rank, victories, and ships long sunk beneath the waves.


"Instructor Calloway," Maven gestured to a severe-looking Northern woman with silver-streaked black hair, "joins us as our expert in Isle Warden culture and tactics."


The woman's eyes were cold, calculating, as if already assessing which students might prove useful in her specialized field. As her gaze swept the crowd, Thalia found herself glancing toward Roran again. He was no longer looking up at the instructors along the dais. Instead, he stared determinedly at the ground, his jaw tight and expression unreadable.


"And our last new addition is Instructor Morrow," Maven concluded. She indicated a young man with a somewhat nervous expression. "He brings expertise in experimental storm magic countermeasures from the Reaches."


Thalia sized up Morrow, giving him a critical once-over. Compared to the other instructors, all of them scarred and hardened warriors, he seemed out of place. He was the youngest of them by at least a decade, not much older then the senior students themselves. Still, there was something sharp in his gaze, a restless intellect just barely contained beneath the nerves.


As the blue flames flickered overhead and the first snowflakes of evening began to fall beyond the crystalline windows, Thalia felt the truth of their situation settle around her like a physical weight. Frostforge had always been brutal, unforgiving — but it had still maintained the pretense of being an academy. The new instructors, the revised curriculum, the urgency in Maven's voice — all signaled a fundamental shift.


They were no longer students being trained for some future conflict. They were soldiers being prepared for imminent war. 




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Thalia's boots crunched through the hoarfrost as she ascended the final stretch of path leading to the Crystalline Plateau. The air bit at her exposed skin, carrying the metallic tang of an approaching storm. Dawn had barely broken, casting long purple shadows across the ice-glazed stone and transforming the breath of her fellow third-years into ghostly plumes that dissipated in the wind. Her fingers, despite the protection of her frost gloves, ached with cold — a sensation she'd never quite grown accustomed to, even after two years at Frostforge.


Around her, the other students maintained a grim silence. Third year meant something at the academy — it meant you'd survived when others hadn't. The path they climbed now had claimed three lives during their first winter at Frostforge. One slip on the treacherous switchbacks, one moment of carelessness in the pre-dawn darkness, and the unforgiving cliffs would take you. Thalia glanced behind her, where the academy's towers jutted from the sheer rock face below, their ice-metal spires gleaming dully in the half-light.


The wind changed direction, slapping her face with cold so intense it stole her breath. Thalia ducked her head, adjusting the collar of her fur-lined coat to protect her nose and cheeks. The garment had been a gift from Ashe after their first season together, when Thalia's Southern-issued uniform had proven woefully inadequate against the Northern climate. The memory of Ashe's matter-of-fact gesture — dropping the coat onto Thalia's bunk with a gruff "You'll freeze without this" — brought a fleeting warmth to her chest. Ashe hadn’t been in their shared dorm room the previous night, nor had she been at Maven’s assembly. Her absence was concerning, but not unduly so; it wasn’t unheard of for students to be delayed by circumstance.


"Thinking about home?" Luna's voice cut through Thalia's reverie, soft but clear despite the howling wind.


Thalia shook her head. "Just thinking about how I'm still not used to this cold."


Luna smiled, the expression transforming her usually keen eyes into something gentler. "None of us Southerners are. Not really." She gestured ahead, where the path widened into the vast expanse of the Crystalline Plateau. "But I suspect we'll have more to worry about than the cold soon enough."


The words hung between them, heavy with meaning. Luna had whispered warnings to Thalia during their voyage back to Frostforge — cryptic mentions of increased Warden activity along the coasts, rumors of coordinated attacks rather than the usual random raids. Luna, with her mysterious connections and uncanny ability to gather information, was rarely wrong about such things.


They crested the final rise together, emerging onto the Crystalline Plateau proper. The massive training ground stretched before them, a field of polished stone veined with natural ice formations that caught the early light and fractured it into prismatic displays. On normal days, the plateau would be filled with students practicing their cryomancy forms or engaging in combat drills. Today, it stood empty except for three figures at its far edge.


Instructor Maven stood atop a natural ledge that overlooked the vertiginous drop beyond, her arms folded across her chest, the wind whipping her steel-gray hair. The glacier bear claw that hung around her neck gleamed dully against her dark uniform. Beside her stood Instructor Morrow, shifting his weight from foot to foot, his narrow shoulders hunched against the cold. Between them sat something large and boxy, covered with a billowing sheet that strained against its ties in the fierce wind.


"What's under the sheet?" Thalia murmured to Luna.


Luna's eyes narrowed. "Nothing good, I'd wager."


The other third-years formed a loose semicircle before the instructors, their faces drawn with tension. Thalia counted quickly—thirty—two students remained from the fifty who'd started in their year. More than usual, but still a brutal attrition. She wondered how many would be left by spring.


Maven's single amber eye swept over them, her expression severe. The metal plate covering her empty socket reflected the morning light in a cold flash. She waited until the last student had settled into place, then stepped forward, the edge of the precipice mere inches from her boots. Several students instinctively leaned back, but Maven stood firm, as though daring the abyss to claim her.


"Third year." Maven's voice carried easily across the plateau, despite her lack of shouting. "You've survived thus far. Congratulations." The word held no warmth. "Some of you may even believe you've mastered what Frostforge has to teach. You would be wrong."


A ripple of unease moved through the assembled students. Thalia felt her stomach tighten. Maven had never been one for niceties, but today there was an edge to her words that cut deeper than usual.


"This year, your focus shifts toward maritime defense and storm magic countermeasures." Maven's hand moved to the bear claw at her throat, a gesture Thalia had come to recognize as a sign of the instructor's agitation. "The Isle Wardens have increased their incursions across both Northern and Southern coasts. Their attacks are becoming more coordinated, more purposeful."


The students exchanged glances. Even those who paid little attention to politics knew the implications. The Wardens had always been a threat, but a manageable one — raiders and pirates who struck without pattern, then vanished back to their storm-wreathed islands. But in recent years, their incursions has grown increasingly bold and deadly. The word war was never far from anyone’s lips.


"The third year traditionally faces the Trials of Storm and the Storm Chase," Maven continued, pacing along the ledge. "You will track and capture storm spirits, learning to counter the very magic that makes the Wardens so dangerous." She paused, looking out toward the distant horizon where dark clouds gathered. "But this year, these trials are more than just a test of your abilities. They are preparation for what may be coming."


Thalia's skin prickled with more than just cold. Maven was not given to exaggeration or dramatics. If she spoke of danger, it was real.


"You will be trained in maritime combat techniques. You will learn to deflect lightning, to stabilize vessels against magically induced tempests, to maintain cryomantic shields under electrical assault." Maven's eye fixed on each of them in turn. "Some of you will fail. Some of you may die. But those who succeed will be the first line of defense against what may be the greatest threat our lands have faced in generations."


The silence that followed was absolute, broken only by the keening of the wind. Thalia caught Luna's eye across the crowd. Luna gave an almost imperceptible nod — confirmation of the warnings she'd whispered on their journey back.


"Instructor Morrow." Maven gestured to her colleague without looking at him. "Show them."


Morrow stepped forward hesitantly, his thin frame seeming almost frail next to Maven's battle-hardened presence. His hands, covered with the spider-webbing scars of frostbite that marked all experienced cryomancers, fidgeted with the hem of his coat.


"Good morning," he began, his voice high and reedy, nearly lost in a sudden gust of wind. He cleared his throat and tried again. "I'll be introducing several innovations to you this term — cryomantic defensive structures and storm-surge dampening forms. I'll demonstrate these techniques for you now... so that you can all, er, know what to expect."


Thalia suppressed a grimace. Morrow seemed too academic for Frostforge, too uncertain for a place where hesitation meant death. He didn’t have the confidence of a warrior, the stoic, steady demeanor that all the other instructors had — even Virek, the cryomancy teacher. 


A quiet presence materialized at Thalia's side. She didn't need to look to know who it was — the subtle scent of pine resin and smoke that clung to Ashe's clothing was unmistakable.


"You're late," Thalia whispered, relief softening her words. “You weren’t at the assembly yesterday.” 


"Clan business," Ashe replied, her voice barely audible. In the harsh light, the red streaks in her black hair seemed to glow like embers. Her face was drawn, the usual stoicism giving way to something darker.


Before Thalia could ask what was wrong, Morrow began his demonstration. He pulled on his frost gloves — specialized gauntlets that channeled cryomantic energy while protecting the wearer's hands from the biting cold of their own magic. With a series of precise gestures, he conjured a shimmering wall of refracted ice crystals that rose from the ground in a graceful arc.


"The standard cryomantic shield," Morrow explained, his voice steadier now, "can deflect physical projectiles and absorb some magical energies. But storm magic — lightning in particular — will shatter it on contact."


As if to demonstrate, he pressed his palms together, then separated them sharply. The ice wall exploded into thousands of glittering shards that dissipated before they hit the ground.


"What we need," he continued, "is a structure that can channel and disperse electrical energy rather than simply block it."


With more elaborate motions, Morrow created another barrier — this one less solid than the first, composed of intricate, geometric frost patterns that reminded Thalia of the designs of snowflakes. Light played through the crystalline structure, casting prismatic reflections across the assembled students.


"This formation," Morrow said, "creates pathways for electrical energy to follow, dividing and weakening it before it can cause harm."


Thalia felt a twinge of anxiety — cryomancy had always been her weakest subject, her talents lying more in metallurgy and the sensing of magical currents in natural materials. If this year's focus would be on such advanced ice techniques, she would need to redouble her efforts.


Ashe leaned close to Thalia's ear. "Two of my clan's scouts were killed near a Warden landing," she whispered, her breath warm against Thalia's cold skin. "They're moving like soldiers now — not raiders."


The news sent a chill through Thalia's blood that had nothing to do with the frigid air. Ashe's clan controlled territory along the Northern coast, serving as the first line of defense against Warden incursions in that region. If they were reporting organized military movements rather than the usual hit-and-run raids…


"When?" Thalia whispered back.


"Three days ago." Ashe's eyes remained fixed on Morrow's demonstration, but her jaw was tight. "The bodies were arranged, Thalia. Displayed as a message."


Before Thalia could press for more details, Morrow completed his display of cryomancy forms and called for questions. For a moment, no one moved — either too impressed or too confused by the theoretical nature of the techniques to formulate a query. Then Levi Halloway, a fellow Southerner with a perpetual furrow between his brows, raised his hand.


"Will we be able to practice against any actual storm magic?" he asked, voicing what many were likely thinking. "These forms seem useful, but without real-world application..."


Morrow's lips curved into a half-smile. "I'm glad you asked that, Mr. Halloway." He moved toward the sheet-covered object that had been sitting on the plateau's edge. "As you all know, true storm magic is wielded only by the Isle Wardens. It's in their blood, passed down through ritual and bloodbinding, and it almost never manifests in those born beyond the archipelago."


He paused, hand resting on the edge of the sheet. "But that doesn't mean that it can't be simulated."


With a sharp tug, Morrow ripped away the canvas, revealing a strange contraption that looked like the offspring of a forge bellows and an astronomical instrument. It bristled with copper rings, pointed spires, and coiled wires, all mounted on a heavy base of what appeared to be ice-brass.


"This device," Morrow explained, "replicates low-grade storm magic for training purposes. It can generate controlled lightning strikes and simulate the electrical fields that accompany Warden attacks."


He began adjusting various dials and levers on the machine, the movements practiced and confident — a stark contrast to his earlier nervousness.


"I suggest you all step back," he advised, not looking up from his work. "The initial calibration can be... unpredictable."


The students hastily complied, creating a wide berth around the device. Thalia noticed that even Maven had retreated several paces from her previous position.


Static electricity began to build in the air, raising the fine hairs on Thalia's arms and neck. The copper wires and antennae on the device glowed with an eerie blue light, and the distinct scent of ozone filled the plateau.


Morrow calmly pressed his frost-gloved hands together, then spread them in a circular motion. A dome of ice formed around him, its surface etched with the same complex patterns he had demonstrated earlier.


Without warning, a bolt of lightning shot from the machine, striking the ice dome with a crack that echoed off the surrounding mountains. The electricity skittered across the surface of the dome, following the channels created by Morrow's precise cryomancy, before dissipating into the air in a shower of harmless sparks.


Another bolt followed, then another. Each time, Morrow's ice construct absorbed and redirected the energy, never breaking under the assault. The display was impressive — beautiful, even, in its own deadly way.


Some students cheered at the spectacle. Others recoiled instinctively as tendrils of electricity arced beyond Morrow's protective dome. One such tendril zipped past Thalia's boot, leaving a scorched mark on the stone and sending a painful jolt up her leg.


The air around them hummed with power, and Thalia's fingers stung with static electricity. She flexed them inside her frost gloves, trying to imagine herself performing the intricate cryomancy forms Morrow had demonstrated. In her mind's eye, she saw her ice constructs shattering under the first lightning strike, leaving her exposed to the full force of the simulated storm magic.


As if reading her thoughts, Ashe pressed her shoulder against Thalia's — a subtle gesture of solidarity. "You'll master it," she murmured. "You always do."


Thalia wished she shared her friend's confidence. Two years at Frostforge had taught her many things, but they had also shown her the price of failure. She thought of the empty bunks in the dormitories, the names that were no longer called during roll, the faces she would never see again.


Morrow powered down the device, the lightning display fading until only the lingering scent of ozone remained. He dismissed his ice dome with a gesture, looking considerably more self-assured than he had at the beginning of the demonstration.


"This is what awaits you this term," Maven announced, stepping forward once more. "Instructor Morrow's device is the least of the challenges you will face. The Trials of Storm begin in one week. I suggest you use that time to improve your cryomancy skills — or write your final letters home."


With that, she turned and strode away, Wolfe following in her wake. Morrow lingered, carefully covering the storm device with its sheet once more.


The third-years remained where they stood, the implications of what they'd witnessed sinking in. Thalia felt the weight of it settle in her chest, heavy as iron. The increased Warden activity, the shift in focus toward storm magic countermeasures, Ashe's news about her clan's scouts — it all painted a picture darker than the storm clouds gathering on the horizon.


"Well," Luna said, appearing at Thalia's other side, her tone deliberately light despite the tension in her shoulders, "at least no one can say third year will be boring."


Ashe made a sound somewhere between a snort and a growl. "I'd rather be bored than dead any day."


Thalia said nothing, her eyes fixed on the scorch mark near her boot. She thought of her mother and sister back in Verdant Port, of the stipend her attendance at Frostforge provided them, of the protection her service offered, ensuring that Mari would never have to make the same journey north.


She had survived two years at the academy. She had forged ice-metal blades that drew praise even from Maven. She had created Falchion, her ice-brass golem, when many said it couldn't be done by someone with her limited cryomancy skills.


But now, watching the last sparks of artificial lightning fade from Morrow's machine, Thalia knew with cold certainty that if she failed to hone her cryomancy, she would not survive to see her fourth year. 




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE


 


 


Thalia passed through the massive ironbound doors into the searing heat of the Howling Forge, the air immediately sapping moisture from her hair with its dry intensity. A rush of familiarity washed over her as the heat enveloped her like a blanket, harsh but welcome after the bitter cold of the Crystalline Plateau. The constant hum of magical ore vibrated beneath her feet, a subtle melody only she could fully appreciate. This was her sanctuary, the one place in Frostforge where being Southern wasn't a liability — where her unique talents outshone even those born with a hammer in hand.


She winced as she ran a hand through her parched locks; in all ways, especially physically, the North was unkind to Southerners. Her skin, once supple in Verdant Port's humid air, had grown tight and chapped in the mountain academy's perpetual winter. Her hair, vivid and springy in the tropical regions, became dull and strung out in the mountains’ dryness. She would have to borrow some of Luna’s jojoba oil after this first metallurgy lesson. But relief washed over her despite the discomfort of the forge’s scorching embrace.


Out of all the places at the academy, this was the one where she truly belonged. The Howling Forge was like a second home. 


Bellows thundered in the background, each compression sending a fresh wave of heat through the cavernous space. Molten metal glowed behind warded crucibles, the magical barriers containing temperatures that would otherwise melt stone. The constant symphony of hammers striking anvils echoed from every corner, each impact sending metallic notes rebounding off the obsidian walls. The chaos was strangely calming after the storm-filled anxiety of cryomancy practice on the Plateau, where her every attempt at ice manipulation felt like trying to catch smoke with bare hands.


Thalia inhaled deeply, tasting metal and coal on her tongue. The air was thick with the scent of hot iron, burnt flux, and the distinctive tang of magical ore being worked into submission. Her shoulders relaxed as she absorbed the familiar sensations.


Across the vast space, she spotted Kaine at his workstation, hunched over a scatter of parchments, his dark brows furrowed in concentration. His hands, scarred and calloused from years at the forge, traced patterns in the air above his notes. She smiled to herself; even during the advanced third-year classes, Kaine was a fixture in the Howling Forge. Instructor Wolfe couldn't pry him away, nor could the other instructors. Thalia was fairly certain he didn't even attend his other classes. The forge was more than his sanctuary — it was his home, his redemption, the one place where his past didn't define him.
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