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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


Thalia moved through the crowded marketplace of Verdant Port, her shoulders squared and her steps measured. The humid air pressed against her skin like a forgotten embrace, both comforting and stifling after a year spent in Frostforge's perpetual winter. She inhaled deeply, letting the mingled scents of sea salt, roasting fish, and jungle blooms fill her lungs — smells that once had been so ordinary she barely noticed them, now precious in their familiarity. Around her, the port city pulsed with the same energetic rhythm she remembered, but something had changed. It took her a moment to realize it wasn't the place that was different — it was her.


Merchants called out their wares, their voices competing with the clatter of cart wheels on cobblestones and the distant cry of gulls circling the harbor. A year ago, she would have ducked her head and slipped between shoppers like a shadow, avoiding notice. Now, she found herself automatically scanning the crowd, assessing potential threats, and calculating escape routes — habits drilled into her by Frostforge's combat instructors. The weight of the concealed ice-steel knife strapped to her forearm beneath her sleeve was reassuring, though she doubted she'd need it here.


A group of children darted past, laughing as they chased a ball made of tightly wound cloth scraps. Thalia had to consciously relax her stance as they brushed by her. At the academy, sudden movements often preceded an attack. She shook her head slightly, trying to shed the combat-ready mindset that had kept her alive for the past year.


The heat was a welcome change. After months of blizzards and ice, the warmth of southern summer felt like a healing balm on her frost-nipped skin. Sweat gathered at her temples and traced a path down her spine, but she didn't mind. Warmth meant life. Warmth meant home.


People looked at her differently now. An older man selling mangoes paused mid-transaction to stare, recognition and something like wariness crossing his weathered face. The fishmonger's wife, who had known Thalia since she was a child, faltered in her rhythmic filleting when Thalia passed. Even the harbor master, a man who rarely noticed anyone who wasn't directly paying him port fees, gave her a respectful nod.


They saw the changes in her, even if they couldn't name them. The gangly, uncertain girl who had left was gone. In her place stood someone with hardened muscles and a predator's grace. Frostforge had stripped away her softness, leaving behind something lean and dangerous. She moved differently now — more deliberate, more precise. Even her posture had changed, spine straight as a sword blade, shoulders set with quiet confidence born of surviving what many didn't.


A flash of recognition stopped Thalia mid-stride. Across the market square, a middle-aged woman was selecting fish at a stall, her movements mechanical, her face a mask of grief so profound it seemed to have settled into the lines of her face permanently. Mrs. Tidewell. Mother of Joren Tidewell.


Joren, who had arrived at Frostforge the same day as Thalia. Joren, who had joked about the cold during their first week, claimed his southern blood would freeze solid before winter's end. Joren, whose body had been recovered from the bottom of a ravine after the Frost Walk, was broken by a vicious golem and blue with cold.


Mrs. Tidewell looked up, sensing Thalia's stare. Their eyes locked across the bustling market. The woman's face crumpled, not in anger but in a fresh wave of grief, as if Thalia's very existence was a reminder that her son was gone forever. It was a look Thalia had seen too often in the past six weeks — survivors' guilt by proxy. Why are you here when my child is not?


Thalia tore her gaze away, heart hammering in her chest. She quickened her pace, throat tight with emotions she couldn't afford to indulge. Frostforge taught that sentiment was weakness, and weakness meant death. She was alive because she had learned that lesson well. Others hadn't been so fortunate.


The glassblower's stall appeared ahead, a welcome distraction. Thalia approached, noting the rainbow of glass bottles and jars arranged on a purple cloth. The glassblower, a thin man with soot-stained fingers and burn scars up his forearms, smiled at her approach.


"Ah, the Greenspire girl," he said, recognition brightening his eyes. "Your mother said you might come by. Academy treating you well, then?"


"Well enough," Thalia replied, her voice steady despite the lingering discomfort from her encounter with Mrs. Tidewell. "I need half a dozen of your small twist-cap jars. The ones with the rubber seals."


The man nodded, selecting the requested items with practiced hands. "These are my finest work — won't leak even if you turn them upside down and shake them." He demonstrated with one filled with colored water, and indeed, not a drop escaped.


As Thalia counted out the coins — more than her family could have afforded before her enrollment at Frostforge — she reflected on the irony of her situation. The monthly stipend the academy provided her family had lifted them from the desperate poverty that had forced her to volunteer for Selection in the first place.


With the carefully wrapped jars tucked into her market bag, Thalia made her way back through the winding streets toward her mother's herb shop. The wooden sign hanging above the door — a simple green leaf painted on weathered wood — swung gently in the breeze. It was the same sign her father had carved before his death at sea when Thalia was ten. Some things, at least, remained constant.


The bell above the door jingled as Thalia entered. The familiar scent of dried herbs enveloped her — rosemary, sage, and dozens of local jungle plants. Her mother looked up from behind the counter where she was methodically chopping heart root, its red juice staining her fingers. For a moment, her mother's face lit up with joy, then dimmed just as quickly as reality reasserted itself.


"You found Elio's shop, then?" Celeste asked, wiping her hands on her apron.


"Yes." Thalia placed the wrapped jars on the counter. "He sends his regards."


Celeste nodded, accepting the packages and unwrapping them with care. She inspected each jar before beginning to transfer the chopped heartroot into one of them. Her hands moved with practiced efficiency, but Thalia noticed she avoided direct eye contact.


"These will hold the tinctures nicely," her mother said, her voice deliberately light. "Much better than those chipped ones we've been using."


The unspoken hovered between them: tomorrow, a ship from the North would dock in Verdant Port's harbor. The city guard would hunt down any academy recruit who wasn't present at roll call. Another term at Frostforge would begin, and with it, the knowledge that not all who departed would return.


Celeste sealed the jar with a twist of her wrist, set it aside, and began working on the next. The silence stretched between them, thick with words neither knew how to say.


"Have you..." her mother began, then paused, searching for the right question. "Have you made any friends? At the academy?"


The question caught Thalia off guard. In six weeks home, her mother had avoided mentioning Frostforge directly, as if speaking of it might conjure its cold reality into their warm shop.


"Yes," Thalia answered honestly, thinking of Kaiden with his quiet determination and Lyn with her fierce loyalty. Friends forged in survival, bound by shared trauma and triumph. "Good ones."


Relief softened her mother's features. "That's... that's good. You'll look after each other."


"We will," Thalia confirmed, hearing the worry beneath her mother's words. "And I'll be back for the next break. I promise."


She didn't add that nearly a third of her starting class hadn't survived the first year. That knowledge wouldn't comfort her mother.


"I ranked fourth in our class," Thalia said instead. “The instructors say I have a natural gift for metallurgy.” 


For a brief moment, pride flickered in her mother's eyes before worry clouded them again. Celeste's hands stilled on the jars. "I didn't raise my children for war," she said quietly, barely above a whisper.


Thalia had no answer for that. None that would ease the ache in her mother's heart. Instead, she reached across the counter and covered her mother's herb-stained hand with her own — now callused from sword practice and rope climbing.


"But you raised us to survive," Thalia said gently. "And I will."


 


***


 


The night wrapped around their small shack like a worn blanket, familiar and threadbare in places. Beyond the single window, Verdant Port's nightlife continued — distant music from the harbor taverns, the occasional shout of a sailor, the rhythmic creak of ships rocking against their moorings. Inside, the space that had once felt crowded to Thalia now seemed impossibly small. A single room behind her mother's herb shop, with three pallets laid out on the wooden floor, a rickety table, and whatever few possessions they'd managed to keep through years of poverty. Shadows danced across the ceiling as the single oil lamp flickered, casting wavering light that turned the familiar strange.


Thalia lay on her back, staring at the patterns of light and darkness above her. The wooden floor beneath her pallet was hard, nothing like the academy's surprisingly comfortable cots. Frostforge might be brutal in its training, but they ensured their recruits slept well.


Beside her, Mari shifted restlessly. Unlike their mother, who had fallen asleep almost instantly — exhaustion from a day of tending the shop pulling her under — Mari remained awake, her breathing too measured for sleep. Thalia waited, knowing what would come next. It was a pattern as old as their childhood.


Sure enough, Mari's small form shifted closer, curling against Thalia's side the way she had done since she was tiny. Her sister's warmth was familiar — the same bony elbows, the same smell of wild honey in her hair. But Mari had grown too, her body longer, less childlike than Thalia remembered. Another reminder of time's passage.


"You're still awake," Thalia whispered, turning to face her sister.


In the dim light, Mari's eyes gleamed too bright. "I don't want to sleep," she confessed, her voice small. "If I sleep, tomorrow will come faster."


Thalia felt a pang in her chest. She reached out, brushing a strand of hair from Mari's face. Her sister's skin was soft, unmarked by scars or calluses. They shared the same dark hair and warm-toned skin, but where Thalia's hands now bore the marks of combat training, Mari's remained gentle and unmarred. It was exactly as it should be.


"I don't want you to go back," Mari whispered, the words rushing out like she'd been holding them in all day. "What if — what if this is the last time we..." Her voice cracked, unable to finish the thought.


"Hey," Thalia soothed, her voice firmer than she felt. "That's not going to happen. I'm coming back."


The promise tasted like steel on her tongue — cold and unyielding. She had no right to make such guarantees. She'd watched too many of her classmates fall to the academy's brutal trials. Levi had nearly lost an eye during combat training. Lyn had suffered frostbite so severe she lost two fingers. And Joren... well, Joren hadn't made it home.


A tear slid down Mari's cheek, glinting in the lamplight before disappearing into the rough fabric of her pallet. "You don't know that," she whispered. "No one knows that."


Thalia pulled her sister closer, resting her chin atop Mari's head. The familiar gesture felt different now — her arms stronger, her embrace more confident. "I do know," she insisted. "Because I'm not going to let anything stop me from coming home to you and Mother."


Mari's fingers clutched at Thalia's sleep shirt, bunching the fabric. "Promise? Really promise?"


"I promise," Thalia said, the words a vow she would fight to keep. She had survived one year already, against all expectations. She could survive more. She had to.


The weight of her purpose settled over her — the reason she had volunteered for Selection in the first place. Every family was required to send one child to Frostforge when they came of age, unless they could afford the substantial bribe to exempt them. Their mother couldn't possibly pay such a sum. By going in Mari's place, Thalia ensured her sister would never face the academy's trials. It was worth any risk.


Mari was quiet for a long moment, her breathing uneven against Thalia's collarbone. Then, hesitantly, she asked, "Was it scary? The academy?"


Thalia stared at the ceiling, considering her answer. The truth flashed through her mind — the bone-deep cold that never truly left, even indoors. The combat training that left recruits bloody and sometimes broken. The cryomancy exercises that pushed them until they collapsed from exhaustion. The Frost Walk trial, where they'd been abandoned in the Golem Fields in the midst of a blizzard, forced to navigate back to the academy or die trying.


"No," she lied, smoothing Mari's hair. "It wasn't scary. Different, yes. Challenging. But not scary."


"Really?" Mari's voice held equal parts disbelief and hope.


"Really," Thalia confirmed, her tone gentle but firm. "I'm stronger now than when I left. Faster. I can do things I never imagined." That, at least, was true. She had discovered abilities within herself she'd never known existed — affinity for metallurgy, tactical thinking, endurance beyond what should be possible.


Mari raised her head, studying Thalia's face in the dim light. "Like what things?"


Thalia smiled, choosing the most benign example she could think of. "I can forge weapons. And use cryomancy to make ice.”  


"That's amazing," Mari breathed, momentarily distracted from her worry.


"It is," Thalia agreed. "And I made friends who watch out for me."


She didn't tell Mari about the Frost Walk. About how it had been so cold that ice crystals had formed on her eyelashes. How she'd stumbled, half-blind, until she was nearly killed by roving ice-metal golems. 


"You should sleep," Thalia said, pulling herself back from the memory. "Tomorrow will come whether we're ready or not."


Mari sighed, nestling closer. "Will you tell me more stories about the academy when you come back next time? The not-scary parts?"


"All the not-scary parts," Thalia promised, knowing she would need to invent many of them. "Now sleep."


She hummed softly, an old lullaby their mother used to sing. Gradually, Mari's breathing deepened and evened out. Her body grew heavier against Thalia's side as sleep finally claimed her.


Thalia continued to stare at the ceiling, wide awake despite the late hour. Tomorrow, the ironclad ship would dock, its massive hull throwing shadows across the harbor. The recruitment officers would check their lists, ensuring every Selected student boarded. Then the journey north would begin — back to the academy nestled high in the Rimspire mountains, where winter never truly released its grip.


She was caught between two worlds now. Home was warm, filled with love and simple comforts. The smell of her mother's cooking, Mari's laughter, the predictable rhythms of the port city. But it felt smaller somehow. Constrained. The concerns that had once consumed her — a leaky roof during rainy season, stretching coins to afford food for the week — seemed distant now. She had faced death and survived. 


Part of her feared she would never truly belong here again. The girl who had left Verdant Port was gone, transformed by Frostforge's brutal crucible into someone harder, sharper. Someone who instinctively calculated escape routes in crowded markets and slept with a knife within reach.


Yet when Mari curled against her, seeking comfort and protection, Thalia knew with absolute certainty that she had made the right choice. She would return to Frostforge tomorrow. Would endure whatever trials awaited her there. Would become whatever the academy demanded of her.


Because every day she survived was another day, Mari wouldn't have to face Selection. Every skill she mastered brought her closer to graduation and the officer's commission that would permanently exempt her family from further obligation to the academy.


Thalia closed her eyes, focusing on her sister's gentle breathing beside her. She had learned to find rest even when true peace eluded her — another skill Frostforge had taught. As sleep finally began to claim her, her last conscious thought was of tomorrow's ship, waiting like a dark promise on the horizon.




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


The salt-laden breeze tugged at Thalia's hair as she stepped onto the familiar weathered planks of Verdant Port's main dock. She adjusted the worn leather strap of her travel bag, the weight of it different now — heavier with items she'd never thought to bring last year, lighter without the fear of the unknown. The calls of sailors and merchants echoed across the harbor, a sound so familiar it almost hurt. One year at Frostforge had changed everything. The dock beneath her feet no longer felt like home, but rather a brief stopping point between two worlds.


Thalia inhaled deeply, tasting brine and smoke on her tongue. Six weeks had passed too quickly. Six weeks of helping her mother in the herb shop, of teaching Mari what she'd learned about the energy currents in plants, of pretending that her nightmares about Frostforge were nothing to worry about. Six weeks of recovery that now felt like a half-remembered dream as reality loomed before her.


Movement caught her eye — a slight figure leaning against a weathered wooden post, seemingly absorbed in watching a pair of gulls fight over a fish head. Thalia's heart leapt with recognition.


"Luna?" she called out, raising her hand in greeting.


Luna Meadows turned, her short dreadlocks adorned with new silver beads that caught the morning light. Her face, which appeared perpetually distracted to most observers, broke into a genuine smile when she spotted Thalia. She pushed away from the post with fluid grace that belied her petite frame.


"And here I thought you might have decided to become a fishwife instead," Luna said, her large dark eyes sparkling as she approached. She wore simple travel clothes, but Thalia noted the fine quality of the fabric — a reminder of Luna's privileged background despite her father's political exile.


Thalia grinned, letting her bag drop to the dock as they embraced. "A fishwife might have better prospects than a second-year at Frostforge."


Luna pulled back, holding Thalia at arm's length. Her gaze sharpened, those seemingly unfocused eyes suddenly penetrating. "So, did you consider it? Running? This is your last chance, you know. Once we're on that ship..." She tilted her head toward the harbor entrance.


For a moment, Thalia thought she was serious, then caught the subtle quirk of Luna's mouth. "If I planned to flee, I wouldn't have come to the docks," Thalia replied with a chuckle. "Besides, who would keep you out of trouble?"


"Me? Trouble?" Luna's expression of wounded innocence dissolved into laughter. "I'll have you know I maintained a perfect record of appearing completely harmless all break."


"I'm sure you did," Thalia said, picking up her bag again. She studied her friend, noticing the slight shadows under Luna's eyes. "How was your father?"


Luna's smile dimmed slightly. "He's a bit depressed, I'm afraid." She straightened her shoulders, the momentary vulnerability gone. "But he was pleased I survived the first year. Not many from the South manage that, as we well know."


Thalia nodded, a comfortable silence falling between them. They had both beaten the odds — Southern recruits typically had the highest mortality rate at Frostforge. The Northern Reaches claimed the academy was equal opportunity, taking students from all the lands, but the brutal conditions naturally favored those born to ice and snow.


A low, resonant horn cut through the harbor noise, drawing all eyes to the sea. Thalia felt it in her chest before she fully registered the sound — the distinctive call of a Frostforge vessel.


"Right on time," Luna murmured.


The ship appeared around the harbor's protective arm, its prow cutting through the waves with predatory precision. Unlike the merchant vessels that frequented Verdant Port, the Frostforge ship was built for intimidation as much as function. Its hull, reinforced with ice-steel that gleamed like frozen mercury, tapered to a knife-sharp edge at the waterline. The majestic sails, a pale blue-gray that matched the frozen wasteland of its destination, billowed in the wind.


"They've added more ice-steel," Thalia noted, eyeing the reinforced plating along the sides. "I wonder why."


Luna's gaze sharpened again. "Interesting observation. More Isle Warden raids in the North, perhaps?"


The ship glided into dock with unnatural grace for a vessel its size. Dock workers scrambled to secure mooring lines, their faces grim. No one enjoyed servicing the Frostforge ships — they carried away the youth of Verdant Port and returned with fewer each year.


"Shall we?" Luna gestured toward the gangplank that was being lowered. "We should secure a spot on the rail. Unless you want to be stuck below deck for the journey north."


Thalia nodded reluctantly. "You're right."


They boarded among a trickle of returning students, all bearing the subtle marks of Frostforge training — watchful eyes, efficient movements, and an instinctive spacing that would allow for combat if necessary. Thalia recognized faces from different training cohorts, exchanging nods with those she'd trained alongside. No one smiled.


Luna led the way to a prime spot along the starboard rail, where they could observe the dock. The deck smelled of iron, oil, and salt, an oddly comforting combination that triggered memories of last year's journey — the fear of the unknown giving way to the certainty of hardship.


"Look," Luna nudged Thalia, pointing to the far end of the dock.


A procession of young people marched toward the ship, flanked by stern-faced recruiters in Frostforge gray and city guards in Verdant Port green. The new recruits — this year's first-years — moved with varying degrees of confidence. Some walked with shoulders squared, chins high — volunteers seeking glory or escape. Others glanced around frantically, eyes wide with panic; still others walked with their heads down, as if approaching the gallows.


"Gods," Thalia breathed. "Were we that obvious with our fear?"


Luna's mouth curved in a humorless smile. "You weren't. But most of them? Yes."


Thalia remembered her own recruitment day — she had volunteered, hoping to secure her family's future with the stipend families received for sending children to Frostforge. It had been the only path she could see out of poverty for her mother and sister. Now, watching the new recruits, she wondered how many were there by choice and how many by conscription.


A commotion at the dock's edge drew her attention. City guards held back a crowd of family members, straining to catch final glimpses of their children. Some wept openly, others stood stone-faced, and a few shouted encouragement or advice that was swallowed by the general din.


Thalia's heart clenched as she spotted her mother's tall figure and Mari's smaller one at the edge of the crowd. Her mother wore her best dress — faded blue cotton, carefully mended — and had styled her hair in a complex braid reserved for important occasions. Mari, now thirteen, clutched their mother's hand, tears streaming down her face.


"There," Thalia pointed, her voice catching. "My family."


Luna followed her gaze. "Your sister looks more like you than I realized."


"She's growing so fast," Thalia murmured. "Another five years and she'll be of age." The thought sent ice through her veins, even now that the threat of Mari’s Selection was gone. 


Thalia raised her hand in greeting. Her mother spotted the movement and nudged Mari, who looked up through her tears. Thalia gave them her most confident smile and a firm nod. I'll come back, she tried to say with her expression. I promise.


Her mother lifted her chin, returning the nod with quiet dignity that nearly broke Thalia's composure. Unlike many in the crowd, her mother wasn't wailing or collapsing in grief. She stood tall, shoulders back, eyes clear — believing in her daughter's return even as the statistics argued otherwise.


"They have faith in you," Luna observed quietly.


"They have to," Thalia replied. "It's all we have."


Below them, the last of the first-years boarded, some needing to be physically guided up the gangplank by the recruiters. The contrast between their terror and the composed returning students couldn't have been more stark.


Luna turned to Thalia, her expression thoughtful. "Strange to see them, isn't it? We were them once." Her gaze drifted back to the frightened faces of the new recruits. "Feels like another lifetime, doesn't it?"


Thalia nodded slowly. "A lifetime ago."


“If I’m being honest,” Luna said, “Verdant Port feels less real now than Frostforge.”


Thalia blinked, momentarily taken aback by the candid remark. Then she let out a long breath; she knew exactly what Luna was talking about. “My old neighbors are like strangers now,” she admitted. “I’ve more friends at the academy.”


Luna nudged her with one elbow. “That’s one upside to going back, isn’t it? Seeing our friends.” 


Despite herself, Thalia smiled. Luna, Ashe, Roran, Kaine. Even in the most dire of circumstances, she’d managed to find allies. People she trusted, with whom she’d forged bonds stronger than ice-steel. 


The ship's horn bellowed again, vibrating through the deck beneath their feet. Sailors moved with practiced efficiency, casting off mooring lines and preparing for departure. The sails unfurled fully, catching the wind with a sound like distant thunder.


With surprising gentleness, the massive vessel pulled away from the dock. Thalia kept her eyes on her mother and sister until they became indistinguishable from the rest of the crowd, then remained fixed on Verdant Port as the city began to shrink behind them.


The ship cut through the harbor waters, leaving a trail of white foam in its wake. As they passed the harbor's protective arm, the wind freshened, bringing with it the scent of open sea and the promise of ice to come. The Southern warmth would give way to the brutal cold of the North with each league they traveled.


Luna leaned against the rail beside Thalia, their shoulders almost touching. Neither spoke. There was nothing to say that they didn't already know—the challenges ahead, the odds against them, the determination to survive another year.


 


***


 


The ship's horn echoed against the fjord walls, the sound reverberating in Thalia's chest. The sailors moved with practiced efficiency, securing lines and preparing for docking. Around her, other second-years gathered their belongings, faces set in masks of determination or resignation.


"I'd forgotten how beautiful it is," Luna murmured, gazing up at the snow-dusted Rimspire peaks that loomed above the fjord. "In a terrible way."


Thalia followed her gaze. "Beauty that kills."


The ship eased against the stone landing with a gentle bump. Within moments, sailors were securing gangplanks and beginning the process of offloading supplies. Thalia and Luna joined the stream of returning students disembarking onto the cold stone platform.


The air here was different — thinner, sharper, carrying the scent of snow and pine from the forests that clung to the lower slopes. Thalia inhaled deeply, letting the cold fill her lungs. Her body remembered this place even as her mind had tried to forget during the brief respite in the South.


"Look at them," Luna whispered, nodding toward the first-years being herded off the ship.


The new recruits huddled together at one end of the landing, their Southern clothes already inadequate for the Northern climate. Guards and recruiters surrounded them, barking orders that sent them scurrying into rough formation. One boy, no older than Thalia, stumbled on the gangplank and nearly fell into the dark water before a recruiter grabbed his collar, hauling him roughly onto the stone.


Thalia's comment died in her throat as she spotted a familiar figure standing near the supply sleds. Her stomach clenched involuntarily.


Instructor Maven cut an imposing figure against the gray stone and mist. Taller than most men, with broad shoulders and a frame hardened by decades of combat, she stood perfectly still, surveying the arriving students with her single amber eye. The other socket remained covered by the polished piece of blackened metal she'd forged herself after losing the eye to a glacier bear — a badge of honor she wore with fierce pride. Her steel-gray hair was cropped close to her scalp, and the ever-present claw of the bear that had taken her eye hung on a chain around her neck.


"Frost take me," Thalia muttered, quickly averting her gaze to avoid drawing Maven's attention.


Luna tracked Thalia's line of sight and grimaced. "I'd hoped she might have fallen down a crevasse over the break."


"No such luck," Thalia replied, turning her back to Maven and pretending to adjust the straps on her pack.


Last year, Maven had singled Thalia out for particularly brutal treatment, assigning her impossible tasks and dangerous challenges. Thalia never understood why she'd earned the instructor's enmity, only that it had nearly killed her on multiple occasions. She had hoped — foolishly, perhaps — that Maven might not be assigned to greet the ships this year.


"Don't let her see you flinch," Luna advised quietly.


"I'm not flinching," Thalia replied, straightening her shoulders. "I'm strategically avoiding."


Luna's lips quirked. "A sound tactic. For now."


Thalia moved away from the main group, drifting toward the shaggy ponies that stood patiently waiting to pull the supply sleds. The small, sturdy beasts were native to the Northern mountains, their thick coats perfect insulation against the brutal cold. Their breath steamed in the chill air, creating momentary clouds that dissipated into the mist.


One pony, a dun-colored beast with intelligent eyes, nickered softly as Thalia approached. She reached out, letting her fingers sink into its thick mane.


"Hello there," she murmured. "Ready for another trek?"


The pony bumped its head against her chest, a gentle gesture. The ponies and larger draft horses in Frostforge’s stables seemed indifferent to the hierarchies and cruelties of human interactions.


"Step away from the animals, recruit." Maven's voice cut through the misty air like a blade.


Thalia stiffened but obeyed immediately, taking three precise steps back from the pony. She turned to face Maven, keeping her expression carefully neutral.


"Second-year now, Instructor," she corrected before she could stop herself. She immediately regretted the words.


Maven's single eye narrowed, the amber iris seeming to glow with internal light. "Is that so, Greenspire?" The instructor circled Thalia slowly, like a predator assessing prey. "Strange. You still look like a child to my eye."


Thalia said nothing, keeping her gaze fixed on a point just past Maven's shoulder. Her heart hammered in her chest, but she refused to show fear. That was the first lesson of Frostforge — fear shown was weakness exploited.


Maven stopped directly in front of Thalia, close enough that Thalia could smell the metallic scent that always lingered around the instructor — iron and oil and something else, something unique to the North.


"The fact that you survived first year doesn't make you special," Maven said, her voice pitched low enough that only Thalia could hear. "It makes you lucky." She stepped back, raising her voice to address all the students gathered on the landing. "Form up! First-years in front, older students behind. The trek begins in five minutes. Anyone not in formation will be left for the Rimwolves."


The first-years scrambled to obey, their fear palpable. The returning students moved with more deliberate caution, taking positions and checking their gear.


Luna appeared at Thalia's side, her expression concerned. "What did she say to you?"


"Nothing important," Thalia replied, adjusting her pack. "Just Maven being Maven."


Luna studied her face for a moment, then nodded, clearly unconvinced but willing to let it go for now.


They fell into formation as instructed. Around them, workers loaded the sleds with supplies — food stores, equipment, and empty stretchers for those who wouldn't make it to Frostforge on their own feet. The ponies stamped and snorted, eager to be moving rather than standing in the cold.


Maven strode to the front of the assembled group, her powerful frame silhouetted against the path that wound up from the landing.


"Listen carefully," she called out, her voice carrying easily despite not being raised. "The path to Frostforge is three leagues of Northern terrain. Those of you returning know what that means. Those of you who don't —" her gaze swept over the first-years "— will learn quickly or die slowly. Stay on the path. Keep up. Fall behind, and you will not be waited for."


A visible shudder ran through the ranks of first-years. One girl near the front, barely older than Mari, looked on the verge of tears.


"We move now," Maven announced, turning abruptly and starting up the path without looking back to see if anyone followed.


The column began to move, students falling into step with varying degrees of confidence. Thalia and Luna positioned themselves near the back of the second-year group, keeping a watchful eye on the first-years ahead of them.


"Five silver pieces says at least two of them collapse before we reach the ridge," Luna murmured.


"I'm not taking that bet," Thalia replied. "It'll be more than two."


The path steepened almost immediately, winding upward through bare rock and patches of stubborn snow. Cold wind cut through Thalia's layers, finding every gap in her clothing despite her careful preparation. Around her, first-years gasped and coughed as they struggled to adjust to the thin mountain air.


Luna moved with surprising grace despite her small stature, picking her way over the uneven ground with nimble steps. "You'd think they would have prepared them better," she commented, nodding toward a first-year boy who had already begun to wheeze.


"How could they?” Thalia replied. “There’s no place to prepare for this in the Southern Kingdoms.”


An hour into the climb, the first-years were faltering visibly. Their Southern bodies, accustomed to warmer climates and lower altitudes, rebelled against the harsh conditions. Several stumbled repeatedly, helped along by fellow recruits rather than by the instructors who watched impassively. As Luna had predicted, two had already dropped to their knees, unable to continue, and been loaded onto the supply sleds — their first mark of failure at Frostforge.


Thalia kept her pace steady, conserving energy while staying alert. Her muscles remembered this path, the specific angle of each turn, the places where loose stone might give way beneath an unwary foot. Last year, she had been in the middle of the pack, determined not to fall behind. This year, she could have easily pushed to the front but chose to remain watchful instead.


"Ridge ahead," Luna noted, pointing to where the path curved sharply upward.


Thalia nodded. The ridge marked the halfway point of their journey — and the first place from which Frostforge could be seen. Her pace quickened unconsciously, a part of her anxious to see the academy again, to confirm that it wasn't just a collection of nightmares she'd constructed during the break.


They crested the ridge with the main group, pausing as Maven called a brief halt to allow stragglers to catch up. Thalia turned, looking north toward the cliff face that housed Frostforge Academy.


Her breath caught in her throat.


The academy bulged from the side of the cliff like a growth of iron and stone, its dark edifice built into the rock. Thalia remembered her first glimpse of it last year — the dread and awe that had filled her at the sight of the infamous Northern school.


But something was different.


"Luna," she whispered, pointing. "Look."


Luna followed her gesture, her large eyes narrowing as she focused on the changes. "Interesting."


The outer walls of Frostforge, already formidable last term, had been reinforced with additional layers of ice-steel that gleamed dully in the weak Northern sunlight. New watchtowers rose at each corner, their windows narrow slits designed for archers. Around the perimeter, a series of barriers had been erected — angled plates of ice-steel embedded in the frozen ground like massive blades.


"Those weren't there before," Thalia said, a chill that had nothing to do with the temperature running down her spine.


"No," Luna agreed, her voice thoughtful. "They weren't."


Around them, other second-years had noticed the changes as well, murmuring among themselves with varying degrees of concern. The first-years, still struggling with the basic challenge of breathing, remained oblivious to the significance.


"Defensive fortifications," Luna noted, her eyes scanning the valley methodically. "Do you think there was an attack in the off-season?"


“It’s possible.” Thalia studied the academy again, taking in details that had escaped her initial observation. 


There was movement along the walls — more golem sentinels than she remembered from last year. A new gatehouse, massive and forbidding. Supply caches positioned strategically around the academy perimeter.


"They're preparing for something," she said quietly.


Luna's expression was calculating, all pretense of distraction gone. "The ship was reinforced, as well. If I had to guess, I’d say the Isle Wardens have been more active lately."


As they descended into the valley, Thalia kept her eyes fixed on Frostforge's altered silhouette. The academy had always been dangerous — that was its purpose, after all. But these changes suggested a different kind of danger, something beyond the usual brutal training and high mortality rate.


The previous year, the threat of the Isle Wardens had felt distant, confined to the distant, storm-wreathed archipelago beyond the continent’s shores. But now, faced with the evidence of the academy’s modifications, Thalia felt the unease settle deeper in her chest.


Frostforge wasn’t just training its students for war. It was bracing itself, preparing for the waves of battle to break against its walls.




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE


 


 


Thalia's legs ached as she crossed the threshold into Frostforge's main hall, the weight of her journey settling into her bones like frost. The familiar chill of the academy's stone walls seeped through her travel-worn cloak, a harsh reminder that comfort was a luxury not afforded to students here. Around her, the returning second, third and fourth-years moved with practiced ease, their chatter bouncing off the high cavern ceiling where stalactites hung like suspended daggers.
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