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Prologue: The Night the Sea Remembered Her Name
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The night the sky cracked open, the sea was the first to notice.

Not the wind.

Not the mountains.

Not even the Crown that had ruled the land for centuries.

Only the sea—ancient, patient, and older than every throne—felt the tremor of broken magic.

Far beneath its black surface, something vast opened a sightless eye. It tasted the fear rushing across the world like the first breath after winter.

And it recognized the one who caused it.

She lives, whispered the deep. The girl with the hollow. The one the Crown carved open. The shape that fits the dark beneath us.

Above the waves, lightning tore the sky apart. Shards of the shattered Crown fell like dying stars, their glow flickering as the last echoes of past rulers faded into the night. But the sea did not look upward.

It looked at her.

At the girl kneeling in the ruins of the ritual circle, frost clinging to her lashes, blood drying on her fingertips.

At the boy of fire who ran to her, calling her name like it was the last word the world had left.

At the empty space in her chest where the Crown once lived—an emptiness so perfect, so clean—that it called to the deep like a door left open.

Come back to us, the water whispered. You were shaped for the hollow. You were promised to the dark beneath.

Elara didn’t hear it.

Not yet.

Her breath shook. Her hands trembled. Kael caught her just before she fell, his warmth clashing with the cold blooming beneath her skin. For a heartbeat, the world steadied.

And then the sea reached out.

A single drop of salt water—carried by a wind that should not have reached the mountains—touched her cheek. It slid down like a tear that didn’t belong to her.

Far beyond the cliffs, the water rose.

A shape—tall, thin, impossible—stood on the horizon, watching.

It had waited for centuries.

It could wait a little longer.

But now that the Crown was gone—

now that her chest held nothing but a hollow ready to be filled—

the sea would wait no more.

It would come for her.

And when it did, the world would remember the thing it once feared long before crowns, kings, or courts.
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Chapter 1 :“After the Shatter”
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The city had forgotten how to be still.

Even in the hours just before dawn, when the old bells should have marked a hushed, sleeping silence, everything trembled.

Streets that had once been straight now ran in jagged lines, split by cracks that glowed faintly, as if something beneath the stone were breathing light. Statues of the Council lay toppled in the squares, noses and hands and cold, carved smiles shattered on the cobblestones. Frost clung to broken pillars in thin white veins, and here and there, a torch guttered with fire that wasn’t quite the right color—too pale, too blue, too hungry.

The air smelled of ash and iron and melted snow. It didn’t smell like a victory.

Elara lay very still and listened to it.

At first she thought the shaking under her ribs was just another tremor, another aftershock rolling through the city. Then she realized it was her heartbeat—slow, stubborn, muffled as if coming from a great distance.

She opened her eyes.

The ceiling above her was cracked stone, darkened by years of smoke and recent damage. Light seeped in through a row of narrow windows high on the wall, their edges rimed with ice. Dust drifted in the beams, turning every breath into something she could almost see.

A shelter, she realized. Not the throne hall. Not the ritual field. Somewhere quieter, smaller, the kind of place people brought the wounded when they weren’t sure the world was going to stay standing.

Her body felt wrong.

Not in the way it had after the Crown first settled on her head, burning its way into her bones—that had been a sharp, invasive cold, a foreign blade. This was different. Her limbs were heavy, her muscles aching in deep, unfamiliar places, as if someone had taken her apart and put her back together in a hurry.

But it wasn’t any of that that made her breath catch.

It was the silence.

For the first time since the Crown had chosen her—since it had laced its hooks through her mind and called it home—there was no voice pressed against her thoughts. No thin, cutting whisper. No weight of ice circling her skull like a ring of teeth.

The space where it had been felt... clean. Bare. Too bare.

She lifted a hand—slowly, because every movement seemed to drag at something tender—and pressed her fingers to her temples, half expecting to feel cold metal, jagged and familiar.

Her skin met only skin.

No Crown. No circlet of frostbitten thorns. No humming, no pulsing, no hungry awareness coiled beneath her bones.

The hollow it left behind terrified her more than its presence ever had.

“Elara?”

The voice was soft, roughened by exhaustion, and far closer than the city’s distant chaos. She turned her head toward it, the room swaying slightly around the edges of her vision.

Kael sat on a low bench a few paces away, elbows braced on his knees, hands clasped so tightly his knuckles were white against his skin. His hair was a mess of tangled dark strands, as if he’d been raking his fingers through it for hours. A thin cut ran along his cheekbone, already crusted with dried blood. Someone had given him a clean shirt, but scorch marks still traced his forearms where shackles had bitten into flesh.

He looked very much like a man who had spent the night fighting the world and wasn’t entirely convinced he’d won.

When their eyes met, his shoulders sagged a fraction, as if some invisible weight shifted.

“You’re awake,” he said, and the way he said it—hoarse, disbelieving—made her chest tighten.

“I think so,” she managed.

The words came out more ragged than she intended. Her throat felt raw, as if she’d been screaming. Maybe she had. There were gaps in her memory, sharp white spaces where pain and light and the sound of something ancient roaring had torn through her.

“What... happened?” She hated how small that sounded. As if she were a girl again, waking from one of the early storms with ice still clinging to her lashes.

Kael glanced toward the far end of the hall before answering, as if making sure no one was close enough to hear. The shelter was almost empty—just a few cots lined up along the walls, shapes under blankets that breathed but did not stir. Somewhere behind a curtain, someone coughed, the sound dampened by thick fabric.

“The short version?” he asked.

She nodded. Anything longer felt like more than she could carry.

“You broke the Crown,” he said quietly. “And the thing under the city tried to take the pieces. The sky didn’t like that very much.”

Memory knifed through her: the shattering weight of the circlet, the screaming in her skull that wasn’t quite her and wasn’t quite the Crown, the sense of something beneath the throne uncoiling, reaching up through stone toward her open mind. The world had split into light and darkness and ice and a single thread of fire that had refused to let go.

Her, screaming, hold.

Kael, shouting her name.

Then—nothing. A plunge into absence so complete it had felt like falling out of herself.

Elara swallowed hard. The hollow in her chest seemed to echo.

“And now?” she asked.

Now that she was here, breathing. Now that the Crown was not.

Kael blew out a slow breath and leaned back against the cold stone wall, palms sliding up to scrub over his face.

“Now the sky is cracked,” he said. “The Council is gone. The people are...” He hesitated, searching for a word that wasn’t broken. “...angry. Afraid. Alive, mostly.”

“Mostly.” Her fingers curled in the thin blanket draped over her. “How long?”

“Since the ritual?” He looked at her again, measuring. “A day. Maybe a little more. You were... out. Like someone had emptied you and forgotten to put you back.”

That felt uncomfortably accurate.

She let her gaze wander past him, taking in the details of the hall. This had once been some kind of storehouse, maybe—a long, narrow chamber half below street level, its floor worn smooth by years of boots and crates. Someone had turned it into a makeshift infirmary, laying out cots wherever there was space, hanging blankets from ropes to carve out corners of privacy. Buckets of melted snow stood near the door, their surfaces film-thin with newly formed ice.

Each time the stone trembled, the ice cracked in delicate spiderwebs.

“Elara.”

There was something in Kael’s voice that made her look back quickly. Not fear, exactly. Not yet. But something wary. As if he were bracing himself for her reaction.

“How do you feel?” he asked.

She opened her mouth to give the easy answer—fine, tired, still here—and found she couldn’t force any of them past her tongue.

She felt...

Empty.

Wrong.

Too aware of the silence where a second heartbeat had once pressed against her thoughts.

“Cold,” she said at last.

His brow furrowed. “The blankets—”

“Not that kind of cold.” She touched the space just above her sternum, where the mark used to burn when the Crown settled deeper into her bones. It didn’t flare now. It didn’t do anything at all. “It’s like... someone took a piece out of me. A piece I hated. A piece I never wanted. And now that it’s gone, I don’t know how to stand up without it.”

Kael’s expression softened in a way that made her want to look away and curl closer to it at the same time.

“We’ll figure it out,” he said. “Without it.”

He made it sound simple, like learning a new way to grip a sword. But she could hear the cracks in his voice, the strain woven through the words.

“We?” she echoed.

His mouth twitched. “Pretty sure you’re stuck with me, Crown or no Crown.”

Something in her chest pulled tight. For a heartbeat, warmth flickered through the hollow, small but real, like the first spark coaxed from damp wood.

Then the stone under her fingers shivered again, harder this time, and the sound of distant shouting filtered through the narrow windows.

Elara’s head snapped toward the noise.

“What was that?” she asked.

“Another aftershock.” Kael’s jaw tightened. “They come and go. The cracks in the streets—” He cut himself off, seemed to rethink his words. “It’s worse outside. You don’t have to see it yet.”

Which, of course, meant she had to.

Slowly, ignoring the protest in her muscles, she swung her legs over the side of the cot. The rush of cold air against her bare feet made her hiss. Someone had stripped her out of the ceremonial robes; she wore a simple grey tunic now, slightly too big at the shoulders, cinched at the waist with a strip of cloth. Her toes curled against the chilled stone.

Kael rose immediately.

“Elara.” His hand hovered a breath away from her arm, close enough that she could feel the heat, not quite touching. “You should rest.”

“I’ve been resting,” she said. Her voice came out sharper than she intended, edged with something jagged and brittle. “The last time I closed my eyes, the Crown tried to turn my mind into a doorway. I think I’ve had enough lying still.”

He flinched, just a little, then nodded once.

“Slowly,” he said. “If you fall, I’m blaming the lack of Crown for your terrible balance.”

It was such an ordinary thing to say that for a moment, she almost smiled. The expression felt strange on her lips, unfamiliar after so much screaming.

She pushed herself upright.

The world tilted, then steadied. Her legs trembled under her weight, but they held. She took one step, then another, Kael staying exactly half a pace away, still not quite touching her, as if he were afraid that contact might trigger some new, dangerous reaction.

Maybe he was right to be.

As they crossed the hall, the few conscious people on the nearby cots went quiet. Elara felt their gazes like fingers on the back of her neck—measuring, wary, some openly hostile, some shining with desperate hope.

That’s her, someone whispered, not as quietly as they probably meant to. The Winter Heir. The one with the Crown.

“The Crown is gone,” another voice hissed back. “Look at the sky. This is what happens when you break what holds the storms in place.”

Every word slid under her skin.

Kael’s jaw clenched. “Ignore them,” he murmured.

“I can’t,” she said. “They’re not wrong. I did break it.”

“Good,” he said. “It was killing you.”

She opened her mouth to argue—that killing her might still have been better than breaking the world—but the words tangled and died when they reached the door.

The shelter’s heavy wooden planks had been thrown open to let in what little light the fractured sky allowed. From here, the city spread out below them, a mess of rooftops and smoke and glittering lines where the streets had split apart.

Elara stepped into the doorway and felt her breath leave her.

The city she knew was gone.

Not destroyed in the way stories always whispered about—no blaze licking at every roof, no walls flattened. Instead, it looked as if a giant hand had pressed down on it from above and then twisted, just enough to crack and bend and unsettle everything without quite crushing it.

Some buildings leaned at odd angles, walls bowed and windows shattered. Others remained eerily intact, standing whole beside houses cleaved neatly in half, their rooms open to the air like dollhouses. In the distance, the river had jumped its banks, carving a new channel through what had once been a market square. Ice clung to its surface in jagged spires, growing in directions that defied gravity.

And above it all, the sky—

The sky was wrong.

The crack she remembered from the ritual—once a thin wound stretching across the clouds—had widened into a jagged, branching fracture, glowing faintly with restless light. It pulsed with the slow, unsteady rhythm of something injured but not dying, each throb sending a ripple of pale color across the torn edges.

It felt like looking at the underside of the world’s skin.

Her knees almost buckled. Kael’s hand shot out, this time closing around her elbow without hesitation.

“Elara,” he said softly. “Breathe.”

She dragged in air that tasted of smoke and distant snow and something metallic. For a heartbeat, the old instinct surged up in her—reach for the Crown, channel the cold, patch the sky—

There was nothing to reach for.

The hollow in her chest echoed the crack above, a missing piece mirroring a wound.

Far off, from somewhere nearer the river, a roar went up—a mix of human voices, frightened and furious. It rolled over the rooftops, thinned by distance but still sharp enough to make her flinch.

“They’re blaming you,” she said quietly.

Kael’s grip on her arm tightened. “Some are. Some aren’t. Some don’t know who to blame, so they shout at the nearest thing that looks like it might be able to fix it.”

“And I look like that thing,” she finished.

He didn’t contradict her.

For a moment they stood there, framed in the doorway—the girl with the hollow in her chest and the boy whose fire had once tried to burn through every chain he’d ever known—watching a city try to remember how to stand on broken ground.

Underneath it all, beneath the stone and ice and the distant roar of the fractured sky, Elara thought she heard something else.

A low, slow sound, just at the edge of hearing.

Like water, far away, drawing in a long, patient breath.

The sound slid beneath the noise of the waking city—too deep to be wind, too steady to be thunder. It thrummed along the shattered streets, threaded through the cracks in the stone, and settled low in Elara’s bones like a memory she had never lived.

Her breath caught.

Kael felt it. She knew he did by the way he went still beside her, heat tightening under his skin as if his magic braced itself.

“What is that?” he murmured.

She wished she had an answer.

She wished the answer wasn’t the one forming in her mind.

“It’s the sea,” she whispered. “It’s... calling.”

Kael’s expression darkened—fear, anger, refusal, all flickering through his eyes in quick succession. A gust of wind cut through the doorway, whipping his hair into his face. He didn’t blink.

“The sea doesn’t call people,” he said, low. “It drowns them.”

“Not this time.” Her voice shook. “This isn’t drowning.”

She didn’t have a chance to explain. A shout rose from the street below—sharp, panicked, very much the kind of sound that meant trouble getting closer.

Kael’s grip shifted. “Inside. Now.”

She didn’t move.

Her legs wouldn’t.

Through the fractured doorway she could see movement: half a dozen figures pushing up the hill, boots slipping on broken stone, torchlight flickering wildly in their hands. Their silhouettes wavered between the swaying beams of light, blurred by smoke and the faint shimmering frost that clung to the air.

Some carried bundles.

Some carried bodies.

One carried a long shard of something that glowed faintly blue in the morning gloom.

Her breath stilled.

“Kael,” she said quietly. “They’re coming here.”

He stepped in front of her without hesitation.

“Elara—behind me.”

“No. Wait.”

Her fingers brushed his sleeve—not pulling him back, just stopping him.

“They’re not attacking. Look.”

He followed her gaze.

His jaw tensed.

The figures weren’t moving like a mob. They weren’t shouting or brandishing weapons. They were rushing, yes—but stumbling with exhaustion, with fear, carrying their injured as carefully as people crossing thin ice.

The first of them reached the door and nearly collapsed inside the shelter.

“Someone—help—please—” a woman panted, lowering the limp form of a boy no older than fifteen onto a cot. Frost rimed his eyelashes, and when she brushed a hand over his face, a thin crack of ice formed along his cheekbone as if the cold were growing out of him rather than into him.

Elara took a step forward before she realized she was moving.

“What happened?” she asked softly.

The woman flinched at her voice.

Not because of who Elara was.

Because of what Elara had once worn.

“He—he touched something,” the woman stammered. “It was on the riverbank. An... an ember of ice. A piece of the thing that fell from the sky.”

A shard.

But not of the Crown.

Something else.

Elara’s pulse kicked.

Kael moved with her as she knelt by the boy’s cot. His breath fogged in the air as he leaned closer—not normal for him. His fire usually warmed every space he touched.

“What did it look like?” Kael asked.

The woman shook her head. “Blue. Bright. Humming. Like it wanted someone to pick it up.”

Elara’s stomach twisted.

The hollow in her chest thrummed in response, a faint reverberation that made her hands tremble.

When her fingers hovered near the boy’s skin, frost curled toward her—not from him, but toward her, as if drawn.

Kael’s arm shot out, stopping her hand.

“Elara.”

“It’s reacting to me,” she whispered.

“Yes. That’s the problem.”

She didn’t argue.

The boy’s chest rose in shallow, uneven breaths. Each inhale crystallized slightly, frost forming along his ribs, glittering like delicate, deadly lace. His lips had begun to pale toward blue.

He wasn’t dying of cold.

He was becoming it.

“Elara,” Kael said again, quieter this time. “This isn’t your doing.”

She almost believed him.

Almost.

Footsteps thundered outside. More voices. More panic.

“Elara!” someone shouted from the street. “Please—please—come! You have to see—”

The woman beside the cot flinched.

Kael’s hand twitched toward his sword.

Elara rose before she could think.

In the doorway stood a man she recognized vaguely—a stonemason from one of the river districts. His clothes were torn, his face smeared with soot and something darker. He held nothing in his hands, but the look in his eyes made her blood chill more than the cold ever had.

“Come,” he begged. “It’s happening again.”

Kael moved to block her.

She slipped past him.

“Elara—”

“We need to see,” she said, already stepping into the street.

The city greeted her with a rush of heat and cold colliding in sharp currents. Smoke from burning rafters spiraled upward, mingling with the pale frost drifting off rooftops. The ground vibrated faintly, like a heartbeat under their feet.

The stonemason led them down the shattered steps, across a street split by a glowing seam of light. Kael walked close enough that his arm brushed hers when she stumbled on loose stone.

They rounded a corner—and Elara stopped so abruptly that Kael nearly collided with her.

At the center of the street, surrounded by a dozen terrified onlookers, a man knelt on the ground.

He wasn’t bleeding.

He wasn’t burned.

He wasn’t even unconscious.

He was staring at a shard.

It floated in the air before him—sleek, sharp-edged, glowing with the same blue light she had seen under the boy’s skin. Tiny sparks skated over its surface like living frost. Every few seconds it pulsed, sending a shiver through the stones below.

The crowd kept a careful distance, as if the air around it were poisonous.

But Elara didn’t need a warning.

She felt it.

The hollow in her chest—quiet since she woke—tightened. As if a thread had been hooked into it. As if someone were tugging, gently but insistently, from across the street.

Come.

Her breath hitched.

Kael noticed.

“Elara.” His voice was a warning and a plea. “Stay back.”

She took one more step forward.

The shard pulsed again—

and this time, she heard it.

Not words.

Not a voice.

Not even a thought.

Just an ache.

A yearning.

A sound like distant water curling around the edges of her name.

The man on the ground lifted his head.

His eyes were wrong.

Not glazed.

Not mad.

Just... emptied. Like someone had hollowed him out and left the shell.

“It’s calling her,” he whispered.

The crowd recoiled.

Kael swore under his breath.

Elara stood very still. “Why me?”

The man smiled at her in a way that made her skin crawl—soft, reverent, as if he were seeing something holy.

“Because it remembers,” he said. “Because you are the place where it wants to live.”

The hollow in her chest clenched so hard she couldn’t breathe.

Kael stepped in front of her in a single, fluid movement, fire sparking along his fists.

“That’s enough,” he growled. “Back away from her.”

The man didn’t move.

Neither did the shard.

It floated higher, turning slowly, the air around it shimmering like heat over desert sand—but cold.

Elara touched Kael’s arm.

“Wait.”

She stepped around him.

“Elara,” he said sharply. “Don’t.”

“I have to.”

“No, you don’t. You absolutely don’t.”

But she was already walking toward the shard, one slow step at a time, her heartbeat keeping pace with the pulses of light. The crowd watched in breathless horror. Kael’s fire flickered behind her like a protective sun refusing to dim.

The shard turned its sharp point toward her.

The hollow inside her pulled harder.

She reached out—

A single breath away—

The shard flared, bright as lightning.

The ground shook.

And from somewhere far beyond the city, carried on a wind that did not belong to morning, a low, resonant sound rolled across the rooftops—

A sound like the sea awakening.

A sound calling her name.

The sound rolled over the broken rooftops—deep, resonant, impossibly ancient. It wasn’t the crash of waves or the howl of a winter storm. It was slower. Older. Like the exhale of something vast waking after a long, cold sleep.

People clapped hands over their ears.

Animals bolted.

Children cried out and buried their faces in their parents’ coats.

Elara didn’t move.

The sound wasn’t deafening to her.

It was intimate.

It curled around her ribs, threaded through the hollow in her chest, and tugged—soft at first, then firmer, like fingers brushing her shoulder in the dark.

Kael’s hand closed around her wrist.

“Elara,” he hissed, urgency sharpening each syllable. “Step back.”

She couldn’t.

Her feet wouldn’t obey.

The shard brightened, blooming with pale blue fire that cast long, shifting shadows across the street. Frost spidered outward from its point, crawling over cobblestones in intricate patterns like the veins of leaves pressed in ice.

Someone in the crowd screamed.

Someone else muttered a prayer.

Someone whispered, terrified:

“It’s choosing her.”

Kael moved instantly—between her and the shard, shielding her with his body, his flames rising in a violent flicker that melted a thin ring of frost around them.

“No,” he growled, as if addressing the shard itself. “Not anymore.”

But the shard didn’t care.

It pulsed again, the glow flaring so bright the crowd staggered back—everyone except Elara. The light didn’t blind her. Didn’t burn her. It simply... filled the edges of the hollow she carried. As if trying to slip inside.

Come, the cold urged.

You are the vessel left open.

You are the shape I remember.

You are the space waiting for me.

“Elara—” Kael’s voice cracked. “If you take one more step—”

“I’m not stepping,” she whispered. “It’s pulling.”

And it was.

Not with magic she recognized—not with the Crown’s brutal, invasive grip—but with something gentler, steadier, frightening in its patience.

Kael saw it.

His jaw tightened. “Then we cut the pull.”

Before she could ask how, he threw out a hand. Fire erupted from his palm in a gleaming arc—controlled, precise, aimed not at the shard itself but at the ground beneath it. The cobblestones glowed, then cracked, the heat disrupting the frost patterns climbing outward.

The shard shuddered violently.

Its glow dimmed, flickered—

and then snapped back twice as bright.

Elara choked on a breath.

The pull became a wrench.

The world blurred for a heartbeat, and she stumbled forward—

Kael caught her around the waist.

“Enough!” he snarled at the floating shard, as if fury alone could force it to obey. “You don’t get her.”

His flames surged higher, hot enough that the air shimmered.

The shard flared in answer.

The two forces—Kael’s heat and the shard’s cold—met in the space between them, colliding with a sharp, ringing crack that sent a burst of wind spiraling through the street. Dust, frost, and sparks lifted in a swirling storm.

“Elara!” Kael barked. “Look at me—look at me!”

She did.

His eyes were wild, terrified, furious—all at once. Flames danced along his arms, licked at his collarbone, flickered dangerously close to her skin but never burned her.

“You’re not going to it,” he said, breath harsh. “Not while I’m still standing.”

The storm of light behind him intensified. People fled down side streets. Roof tiles rattled. Cracks in the ground widened with a brittle cry.

“Elara, stay with me.”

“I’m trying,” she whispered.

And she was.

But the shard pulsed again, and this time Elara felt her knees weaken. A dizzying cold rushed up her spine, as if the hollow in her chest had opened wider, becoming a doorway.

You need me, the cold murmured.

You were made empty for me.

“No,” she said through clenched teeth. “I wasn’t.”

Kael’s hand slid up the back of her neck as if grounding her, heat pouring into her skin.

“Elara,” he murmured, close to her ear now, voice shaking. “Breath. Anchor. Stay. With. Me.”

She clung to the sound of his voice.

To the warmth of his hands.

To the memory of the firelight they’d shared in the mountains, the quiet moments between battles, the fragile, stubborn hope that had kept them moving even when everything else fought to break them apart.

The shard brightened—

then jerked, violently, like something yanked it backward by invisible chains.

It spun once—twice—

and shot upward.

Straight into the crack in the sky.

A streak of blue vanished into the jagged wound above. The crack pulsed once, sending a ripple of pale light across the torn clouds.

The sound of the sea’s awakening followed—

slower this time, but unmistakably present.

The shard was gone.

The pull vanished.

The hollow in her chest tightened painfully, then went quiet.

Elara sagged.

Kael caught her fully this time, his arms closing around her with a force that almost lifted her from the ground.

“It’s gone,” she whispered into his shoulder.

“No,” he said, voice low and grim. “It’s not. It just went where it wanted to go.”

She pulled back enough to look up at him. His face was pale beneath the soot and blood. The fire along his skin dimmed, settling into a soft glow.

“Kael,” she said quietly. “What do you think that was?”

He didn’t answer immediately.

Instead, he turned his gaze to the sky—to the glowing wound overhead, where the shard had disappeared.

When he finally spoke, his voice sounded older, heavier.

“I think the Crown wasn’t the only thing holding the winter back,” he said. “And whatever took its place... wants you.”

Her heart pounded once, hard enough to hurt.

She opened her mouth—

but someone screamed behind them.

They both turned.

Down the street, a woman fell to her knees, clutching a small, trembling shape in her arms.

Another child.

Half conscious.

And ice—thin, glittering—was growing from the ground beneath him, spreading outward like a bloom.

“Elara,” Kael said softly.

“I know.”

The sea was awakening.

The shards were choosing.

And the hollow in her chest...

wasn’t empty at all.

It was a door.

By the time they reached the woman, the ice had already spread halfway across the street.

It wasn’t natural frost. Natural frost didn’t grow in patterns like this—spirals and branching lines that mimicked veins, runes, broken crowns. It rose in thin, jagged plates, catching the weak morning light and throwing it back in splinters.

The child in the woman’s arms—another boy, younger than the first, eight or nine at most—shivered violently. His lips were blue, but his eyes were wide open, staring past Elara at the cracked sky overhead.

“He just touched the ground,” the woman sobbed. “He fell, and then—then it started—please, please, make it stop, I heard you can—”

Her voice broke on a hiccup. Tears tracked clean paths through the dirt on her cheeks.

Elara went to her knees before she’d even made the decision to move.

“May I?” she asked.

The woman looked up, flinching when she saw Elara’s face fully. Fear flickered there—old stories, rumors, half-whispered prayers to and against the girl who wore the Crown.

Then the woman looked down at her son, at his small, jerking body.

She nodded once. “If you can do anything. If you... if you can take it into yourself instead...”

The words trailed off, but Elara understood.

They were exactly the sort of thing the Crown had always wanted to hear.

She swallowed hard and carefully, carefully, slid her hands under the boy’s shoulders. The cold leapt to meet her like a struck chord. It vibrated through her bones, rushed up her arms, and pooled beneath her sternum where the hollow waited.

“Elara.” Kael’s warning came from just behind her, his presence a heat at her back. “Don’t you dare—”

“I’m not taking it,” she said through her teeth. “I’m redirecting it.”

She had no idea if that was even possible.

But it sounded better than I’m letting it touch me to see what it wants.

The boy’s gaze, unfocused and glassy, flicked toward her. Frost had begun to creep from the corners of his eyes in delicate feathery cracks.

“It’s singing,” he whispered.

Her chest tightened. “What is?”

“The deep.” His voice was thin, far too calm. “It says... it remembers you.”

The woman made a strangled sound.

Elara closed her eyes. For a moment, the city faded. The shouting, the crack in the sky, the smell of smoke and broken stone—all of it blurred into the background.

There was only the boy’s shallow breathing, the ice seeping outward, and the low, distant sound she had heard before—the sound like a held breath turning into a hum beneath the world.

She followed it.

Not the way she had once followed the Crown’s command, surrendering to its pressure because resisting meant agony. This was different. She reached toward it like a person reaching toward a closed door, hand hovering just a fraction of an inch away.

I am not yours, she thought.

The cold met her halfway.

It wasn’t the brutal, stabbing chill of the Crown. It was... heavier. Older. Like deep water. It flowed around her, tasted her, tested the edges of her shape. It found the hollow—that perfectly carved space the Crown had left behind—and pressed against it with terrifying ease.

Here, it seemed to say. Here you are open. Here you can hold us.

Elara gritted her teeth.

“You don’t get to fill that,” she whispered under her breath.

She pushed back.

Not with fire, not with force. She had learned where that led—cracked floors, screaming air, her own body used as a conduit until it nearly tore apart. This time she pushed with something smaller.

With boundaries.

With the stubborn, exhausted certainty that there had to be a way to stand without letting anything else wear her like armor.

You don’t get to fill that, she told the cold again. You don’t get to decide what goes in me.

The hollow trembled. For a heartbeat, she thought the cold would simply pour past her, overwhelm her, make good on its promise and settle inside her bones.

Instead, it recoiled.

Not far. Not defeated.

Just... startled.

The ice on the ground stuttered. The spreading spiral broke, its outer edges crumbling into harmless frost. The boy gasped, a cough rattling out of him as if something loosened in his lungs.

His eyes cleared a fraction.

Elara opened her own.

The cold was still there. She could feel it at the edges of her mind, prowling, annoyed. But it wasn’t sinking deeper. It was sliding off whatever she’d just... built.

Or found.

The boy shivered once, violently, then sagged in his mother’s arms.

“Is he—?” the woman whispered, voice shaking. “Is he—?”

“He’s alive,” Elara said.

For now hung unsaid between them.

The frost on the stone under the boy’s dangling feet thinned, retreating like breath on glass. It didn’t disappear entirely; faint patterns remained, etched into the cracks, a reminder.

But the growth had stopped.

The woman clutched her son tighter, sobbing into his hair.

“Thank you,” she choked out. “Thank you, Your—”

“Don’t,” Elara said quickly, more sharply than she meant to. The word scraped her throat. “Don’t call me that.”

The woman flinched.

Kael stepped in smoothly, his voice gentler.

“Take him back inside,” he said. “Away from the cracks. Keep him warm. If the ice starts again, call us. Don’t let him walk alone near... anything that glows.”

The woman nodded, eyes still wide.

As she carried the boy away, the crowd that had gathered in the street shifted. Some stared at Elara with new hope, others with fresh fear, like someone watching a fire that had just been coaxed back from the brink of either going out or exploding.

“She stopped it,” someone whispered.

“She caused it,” another muttered.

“She’s all we have,” a third voice said tiredly. “Unless you want to ask the crack in the sky to fix itself.”

Elara ignored them.

Or tried to.

She stared at the spot where the shard had hung, where the frost patterns had grown most intricate. The air still shimmered faintly, as if the cold had left fingerprints on the world.

It remembers you, the boy had said.

The Crown had once told her she was chosen. The sea didn’t bother with flattery. It spoke of recognition instead.

Something tugged at the edge of her awareness.

Not a pull this time—more like a presence. Someone watching.

“Elara,” a familiar voice called from up the street. Calm, controlled, carrying easily despite the noise.

She turned.

Lysander walked toward them with the measured stride of a man forcing himself not to hurry. His once-immaculate robes were torn at the hem, the white fur at his collar singed and damp with melted snow. He had a bandage around one hand, spots of dark brown seeping through where blood had soaked the cloth. The lines around his mouth were deeper than she remembered.

He looked like someone who had been helping hold a world together with nothing but ink and willpower, and had only recently run out of ink.

“Lord Chancellor,” Kael said, the title tasting slightly ironic now that there was no Council to serve.

Lysander’s mouth twitched, not quite a smile.

“Apparently I’m just Lysander again,” he said. “And you are—alive. Both of you. That’s more than I dared to assume when the ceiling started coming down.”

His gaze flicked to the retreating woman and her son, then to the faint lace of frost still etched into the stones.

He took it in with one look.

“Is this the first time?” he asked Elara.

“Second,” she said. “There’s a boy inside. He touched a shard by the river. This one...” She gestured at the ground. “There was no shard. Just the crack. And the sound.”

“What sound?” Lysander asked.

Kael and Elara exchanged a glance.

“The sea,” Kael said finally. “Or something in it.”

Lysander’s eyes darkened.

“There are reports from the harbor,” he said. “The tides are wrong. The water rose past the markers in the night, then dropped without warning. Boats that were tied up ended up stranded on dry stone, and places that should have been safe are suddenly deep enough to swallow a man whole. Some of the fish have... changed.”

“Changed how?” Kael asked.

Lysander hesitated.

“Too many teeth,” he said. “And eyes that don’t seem interested in what’s in front of them. Only in what’s above.”

He looked pointedly at the crack in the sky.

Elara’s hand drifted, almost unconsciously, back to the center of her chest.

“Whatever woke under the throne,” she said slowly, “it’s moving through more than stone now.”

“And it’s using the fragments of what we broke,” Lysander replied. “The Crown was never just an object. It was a conduit. A contract. When you shattered it, you freed us from one kind of prison.” His gaze sharpened. “But you also broke the locks on something else.”

A familiar guilt rose, cold and sharp.

Kael cut in before it could take root.

“We all broke it,” he said. “Elara didn’t do this alone.”

Lysander inclined his head.

“I’m not assigning blame,” he said. “We were suffocating under that Crown. It had to end.” He paused. “I am, however, very interested in making sure we live long enough to argue about the ethics of it one day.”

Despite herself, Elara huffed out a small, humorless breath.

“Do you have a plan?” she asked.

“Several,” Lysander said. “All of them terrible. Some marginally less terrible than others.”

He looked at her closely now, really looking—not at the empty space where the literal Crown had been, but at her.

“How do you feel?” he asked.

She almost laughed.

“How do you think I feel?” she said. “The thing that was trying to eat me for months is gone. The world is breaking in more creative ways than before. The sea may or may not be humming my name. People either want me to save them or blame me or both at once. And every time the ground shakes, I wonder if it’s because I’m still breathing.”

Lysander considered that.

“Excellent,” he said.

She stared. “I fail to see what’s excellent about any of that.”

“You’re still angry,” he said. “You’re still afraid. You still care whether these people live or die.” He nodded at the cracked street, the shattered homes, the ragged crowd. “The day you stop feeling anything about any of this is the day we truly lose.”

Kael made a soft sound of agreement.

Lysander’s gaze went skyward for a moment.

“The city won’t hold like this,” he said quietly. “The cracks are spreading. The further they reach, the more of those shards appear. People are already forming... groups. Some want to outlaw magic entirely. Others have started praying to the light in the fissures. If we don’t give them a narrative, they’ll follow whichever story scares or comforts them the most.”

“And what narrative do you suggest?” Elara asked. “That their former executioner’s Crown has been replaced by something older and stranger that’s currently deciding whether to swallow us whole?”

“Not in those words,” Lysander said dryly. “We start smaller. We tell them we’re stabilizing things. That we have mages watching the fissures. That we are—” he almost grimaced on the word “—forming a new council. One that serves the people instead of the Crown.”

“Who’s ‘we’?” Kael asked.

Lysander’s eyes went to Elara again.

“All of us who still have enough spine and power to stand in front of a frightened crowd and not run,” he said. “Which, incidentally, includes you.”

The hollow in her chest constricted.

“You want me to stand in front of people who just watched a shard try to climb into me,” she said slowly, “and tell them everything is under control?”

“No,” Lysander said. “I want you to stand in front of them and tell them the truth: that everything is not under control, but that you are still here. That you chose to break the Crown rather than let it use their fear forever. That the thing waking under our feet is not your master.”

He held her gaze.

“Because if you don’t say that aloud,” he added softly, “something else will say the opposite. And they will believe it.”

A shiver that had nothing to do with the cold ran along her spine.

Behind her, Kael shifted his stance, as if bracing for her to bolt or collapse or both.

“I don’t want another throne,” she said. “I don’t want them kneeling to me.”

“Good,” Lysander replied. “Tell them that too. Let them see it. Let them hear you refuse the kind of crown they’ve always been told was inevitable. They need to understand that power can say no to itself.”

A memory rose unbidden: her own hands tearing at the invisible thread in her chest, the one that bound her to Kael, snapping it with a white-hot scream in her bones so that the thing under the throne couldn’t find him.

She had said no then.

To the Crown. To the monster beneath it. To her own desire.

She wondered how many times she could keep saying it before something important inside her cracked for good.

A fresh tremor rippled through the street.

Not from the sky this time.

From below.

The ground gave a faint, ugly groan, like a beam under too much weight. Dust sifted from broken eaves. Somewhere in the distance, stone collapsed with a noise like thunder.

The low, humming sound swelled again, vibrating in her teeth.

The sea, waking.

Listening.

Elara lifted her eyes to the crack in the sky.

Light seeped from it in thin, restless threads, spilling down like inverted rivers. For a heartbeat—just one—she thought she saw something move along its edges. Not the shard this time. Something darker. A silhouette as tall as a tower and thin as a shadow, head tilted in patient curiosity.

Her heart slammed against her ribs.

It wasn’t just the city watching her.

It wasn’t just the people or Lysander or Kael.

The world itself was holding its breath.

“Elara,” Kael said quietly.

She didn’t look away from the sky.

“We’re running out of time,” she whispered.

He followed her gaze, his hand finding hers without hesitation now, fingers wrapping around hers so tightly her bones almost protested.

“No,” he said, voice steady despite everything. “Time ran out when they put that Crown on your head. Now we’re just... running.”

The corner of her mouth twitched.

Somehow, that helped.

She squeezed his hand once, hard, then let go.

“Then we’d better decide where we’re running to,” she said.

She turned back to the broken street, the frightened people, the faint, glittering patterns of frost that marked where the shard had tried to claim her.

The sea’s distant hum slid along her nerves, patient, waiting.

It remembered her.

The Crown’s emptiness remembered.

The cracks remembered.

Elara drew in a breath that tasted of smoke and snow and salt that should not have been there.

“Lysander,” she said. “Gather whoever you have left who can stand in a room without screaming. We’ll talk.”

He inclined his head.

Kael searched her face for a long heartbeat, as if trying to read the shape of the decision she hadn’t fully made yet.

“You’re sure?” he asked.

“No,” she said. “But the thing under the water is. And I’m tired of letting anything else speak louder than I do.”

She stepped back toward the shelter, toward the boy on the cot and the woman who’d begged her to take the ice instead.

As she crossed the threshold, the low sound from the depths rolled through the stones one last time, a single, echoing note.

Not a demand.

Not yet.

Just a reminder.

I am here.

Elara’s hand brushed her chest, feeling neither Crown nor shard—only the raw, aching space they’d left behind.

“For now,” she murmured so quietly only she could hear, “so am I.”

And somewhere far away, where the sea met the cracked sky, something vast and patient smiled without a mouth, settling in to wait for the next move on a board only she could touch.
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Chapter 2 :“Ash and Snow”
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Night did not fall over the broken city—it sank.

A slow, heavy darkness that seemed to gather inside the cracks rather than cover them.

Elara stayed awake long after the trembling quiet settled in the streets.

She sat beside the sick and the shivering, feeling the deep hum beneath the stone—not loud, not urgent, just patient.

Waiting.

Remembering her.

Kael refused to leave her side.

He carried blankets, lit fires, argued with Lysander, organized the frightened guards, tried to keep the peace between the northern families and the harbor folk.

But none of that stopped him from glancing back at her every few minutes, as if afraid she might vanish with the next tremor.

And still, the hollow in her chest pulsed with that faint echo from the sea.

By dawn, the frost had crept further into the streets. Food was low. People were frightened.

And the first sparks of anger—real, sharp anger—were beginning to rise.

Which meant Kael had no choice.

He had to help rebuild what remained.

Morning came late.

The sun rose somewhere beyond the clouds, but its light reached the city already bruised—filtered through smoke and the faint, shimmering veil that hung beneath the crack in the sky. Instead of gold, the day broke in shades of grey and dull blue, turning the frost along the rooftops into tarnished silver.

Kael had not slept.

He’d tried, once, when the first wave of wounded had settled into uneasy silence and the ground had stopped trembling long enough for people to stop flinching at every creak. He’d sat down on a stacked crate near the shelter door, meaning to close his eyes for the space of a few heartbeats.

Then someone cried out in their sleep, choking on a dream of falling stone.

Someone else muttered Elara’s name like a prayer or a curse.

The crack in the sky pulsed.

And the idea of rest felt... wrong.

So instead he stood in the street while night thinned from black to dark blue, watching his breath fog the air.

The city around him looked both familiar and utterly strange. The buildings were the same shapes he’d grown up seeing from the barracks yard, but twisted—leaning, cracked, their shadows falling at odd angles because the ground under them had shifted. The old tower where he’d once been punished with extra watch duty now had a jagged gap running up its side, like someone had tried to peel it open.

Only the cold felt exactly the same.

Ash drifted lazily from a still-smoking roof a few streets away. Snow—real snow—fell in soft, uneven flakes, melting the moment they touched Kael’s bare forearms. He stood with his coat off despite the temperature, letting the chill bite him. It helped him think. Or at least, it made it harder to think about the fact that the sky looked like glass someone had tried to smash with a hammer and only half succeeded.

Behind him, the shelter door creaked open.

He turned, already expecting Elara’s slight figure, pale against the gloom.

Instead, a boy of maybe twelve slipped out—one of the older street runners who’d been drafted into carrying messages since the formal couriers either died, defected, or decided no amount of coin was worth sprinting under a fractured sky.

The boy’s cheeks were red with cold, his eyes too big for his thin face.

“Commander,” he panted, though Kael hadn’t formally held that title for months. “Ch–Chancellor Lysander says they’re ready at the square. The pot-houses are... they’re already fighting over queues.”

Of course they were.

“Which pot-houses?” Kael asked.

“The ones by the old market. The big kitchens they set up in the Councillors’ Wing started running out of supplies before dawn. People are coming from the river districts now. They don’t want to wait their turn.”

Kael rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. His muscles protested. The burn from the ritual shackles still lingered beneath his skin, a ghost of pain.

“Tell Lysander I’m going,” he said. “And drink something hot before you run anywhere else, or I’ll drag you back here and sit on you.”

The boy’s mouth twitched into a startled almost-smile. “Yes, Commander.” He darted off down the street, boots skidding on a patch of ice as he vanished around a corner.

Commander.

Kael snorted under his breath.

He’d spent years trying to stop being the Council’s weapon. Now that the Council was gone, the city had decided to hand him every problem it had and hope he wouldn’t drop any of them.

Behind him, footsteps sounded again.

He didn’t need to turn to know who it was this time. The air warmed a fraction before she even stepped beside him.

“Elara, you should be resting,” he said.

“I tried,” she answered.

He glanced at her.

She looked better than she had the previous night—less translucent around the edges, less like a breath that might vanish if someone exhaled too hard. Color had crept back into her cheeks, faint but real. Her hair was braided and tucked under a simple hood, a few strands escaping to brush her throat. The grey tunic still hung loose on her frame, but she’d wrapped a darker cloak over it, the fur at the collar dusted with real snow.

Her eyes were the only part of her that looked genuinely awake. Too awake. They tracked everything—the crack in the street, the smoke from distant roofs, the discarded bucket someone had knocked over and never bothered to pick up again.

“How are they?” Kael nodded toward the shelter.

Elara’s shoulders dipped briefly.

“The boy from the river is stable,” she said. “For now. The ice retreated to his ribs. It’s... sitting there. Like it’s waiting.”

“And the others?”

“Shaken. Tired.” A ghost of a wry smile touched her mouth. “Annoyed that the world ended and someone forgot to inform their children, who keep demanding breakfast as if nothing happened.”

Kael huffed a quiet laugh.

“That’s a good sign,” he said. “If the children still want breakfast, we’re not completely lost.”

Her gaze slid to him.

“You haven’t slept,” she observed.

He shrugged. “Neither has the city.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I have time for.”

She studied his face for a long moment, eyes tracing the dark smudges beneath his lashes, the set of his jaw.

“What did the runner say?” she asked.

“Kitchens,” he said. “Queues. People doing what people always do when the world frays—they fight over the last crust of bread while a bigger monster stares at them from the horizon.”

“Then we’ll have to remind them the monster can wait its turn,” she said. “Food first.”

“We?” he echoed.

She lifted her chin.

“I’m not going to stand in a corner and watch you run yourself into the ground.” The hollowness in her voice from the previous night was gone, replaced by something harder. “If I can help with anything that doesn’t involve... touching glowing shards, I will.”

He wanted to argue. To tell her that every step she took outside the shelter would draw more stares, more whispered accusations, more desperate pleas she couldn’t possibly answer. That if people realized how much the sea wanted her, some would try to give her to it, just to see what would happen.

But she was looking at him with that stubborn Winter-Heir focus—the one that had made her stand in front of the Council’s throne and refuse to kneel, even when the Crown was trying to eat her alive.

“You listen to me when I say you’re not alone,” she added. “Return the favor.”

He ground his teeth.

“Fine,” he said at last. “But if anyone throws so much as a stale roll at you, I’m burning their shoes off.”

Her lips twitched.

“Deal.”

He grabbed his coat from the crate and shrugged it on as they started down the cracked street together, boots crunching in a thin layer of fresh snow. The cold bit at his fingers until he flexed them, letting a thin line of heat slip through his skin. Steam rose in lazy curls.

Around them, the city was waking.

Windows creaked open. Faces peered out—pale, hollow-eyed, framed by blankets and hastily donned scarves. Some watched in silence. Others called questions down to anyone who’d listen.

“Is it over?”

“Did the Council really fall?”

“Is it true the Crown was destroyed?”

“Who’s in charge now?”

Kael did what he’d done since he was old enough to carry a sword: he walked like he knew what he was doing, even when he didn’t.

“Elara,” someone hissed as they passed an alley narrowed by fallen stone. The speaker’s voice was thick with equal parts fear and awe. “That’s her.”

“Don’t look,” another muttered. “If she meets your eyes, she’ll freeze your heart.”

Elara’s shoulders tightened almost imperceptibly.

Kael shot a glare toward the alley. The whispers died abruptly.

“Let them talk,” he said under his breath.

“I don’t mind them talking,” she replied quietly. “I mind them being right.”

He had no answer to that.

They reached the old market square a few minutes later. Once a noisy tangle of stalls and shouting vendors, it now looked like a battlefield without corpses—just ruins and anger.

Two enormous iron cauldrons sat near the center, suspended over makeshift fire pits. Thin steam rose from within them, carrying the smell of broth stretched too far over too many mouths. Lines coiled away from each pot in opposite directions, split by hastily erected barriers made of crates and broken stall posts.

On one side stood people wrapped in the heavy furs of the northern quarter. On the other, the thinner coats and patched cloaks of the river districts and harbor. The line between them was almost painfully visible.

At the front of the northern queue, a broad-shouldered man with a beard stiff with frost argued with a woman whose hands were raw from scrubbing and saltwater.

“Our children were here first,” he snarled. “We slept on these stones to hold the place. You can’t just cut in because you don’t like your own line.”

“Our houses are gone,” the woman shot back. “The river took them. We carried what we could all night to get here. I won’t let my family starve because you think a blanket on the ground is a claim.”

Behind them, the crowd swelled and muttered, tension building like heat under a closed lid.

A few guards in mismatched armor hovered near the edges, looking unsure whether intervening would make things better or worse. One of them spotted Kael and Elara and straightened as if he’d just realized there were officers present.

“Sir,” he said, half-bowing. “We’ve tried to keep the lines separate, but—”

“You drew the line,” Kael said, taking in the scene. “Now no one wants to be on the wrong side of it.”

The guard flushed.

“We thought it would be easier,” he said. “The northerners have their own stores, the harbor folk had theirs. Mixing them felt like asking for a fight.”

“You got one anyway,” Elara said.

Her eyes moved from face to face—flushed, pinched, hungry. Children clung to their parents’ coats, stamping their feet against the cold. An old woman near the back of the river line clutched a chipped bowl so tightly her knuckles blanched.

The air smelled of broth and bitterness.

Kael stepped forward, using the full weight of the voice that had once carried over training yards and battlefield camps.

“Enough,” he called.

The word cracked across the square like a spark.

Heads turned.

Some of the muttering died.

“I don’t care who slept on what stones,” he said, once he had enough attention. “Or which street you came from. If you’re here, you’re hungry. So either we feed people, or we stand here arguing until the fires go out and the soup freezes on the ladles.”

A ripple of uneasy laughter ran through the crowd.

The bearded northerner scowled.

“You expect us to just let them push in?”

“No,” Kael said. “I expect you to remember that two days ago, the river flooded half the lower quarter and strangers hauled your people out of windows with ropes. The world cracked. The Council fell. Whatever lines we had on maps and in our heads are gone.”

He gestured around them.

“All we have is this. This square. These fires. These hands.”

He nodded toward the cauldrons.

“We’ll serve from both sides,” he said. “One bowl from the north, one from the river, alternating. If anyone tries to skip the turn, they go to the back. If anyone starts a fight, they eat last—after every child here has a full bowl.” His gaze sharpened. “Anyone want to argue with that?”

Silence spread through the front ranks.

Then someone near the back—he couldn’t see who—called out, “What about you, Fire-Fists? You eating?”

Kael shrugged.

“I’ll eat when everyone else is done,” he said. “If there’s anything left.”

It wasn’t meant to be dramatic. It was simply the way he’d been taught: commander eats last. Sometimes he forgot other people weren’t raised on that rule.

The effect in the square, though, was immediate.

Tension seeped out of a few shoulders. People shifted, re-forming the lines without pushing. Some still grumbled, but the sharp edge of the argument dulled.

He turned to the nearest guards.

“Four of you on the ladles, two from each side,” he said. “Rotate every quarter hour. Keep count. If one cauldron empties first, we refill it from the other. No favorites.”

They jumped to obey, relief plain on their faces.

Elara watched him with an unreadable expression.

When he finally stepped back to her side, she murmured, “You’re very good at this.”

“At what?” he asked.

“Making people believe you know what you’re doing.”

He huffed.

“I do know what I’m doing,” he said. “I’m stalling until Lysander finds a way to get more food from the storehouses that didn’t collapse.”

“And if he doesn’t?”

“Then we lie and water the broth more.”

She snorted softly.

It wasn’t much, but in the middle of a cracked city, the sound felt like sunlight.

A child slipped out of the line then—a little girl with a wool cap that kept sliding down over her eyes. She tugged timidly at Elara’s cloak.

Elara blinked, surprised, and looked down.

“Yes?” she asked.

The girl studied her with fierce seriousness.

“Are you the Winter Queen?” she demanded.

The nearest adults sucked in their breath. A few took a step back, as if expecting ice to explode from the cobblestones.

Elara’s shoulders stiffened.

Kael saw the flicker of panic cross her face—the instinct to step away, to deny, to vanish.

She didn’t.

Slowly, she knelt so she was level with the girl’s eyes.

“I was,” she said quietly. “A little. For a while.”

“Are you the reason the sky is broken?” the girl asked.

The question hung between them like frost.

Elara swallowed.

“I’m the reason the Crown that hurt people is gone,” she said. “The sky broke when it did. Sometimes when you smash something powerful and cruel, it doesn’t die cleanly.”

The girl considered this.

“Can you fix it?” she asked.

The whole square seemed to lean in.

Elara was silent for a long moment.

Kael wanted to step in, to distract the child, to change the subject, to shield Elara from the weight of a question no one should ever have to answer.
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