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            THE HUNT BEGINS

          

        

      

    

    
      Valira's eyes snapped open, stinging with the frigid air. She could feel the sharp bite of the cold against her skin, but she didn't flinch. The snow beneath her had melted from the heat of her body, leaving a damp spot on her clothes. Glimpses of steel-colored sky peeked through heavy clouds, casting a dreary light on the snowy landscape. With a shiver, she sat up and brushed off frost from her hair, revealing strands as white as the ground beneath her. Something was off about this morning, and Valira couldn't shake the feeling of unease that settled in her gut.

      Sinking deeper into the snow, Valira struggled to move her numbed fingers. Despite the frozen world around her, a simmering heat pulsed in her chest. It was the only thing keeping her going.

      She stood up and took in her surroundings. Trees were stripped bare of leaves, their branches coated in a layer of ice. The air smelled of snow, crisp and clean, like freshly washed laundry. How had she ended up here? She couldn't remember anything before a sharp pain and the feeling of falling.

      As she walked forward, she noticed something strange: her feet left no footprints in the snow. She blinked and tried to clear the fog in her mind. With each step, her heartbeat remained steady, almost unnaturally so. The silence of the forest seemed to stretch on forever.

      Until a sudden sound shattered it - a distant howl that sent shivers down Valira's spine.

      A small crack echoed through the stillness of the forest, causing Valira to freeze in her tracks. She immediately became alert, her senses sharpening as she scanned the area for signs of danger. And then she saw him, a figure cloaked in dark fur, standing at the edge of the clearing with an air of silent menace.

      His eyes were piercing, cold and calculating as they locked onto hers and his hand rested on the hilt of a long, silver blade. Valira's heart raced, fear gripping at her chest. She didn't know who this stranger was or what he wanted, but she knew he wasn’t here to help her.

      In trepidation, Valira raised her hand and felt a warmth spreading through her chest, traveling down her arm and into her fingers. The snow at her feet melted in a perfect circle, steam rising from the ground. She was both amazed and terrified by this unfamiliar power coursing through her veins.

      The man hesitated for a moment, his grip on his sword loosening as he looked down at the melted snow with surprise. He spoke in a low, measured voice. "You shouldn't be here."

      Valira's heart pounded in her ears as she responded defiantly, "Neither should you."

      But before either of them could say anything else, a distant rumble grew louder and shook the ground beneath them. Valira turned to see a fireball hurtling towards them from behind the man. In a split-second decision, the force of the fire threw him aside, colliding with a nearby tree and setting it ablaze.

      Valira stumbled back in shock as figures emerged from shadows engulfed in flames. Their eyes glowed with an eerie orange light that matched the color of the forest fire surrounding them.

      They were not human.
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        * * *

      

      Valira's skin prickled as the heat from the fire engulfed her, but it was more than just the flames that made her uneasy. The eyes of the approaching figures glowed like embers and their movements crackling with an otherworldly energy. She took a step back, her heart pounding in her chest.

      As the man struggled to his feet behind her, Valira's eyes darted between him and the fiery figures. She felt a surge of hope that he would protect her, but his next words shattered that illusion. He barked at the creatures, positioning himself between them and Valira, sword at the ready. "Stay back," he commanded. "This one is mine."

      The creatures paused, amused by his bravado. The leader - a tall woman with skin like molten lava and hair that burned like fire - hissed out a biting response, "Yours? She belongs to the Ash Court."

      Valira's confusion turned to fear as she heard those words. The Ash Court? Her? It didn’t make sense, but she had no time to dwell on it as the fiery woman raised her hand and shot a stream of fire directly at the man.

      With quick reflexes, he dodged to the side, his cloak singed by the heat. Valira felt a surge of gratitude towards him, but then he turned to her with urgency in his eyes. "Run."

      For a moment, Valira hesitated—where could she possibly run to? But there was no time for questions as another blast of fire erupted behind her. With shaking legs, she turned and fled into the forest, the sounds of battle ringing in her ears. Fire clashed with ice as she ran, but she didn't dare look back. All she could think about was surviving this chaotic encounter.

      As she sprinted through the dense forest, Valira's calves ached and her lungs burned with each gasping breath. The trees raced by in a green blur, but still she pushed herself faster, desperate to escape. Suddenly, a figure appeared ahead of her, standing tall and unharmed despite the raging fire that surrounded them.

      Valira skidded to a stop, her heart pounding against her ribcage. It was him—the man with ice-blue eyes that seemed to see right through her. He took a step closer, his voice calm and unnerving.

      "Where do you think you're going?" he said, reaching out to grab her arm with an ice-cold grip. Valira tried to pull away, but his strength was impossible to overcome. Panic rose in her chest as she frantically searched for an escape, but the man's words stopped her.

      "You can't outrun them," he whispered. "And you can't outrun me."

      Her mind raced as she tried to process his words. Who was this man? And why did his touch feel so strangely familiar?

      Before she could find an answer, he spoke again. "I was sent to kill you."

      Valira's stomach dropped at his chilling words. She should have been terrified, but she felt a strange sense of inevitability wash over her. Of course, someone had been sent to kill her. It made sense.

      "Why haven't you?" she asked in a shaky voice.

      The man's stony gaze flickered for a moment before returning to its steady state. "I haven’t yet," he replied cryptically.

      A shiver ran down Valira's spine as she realized the gravity of the situation. But despite her fear, there was something about this man that compelled her to ask one more question.

      "Who are you?" she whispered.

      For a split second, his eyes softened with a hint of remorse before hardening once more. "I am your assassin."

      The man's grip on Valira's arm was firm, his dark eyes flickering with indecision. For a moment, they stood in tense silence as he studied her face, trying to decide whether to trust her. Finally, he let go of her and muttered, "Something's not right. You're not what they said you were."

      Before Valira could ask for clarification, a loud roar echoed through the forest behind them. She turned just in time to see a woman wreathed in flames running towards them, setting the trees ablaze in her wake. Panic set in as Valira realized she was being pursued.

      Without hesitation, the man grabbed her hand and pulled her towards a denser part of the forest. "Run!" he commanded, his voice brooking no argument.

      Valira ran beside him, their feet pounding against the frozen ground as they fled from their pursuer. But it wasn't just fear that drove them forward - there was a sense of urgency building inside Valira, something warm and powerful that threatened to burst forth at any moment.

      They reached the edge of a frozen ravine and skidded to a stop. The man quickly assessed their surroundings before turning to Valira with determination in his eyes.

      “You can't run forever," the fiery woman yelled. "She belongs to the Ash Court. Hand her over and I'll spare your life."

      Valira's heart raced as she tried to make sense of everything. Fire, ice, courts - it all felt like pieces of a puzzle that refused to fit together. But one thing was clear: this woman wanted more than just Valira's capture.

      Before Valira could say anything, the man called out, his voice steely. "I don't care which court she belongs to. She's not yours!"

      He raised his hand, and suddenly the air shifted. Ice spread from his fingertips, forming a bridge of frozen water over the ravine.

      "Now," he said, his voice urgent but determined, "Run."
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        * * *

      

      As they raced across the icy bridge, each step cracking beneath their feet, Valira could feel the frigid air biting at her skin. The man beside her was swift and sure-footed, his dark hair whipping in the wind as he gripped her hand. Behind them, a woman wreathed in flames screamed in anger, her fiery tendrils licking at the edges of the bridge but unable to cross the expanse of ice.

      Valira's heart pounded with every step, and she could feel a heat building inside her that was unfamiliar and intense. Just as they reached the other side of the ravine, the ice bridge crumbled beneath their feet with a deafening roar. Without stopping, the man pulled her into the thick cover of trees, his grip unyielding and his pace relentless.

      "Where are we going?" Valira gasped, struggling to keep up.

      "Anywhere she can't follow," he replied sharply, scanning their surroundings with wary eyes. "We need to find shelter."

      Valira's legs burned with exhaustion, but she pushed herself to keep running. The forest seemed to close in on them, the towering trees forming a dense canopy that blocked out the sun. After what felt like hours, the man finally slowed down and led her behind a massive boulder covered in frost.

      The cold seeped into Valira's bones, but she could feel something warm and powerful coursing through her veins, keeping her from freezing. The man released her wrist and took a step back, his breath visible in the chilly air. For the first time, she noticed how young he was—no older than she—with sharp features and a strong jawline. He ran a hand through his dark hair, his expression grim and determined.

      Valira's heart raced as she collapsed against the rough surface of a boulder. Her companion muttered something under his breath and looked over his shoulder. The sense of danger was palpable in the air.

      "Who was that?" Valira asked, her voice trembling. "Why is she after me?"

      The man turned to face her, his expression hard and guarded. "That was one of the Ash Court's hunters. They've been searching for you for a long time."

      Valira's confusion grew as she tried to make sense of everything. "Me? But why? I don't even know who I am. I don't remember⁠—"

      "Exactly," he cut her off, his voice cold and detached. "You don't remember because they made sure of it. They wiped your memories, hid you away, and now they want you back."

      A surge of fear and anger rushed through Valira's veins. "Why would anyone do that?"

      "Because you have power," the man said, his gaze flickering with an unreadable emotion. "A power that could tip the scales in the ongoing war between our realms."

      Valira's mind reeled at this revelation. She didn't understand why she had this power or how it could be so dangerous.

      "And what about you?" she asked, her voice shaking slightly. "How do you fit into all this?"

      The man's jaw tensed as he crossed his arms over his chest. "I was sent to kill you," he said bluntly.

      Valira felt like the ground had dropped out from under her. "Kill me?"

      He nodded grimly. "My father, the King of the Snow Court, ordered your death. He sees you as a threat to our kingdom."

      Valira couldn't believe what she was hearing. None of this made sense—the Ash Court wanting her, the Snow Court wanting her dead, and this strange power that she couldn't control. She stumbled backward, her heart pounding in her chest.

      "Please," she pleaded with the man. "I don't understand any of this. Can you help me?"

      The man's expression softened for a moment before hardening again. "I was sent to kill you, but I won't do it. Not without hearing your side of the story first."

      Valira's eyes widened at his words. Was there a chance for her to survive after all? To find out who she truly was? She could only hope as the man continued to speak about the dangers that awaited them in the coming days.

      Valira's heart was racing as she whispered, "What am I?" to the man standing before her. His eyes softened for a fleeting moment, but then the coldness returned. He replied, "You're the Ash Princess—born of fire and flame, destined to destroy." Her stomach twisted at his words, and she desperately shook her head in denial. She couldn't be a destroyer.

      But then he asked if she had felt it - the heat inside her, the fire that burned within. Valira looked down at her trembling hands, remembering the flames that had burst from her when the Ash hunters attacked. It was all too much to comprehend.

      "I don't want to destroy anything," she whimpered.

      The man sighed, his face softening slightly. "I know. But that doesn't change the fact that you're a danger to both courts."

      Desperation crept into Valira's voice as she asked why he hadn't killed her yet. He hesitated before answering, his gaze searching hers. "Because you're not what I expected. You're... different."

      Her heart skipped a beat at his words, but she didn't dare believe them fully. "Different how?"

      The man looked away, struggling to find the right words. "I can't explain it. But there's something about you... something that doesn't match everything I've been told. And until I figure out what that is, I'm not going to end your life."

      Relief flooded through Valira's chest at his words, but it was short-lived. She couldn't ignore the truth - he was here to kill her.

      She swallowed hard and mustered up enough courage to ask for his name. He met her gaze and finally replied, "Caelan. Prince of the Snow Court."
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        * * *

      

      “Caelan,” Valira repeated, the name sounding foreign on her tongue. She studied him carefully, trying to reconcile the person standing in front of her with the one who had been sent to end her life. A prince—someone who lived in castles, commanded armies—now standing with her in the wilderness, his mission unclear. Her pulse quickened as the weight of his admission sank in.

      “Prince of the Snow Court,” she murmured, still trying to grasp the enormity of it. She had only heard fragments about the courts in her hazy memory—legends, mostly. Snow and Ash. Cold and flame. Endless war.

      But now, standing face-to-face with the prince, she realized those stories were very real.

      “Why do they want me dead?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. “I don’t understand.”

      Caelan’s jaw tightened, and he turned his gaze toward the forest, scanning the shadows. “You’re not just any Ash Princess. You’re the product of a forbidden union—fire and ice. The Snow Court believes you’re a weapon, one that could destroy both kingdoms.”

      Valira’s heart raced, her mind spinning with the new information. Her? A weapon? The words made no sense. She had no memory of any union, no recollection of being anything but... lost. But deep down, the warmth simmering beneath her skin, the way her powers had erupted in the heat of danger—it was undeniable.

      “They think I’m dangerous,” she said, more to herself than to him. “But I don’t even know how to use these powers. I didn’t ask for them.”

      Caelan glanced at her, something softening in his gaze. “Maybe that’s why I haven’t killed you,” he admitted quietly. “You don’t seem like the weapon they fear.”

      Valira’s breath caught in her throat. “So, what now?”

      Before Caelan could answer, a rustling sound came from the trees. Both of them tensed, their eyes snapping to the darkened forest. The silence that followed was thick and unnerving, broken only by the faint crackle of leaves underfoot.

      Suddenly, a fiery arrow shot through the air, embedding itself into the tree just inches from Valira’s head. She gasped and ducked, her heart leaping into her throat.

      “They’ve found us,” Caelan growled, drawing his sword in one fluid motion. His stance shifted, his entire body bristling with readiness as his eyes darted across the shadows.

      Valira barely had time to react before another arrow flew, this one aimed directly at her chest. But before it could strike, Caelan moved too fast for her follow, deflecting the arrow with a sharp flick of his blade. Sparks flew, the air hissing with the clash of fire and steel.

      “Run,” Caelan commanded, his voice rough with urgency. “I’ll hold them off.”

      Valira froze, her mind racing. Running felt like the only option, but something deep inside her told her she couldn’t leave him here—not alone, not against whatever was coming.

      But before she could protest, the forest erupted in flames. Figures, cloaked in fire, stepped out from the shadows, their eyes glowing like molten embers. There were more of them now—at least six. All armed, all moving with deadly precision.

      Valira’s breath hitched as one of them stepped forward, a man with flames licking at his fingertips, his eyes trained on her like a predator watching its prey.

      “The Ash Queen sends her regards,” he hissed, raising his hand. Fire swirled in his palm, ready to strike.

      Valira’s pulse pounded in her ears. She could feel the fire inside her responding, like a spark igniting in her chest. It wanted to be unleashed, to match the flames that surrounded them, but she didn’t know how to control it. Panic surged through her.

      Caelan moved in front of her, his sword raised, his voice a low growl. “You’ll have to go through me first.”

      The man sneered, but before he could attack, Valira felt something shift inside her—something powerful, something terrifying. The heat in her chest swelled, rising like a wave, and before she could stop it, flames erupted from her hands, surging toward the enemy in a fiery arc.

      The man screamed as the fire engulfed him, his body consumed in a blaze of orange and red. The other attackers staggered back, shocked by the sudden display of power.

      Valira gasped, stumbling as the fire inside her receded, leaving her breathless and shaken. She looked down at her hands, still trembling, her heart racing with fear and disbelief.

      “What... what just happened?” she whispered.

      Caelan turned to her, his expression unreadable. “You tapped into your power.”

      “I didn’t mean to,” she stammered, her voice shaky.

      Caelan’s eyes softened, but only for a moment. “Doesn’t matter. We have to move. Now.”

      Without another word, he grabbed her hand, pulling her away from the scene of destruction. The forest blurred as they ran, the heat from the battle still lingering in the air.

      But in the pit of her stomach, Valira knew the real battle was only just beginning.
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        * * *

      

      Valira’s pulse hammered in her ears as she and Caelan wove through the dense, frostbitten trees, their footsteps muted by the snow underfoot. The fire in her chest had dimmed, but its echo lingered—an unsettling reminder of the power she couldn’t control. The attackers were behind them, distant for now, but she could still feel the heat from their approach in the air. There was no time to stop, no time to question what had just happened.

      Caelan’s grip on her hand was tight, guiding her through the labyrinth of ice-bound trees, his breath steady and focused. He didn’t speak. He didn’t need to. The silence between them was thick with tension, but also something else—an understanding that their survival now depended on each other.

      After what felt like miles, they finally reached the edge of the forest, where the trees thinned, giving way to a vast, frozen plain. Caelan slowed, glancing over his shoulder to check if they were still being followed. The sky had darkened, clouds gathering overhead, and the wind cut sharply against Valira’s skin.

      “We need to rest,” Caelan said, his voice low and cautious. “But not here. We’ll be too exposed.”

      Valira nodded, her breath coming in ragged gasps, exhaustion threatening to overtake her. The power she had unleashed earlier had drained her more than she realized. Every muscle in her body ached, and her legs felt like they might give out at any moment.

      They moved toward a rocky outcrop, a jagged formation rising out of the snow like a forgotten ruin. It provided some cover from the biting wind, and Caelan motioned for her to sit. She collapsed onto the cold stone, her mind still racing from everything that had happened.

      For a long time, they sat in silence; the wind howling. Valira stared at her hands, the memory of the fireball she had conjured flashing through her mind. She didn’t know how she had done it, didn’t understand what had triggered it. But the fear that had gripped her in that moment... it had felt like she was losing control.

      “Are you all right?” Caelan asked, his voice softer than before.

      Valira looked up, meeting his gaze. For a prince sent to kill her, there was an odd gentleness in his eyes—an understanding, perhaps, of what it meant to carry a burden like hers.

      “I... I don’t know,” she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. “That fire... I didn’t mean for it to happen. I just...”

      Caelan nodded, his expression grim. “That’s what makes you dangerous. The Ash Court will use that power, and the Snow Court will fear it. It’s why they want you gone.”

      “But I don’t want to hurt anyone,” Valira said, her voice trembling. “I don’t even know how to control this.”

      “You will have to learn,” Caelan said, his tone firm. “If you can’t, then they’ll use you... or kill you.”

      Valira shuddered at his words. The weight of her situation pressed down on her like an avalanche. She was trapped between forces, both determined to use her or destroy her. And the worst part? She didn’t even know who she really was. The memories of her life before the forest were a blank slate, leaving her to piece together the fragments of a history she didn’t remember.

      Caelan’s gaze softened as he watched her struggle with the realization. “Look, I’m not your enemy,” he said quietly. “I was sent here on a mission, but everything has changed. Whatever you are, whatever power you have, I think it’s more than either of the courts understand.”

      Valira blinked, surprised by the sincerity in his voice. “Then why help me?”

      Caelan hesitated, his eyes flickering with uncertainty. “Because I don’t think you’re the threat my father believes you are. And... maybe because I don’t want to be the one who decides your fate.”

      Valira’s heart thudded painfully in her chest. There was so much she didn’t understand—about herself, about the world she had been thrust into, about Caelan. He was a prince, a hunter, someone bound by loyalty to the Snow Court, yet here he was, standing between her and the forces trying to claim her life.

      A heavy silence hung between them as the wind howled louder, carrying with it the promise of an approaching storm. Valira wrapped her arms around herself, trying to ward off the chill creeping into her bones. But it wasn’t just the cold. It was the fear—the fear of what she might become if she couldn’t control the fire within her.

      “We can’t stay here,” Caelan said after a long pause. “The storm will cover our tracks, but it’ll freeze us if we don’t move.”

      Valira nodded, struggling to her feet. Every part of her ached, but she knew he was right. They couldn’t stop now. Not when the Ash Court was still hunting them.

      As they moved through the growing wind, Valira stole a glance at Caelan. He had saved her life—more than once now. And even though she couldn’t fully trust him, something inside her told her he was more than just her enemy.

      She just hoped she wouldn’t regret it.

      The storm swept in quickly, snow whipping through the air like icy daggers. But even through the haze, Valira felt a strange pull, something deep inside her stirring, guiding her toward something she couldn’t yet see.

      And in that moment, she realized her journey was only just beginning.
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            THE COURT OF ASH

          

        

      

    

    
      Caelan stood at the cave entrance, the wind howling outside as he peered into the swirling snow. His sword, still sheathed at his side, felt heavier than usual, weighed down by more than the battles they had just fought. The air inside the cave was cold, but it was nothing compared to the frost creeping through his thoughts.

      Valira had fallen asleep against the rocky wall, her breath steady, her body still recovering from the burst of power she’d unleashed. Caelan watched her for a long moment, the flicker of flames from her earlier display still fresh in his mind. It wasn’t just her power that unsettled him—it was the way she had balanced the fire and ice, a harmony he hadn’t thought possible.

      His father had been wrong. Valira wasn’t just some weapon to be destroyed. She was more. And that terrified him.

      He turned his gaze back to the storm, his thoughts churning. The Snow Court wouldn’t stop hunting her. Neither would the Ash Court. And now, caught between both worlds, Caelan was forced to make a choice he hadn’t been prepared for.

      There was a movement behind him, and he turned to see Valira stirring. She blinked, groggy but alert, her eyes flicking toward him with a mixture of exhaustion and curiosity.

      “Didn’t think you’d get any sleep,” Caelan said quietly, his voice barely audible over the wind.

      “I didn’t mean to,” Valira admitted, sitting up and rubbing her eyes. “But I guess my body had other plans.”

      Caelan nodded, his gaze still distant. He could sense the question lingering on her lips—the question she had every right to ask. Why was he helping her? Why hadn’t he killed her? Caelan wasn’t sure of the answer anymore.

      “I don’t understand you,” Valira said suddenly, breaking the silence.

      He looked at her, brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”

      “You could’ve finished me back there,” she continued, her voice soft but unwavering. “You had orders and plenty of chances. But you haven’t.”

      Caelan didn’t respond immediately, his fingers tightening around the hilt of his sword as he considered his answer. The easy response would’ve been to say that he was biding his time, waiting for the right moment. But it wasn’t the truth, and they both knew it.

      “I told you,” he said after a long pause. “You’re not what I expected.”

      Valira’s eyes narrowed, suspicion flickering in her gaze. “And what did you expect?”

      Caelan let out a slow breath, his gaze dropping to the floor. “I expected a monster. A force of destruction. But you’re not that.”

      She said nothing, but he could feel the weight of her stare, the silent challenge hanging between them. Valira would not be satisfied with vague reassurances. She needed answers. And so did he.

      He stepped away from the cave entrance, kneeling beside her, his expression serious. “You don’t know what you’re capable of,” he said. “The courts fear you because they’ve never seen anything like you. But that doesn’t mean you’re the threat they think you are.”

      Valira met his gaze, her voice soft but filled with determination. “I don’t want to be a threat. I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

      “I know,” Caelan said. “But until you learn to control what’s inside you, the courts won’t see it that way.”

      She bit her lip, her eyes filled with uncertainty. “How do I control it? I barely know what I’m doing.”

      Caelan’s jaw tightened. He didn’t have an answer for that, either. He had spent his life mastering the cold, honing the power of ice that flowed through his veins. But Valira... she was something entirely different. A force that couldn’t be bound by a single element.

      “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But I’ll help you figure it out.”

      Her eyes widened, surprise flashing across her face. “Why? Why would you help me when you were sent to kill me?”

      Caelan hesitated, his mind racing through the reasons he had told himself over and over. Duty. Guilt. Curiosity. But deep down, there was something else—a flicker of something he didn’t want to name.

      “Because I think you’re the key to ending this war,” he said, his voice low. “And because... maybe I don’t want to follow my orders anymore.”

      Valira looked at him, a mixture of hope and doubt swirling in her gaze. She was struggling to understand her power, identity, and role in a world that deemed her dangerous. Caelan understood that. Despite controlling her power, enemies would surround her on the road ahead.

      The storm outside died down, the howling wind softening into a faint whisper. Caelan stood, his expression hardening once more as he strapped his sword to his side.

      “We need to move before they find us again,” he said, offering his hand to her. “The Ash Court won’t stop until they have you.”

      Valira took his hand, her grip firm despite the uncertainty in her eyes. She stood beside him, her shoulders squared as if preparing for the weight of what was coming.

      “And the Snow Court?” she asked quietly.

      Caelan’s jaw clenched. “They won’t stop either. But I won’t let them take you.”

      Valira nodded, and without another word, they stepped out into the fading storm, the frozen wasteland stretching before them. Valira, for the first time, felt hope despite the long, dangerous journey ahead.

      She wasn’t alone. Not anymore.

      Maybe she could control the warring fire and ice.
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        * * *

      

      The snowstorm had subsided into a faint, icy breeze, leaving a thick blanket of white across the forest floor. Valira and Caelan trudged through the snow in silence, their breath forming misty clouds in the cold air. The storm may have passed, but the weight of their situation hadn’t lifted.

      Valira’s mind was a jumble of thoughts, her earlier dream still echoing in the back of her mind like a half-forgotten memory. The queen’s fiery resemblance felt too real to be a mere dream. And now, with Caelan’s revelations, the pieces were falling into place.

      Her mother had tried to unite the Courts of Snow and Ash, and it had destroyed her. Valira’s stomach twisted at the thought. What if she made the same mistake? And brought nothing but ruin?

      “Caelan,” she began, her voice tentative as they continued through the snow. “Do you think my mother was wrong? Trying to unite the courts, I mean.”

      Caelan’s expression was guarded, his gaze fixed ahead. “I don’t know enough to say for certain. But if your mother believed she could control both fire and ice, it was more than just ambition. She must have had a reason.”

      Valira shivered, not from the cold, but from the weight of his words. “But she failed. She lost control of the power.”

      “Maybe,” Caelan replied, his voice calm. “But we don’t know what happened to her in the end. Maybe it wasn’t her power that failed—maybe it was the courts themselves.”

      Valira frowned, her thoughts clouded with confusion. She had been so focused on suppressing her power, so terrified of what she might become, that she hadn’t considered the possibility that her mother’s failure wasn’t entirely her fault. What if it was the courts that had driven her to destruction? What if this whole war, this endless conflict between fire and ice, was built on a foundation of fear and misunderstanding?

      As they walked, Valira’s thoughts drifted back to her dream—the vision of the fiery queen consumed by flames. She could still feel the heat from it, the overwhelming fire that had nearly burned her from the inside out. It wasn’t just a memory; it was a warning.

      “There has to be more to it,” Valira muttered to herself, her brow furrowed.

      Caelan shot her a sidelong glance. “What do you mean?”

      “The dream I had... It felt like more than just a memory. Like there was something else my mother wanted me to see. Or something she wanted to tell me.”

      Caelan slowed his pace, his gaze sharp. “You think your mother is reaching out to you from beyond the grave?”

      Valira hesitated, her pulse quickening. “I don’t know. I can’t ignore the sense that there’s more to this, something I have to comprehend.”

      Caelan’s jaw tightened, his expression unreadable. “If that’s true, then we need to find answers. And quickly. The courts won’t give us much time.”

      Valira nodded, her mind already racing ahead. Unsure where to begin, she couldn’t uncover her mother’s truth. But one thing was certain—her fate may mirror it. She could lose herself to the power inside her, just as her mother had.

      They walked in silence, the snow crunching beneath their boots. Valira’s thoughts were spinning, but she couldn’t ignore the strange sense of urgency growing in her chest. She didn’t just need to control the power within her—she needed to understand it. To understand why it existed, and what her mother had truly intended.

      “We should rest soon,” Caelan said after a while, glancing up at the sky, which was darkening as night approached. “The storm has passed, but the temperature will plummet once the sun goes down.”

      Valira nodded, though the idea of resting again so soon made her uneasy. Time felt like a luxury they couldn’t afford, especially with the Ash Court still hunting them.

      As they reached a small clearing, Caelan motioned for her to stop. The snow was deep here, but the thick canopy of trees blocked the worst of the wind. Caelan cleared a patch of ground for a fire, his movements quick and efficient.

      Valira crouched beside him, watching as he worked. “You’re pretty good at this,” she said, trying to lighten the mood.

      Caelan gave her a small, fleeting smile. “Survival isn’t optional in the Snow Court.”

      Valira’s heart ached at the reminder of the life he had left behind. He was risking everything by helping her—his duty, his loyalty to his kingdom, and perhaps even his life. And yet, here he was, fighting beside her, despite everything.

      “I’m sorry,” Valira said softly, her voice barely audible over the wind.

      Caelan paused, his eyes flicking to hers in surprise. “For what?”

      “For dragging you into this,” she continued, her gaze dropping to the snow. “For putting you in a position where you have to choose between your kingdom and⁠—”

      “Don’t,” Caelan interrupted, his voice firm. “This was my choice. No one forced me to help you.”

      Valira looked up, meeting his gaze. There was a sincerity in his eyes that made her chest tighten. She didn’t know what to say, didn’t know how to express the gratitude—and guilt—she felt.

      Before she could respond, a crack echoed through the trees, followed by the unmistakable sound of footsteps crunching snow.

      Caelan was on his feet in an instant, his hand on the hilt of his sword, his eyes scanning the forest.

      “They’ve found us,” he muttered, his voice low and tense.

      Valira’s heart pounded in her chest as she stood, her body tensing. She could feel the fire stirring within her, the heat rising in her veins.

      The Ash Court was closing in.
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        * * *

      

      Valira’s pulse quickened, the crack of footsteps echoing in the quiet forest as her heart thudded in her chest. Caelan stood tense beside her, his hand hovering over the hilt of his sword. The fire in her veins stirred, the heat simmering beneath her skin, warning her of the danger creeping closer.

      She strained her ears, listening to the approach of their pursuers. Whoever it was, they were moving quickly—too quickly. Valira’s breath caught as she realized they weren’t alone anymore.

      “Stay low,” Caelan whispered, his voice tight as he crouched beside her. “We can’t let them surround us.”

      Valira nodded, dropping to the ground, the cold snow soaking through her cloak. Her mind raced, her senses heightened by the growing tension. She could feel the heat rising inside her, the fire eager to escape, but she fought to keep it in check. This wasn’t the time to lose control.

      Caelan’s eyes darted toward the trees, his expression hardening. “They’re coming from both sides.”

      Panic flickered through Valira, but she forced herself to stay calm. She couldn’t afford to lose her head now. Not when they were so close.

      “What do we do?” she whispered, her voice barely audible.

      “We fight,” Caelan replied, his tone resolute. He drew his sword, the blade gleaming in the fading light. “But we have to be smart. Stay behind me, and don’t use your power unless you have no choice. They’ll sense it.”

      Valira swallowed hard, her heart pounding in her chest. She knew he was right. The moment she unleashed her power, the Ash Court would know exactly where she was. But if they were outnumbered...

      Before she could ponder further, the first figure entered the clearing, his silhouette outlined in the dim light. He wore the dark robes of the Ash Court, his face obscured by a hood, but Valira could see the faint glow of fire flickering at his fingertips.

      The hunter.

      Behind him, two more figures emerged from the trees, their eyes locked onto Valira and Caelan. Their movements were slow, deliberate, like predators stalking their prey.

      Caelan tensed beside her, his grip on the sword tightening. “There’s no way around this,” he muttered under his breath. “When I move, follow my lead.”

      Valira’s throat tightened, her hands trembling as she nodded. The fire inside her was flaring now, desperate to be set free. But she held it back, just as Caelan had warned. For now.

      The lead hunter took a step forward, his hand raised, fire swirling in his palm. “The Ash Queen wants her alive,” he called out, his voice cold and commanding. “But the prince... you’re expendable.”

      Valira’s heart leapt in her chest as the hunter hurled the fireball toward Caelan. The flames shot through the air, crackling with deadly heat, but Caelan was already moving. In a blur of motion, he raised his sword, deflecting the fire with a burst of icy energy that sent the flames scattering harmlessly to the ground.

      The other two hunters lunged forward, their movements swift and precise. Valira gasped, her instincts kicking in as she stepped back, but Caelan was there, his sword flashing as he parried their attacks. Steel clashed with flame, the sound of battle filling the clearing as Caelan fought off the hunters with skill and precision.

      Valira’s breath came in ragged gasps as she watched, her body trembling with the effort of holding back the fire. She wanted to help him, to do something—anything—but Caelan’s words echoed in her mind. Don’t use your power unless you have no choice.

      One of the hunters broke off from the fight, his gaze locked onto Valira. Her heart pounded in her ears as he approached, his hands ablaze with fire. She stepped back, her breath catching in her throat as he raised his hand, preparing to strike.

      “I’ve got her,” he hissed, his eyes narrowing with malice.

      Time seemed to slow. Valira’s pulse quickened, and the fire inside her flared, a surge of heat rushing through her veins. She couldn’t hold it back anymore. Not this time.

      With a desperate cry, Valira raised her hands, the fire bursting from her palms in a fiery arc. The hunter barely had time to react before the flames engulfed him; his scream pierced the air as he staggered back, consumed by the inferno.

      Valira’s chest heaved, her hands trembling as the fire receded. The air shimmered with heat, the snow beneath her feet melting into water. She had done it—she had controlled the fire. But at what cost?

      Caelan turned, his eyes widening as he saw what she had done. “Valira, no!” he shouted, his voice filled with panic. “They’ll know where we are!”

      But it was too late. In the distance, Valira could already see more figures moving through the trees, drawn to the surge of power she had unleashed.

      The Ash Court was coming. And now, they knew exactly where to find her.
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        * * *

      

      Valira’s heart pounded as she watched more hunters emerge from the shadows of the forest, their eyes glowing with the same fiery light. Her hands trembled, the remnants of heat from her attack still burning in her palms.

      Caelan shot her a sharp look, his expression a mixture of frustration and fear. “We need to move, now!” he shouted, his voice cutting through the chaos.

      Valira nodded, her pulse racing. But as she took a step back, she felt the heat in the air intensify, the ground beneath her feet growing warmer. The hunters were closing in, their movements swift and deliberate, fire swirling in their hands.

      Panic surged through her. There were too many of them—more than she and Caelan could fight off on their own. She clenched her fists, the fire within her begging to be unleashed again, but she hesitated. The last time she’d used it, she had revealed their location. What if she made things worse?

      “We’ll never outrun them,” Valira said breathlessly, her gaze flicking to the hunters. “They’re too fast.”

      Caelan’s jaw tightened as he scanned the clearing. “We don’t need to outrun them,” he muttered. “We just need to slow them down.”

      Before Valira could respond, Caelan turned toward the advancing hunters and raised his hand. A blast of icy wind erupted from his palm, spreading across the ground in a wave of frost. The snow hardened instantly; the temperature plummeting as a sheet of ice formed beneath the hunters’ feet. The nearest one slipped, crashing to the ground, his fire extinguished in a puff of steam.

      “Run!” Caelan shouted, grabbing Valira’s hand and pulling her toward the trees.

      They sprinted into the forest, the cold air stinging Valira’s face as they wove through the trees. Her heart hammered in her chest, her breath coming in ragged gasps. Behind them, she could hear the shouts of the hunters, their frustration echoing through the woods as they struggled to regain their footing.

      But Valira knew it wouldn’t last. They couldn’t run forever.

      Caelan pulled her along, his pace relentless. He didn’t speak, his focus entirely on the path ahead. The trees grew denser, their branches forming a thick canopy overhead, blocking out what little light remained. With each step, the darkness deepened, turning the world into a realm of shadows and icy chill.

      Finally, they reached a small clearing, and Caelan slowed, his breath heavy from exertion. Valira doubled over, trying to catch her breath, her lungs burning from the cold air.

      “We can’t keep this up,” she gasped, her chest heaving. “They’ll find us.”

      Caelan’s expression was grim as he scanned the surrounding forest. “I know,” he said quietly. “But we have to keep moving. We’re too close to give up now.”

      Valira frowned, wiping the sweat from her brow. “Too close to what?”

      Caelan hesitated, his gaze flicking to her before he spoke. “There’s someone who can help us. A contact I trust. If we can reach them before the Ash Court catches up, we might stand a chance.”

      Valira’s heart sank. “Why didn’t you tell me this before?”

      “Because I wasn’t sure if we’d make it this far,” Caelan admitted, his voice low. “But now... we have no other choice.”

      Valira straightened, her mind racing. She didn’t know if she could trust him, didn’t know if this mysterious contact would be able to help, but they had no other options. The Ash Court was hunting her, and the Snow Court wanted her dead. Caelan was the only one standing between her and the forces that sought to destroy her.

      “Okay,” she said quietly. “Let’s go.”

      They moved through the trees again, this time slower, more cautious. The sounds of pursuit had faded, but Valira knew it wouldn’t be long before the hunters picked up their trail again. Every crack of a branch or rustle of leaves set her on edge, her nerves frayed from the constant tension.

      As they pushed deeper into the forest, the air grew colder, the snow beneath their feet crunching with every step. Valira shivered, pulling her cloak tighter around her shoulders, but the cold was a welcome relief compared to the heat that still simmered inside her. She had come so close to losing control, and the thought of what might have happened terrified her.

      Caelan walked ahead, his posture tense, his eyes scanning the surroundings with practiced vigilance. He hadn’t spoken much since they had fled the clearing, and Valira could feel the weight of unspoken words hanging between them. She wanted to ask him more about his contact, about what they would do once they reached safety, but she didn’t have the energy to press him.

      After what felt like hours, they finally reached the edge of the forest. Valira blinked against the sudden brightness as they stepped into an open field, the sun dipping low on the horizon, casting long shadows across the snow.

      “There,” Caelan said, pointing to a cluster of buildings in the distance. “We’re almost there.”

      Valira squinted, her heart leaping with hope. It looked like a small village, nestled at the base of a mountain, smoke curling from the chimneys of a few houses. Relief washed over her—maybe they had a chance after all.

      But before they could take another step, a loud crack split the air.

      Valira whirled around, her breath catching in her throat. Standing at the edge of the forest, the hunters had found them, fire blazing in their hands.

      The chase was over. They were cornered.
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        * * *

      

      Valira’s breath caught as she locked eyes with the lead hunter, his hand already raised, fire crackling at his fingertips. Caelan stepped in front of her, sword drawn. She could see the tension in his stance—there were too many of them, and they had nowhere left to run.

      The hunters advanced slowly, their footsteps crunching through the snow, the flames in their hands casting flickering shadows across the field. Valira’s pulse quickened, the fire in her chest surging with a mix of fear and desperation.

      They had reached the village, but it didn’t matter. The Ash Court wouldn’t stop until they had her.

      “We’re out of time,” Caelan muttered, his voice tight with frustration.

      Valira’s heart pounded in her chest. She couldn’t let this happen. Not here. Not like this. She had to do something.

      But what? If she unleashed the fire inside her, she risked losing control again. She risked becoming the very weapon the courts feared.

      “Valira,” Caelan said, his voice low and urgent. “You need to listen to me. You can’t fight them all.”

      Her breath hitched as she looked at him, panic rising in her chest. “Then what do we do?”

      Caelan’s eyes darkened, a fierce determination flashing in his gaze. “You run. I’ll hold them off.”

      Valira’s heart froze. “No. You can’t⁠—”

      “There’s no other choice,” Caelan interrupted, his tone sharp and urgent. “They want you. If I can buy you some time, you can make it to the village.” He caught her gaze, his expression softening just slightly as he reached into his pocket, pulling out a small, weathered map and pressing it into her hands.

      “Find the alley between the smithy and the baker’s shop—it’s narrow, with ivy crawling up the walls. Look for a door painted black with three iron studs shaped like a wolf’s head. Knock twice, then once more after a pause. My contact’s name is Lynel. They’ll keep you safe, no matter what happens.”

      Valira glanced down at the map, her fingers tracing the faded ink. “Are you sure they’ll help me?” she asked, her voice barely more than a whisper.

      Caelan’s gaze softened, and he nodded. “They owe me a life debt. They won’t turn you away.”

      Valira shook her head, her voice breaking. “I’m not leaving you.”

      “You have to,” Caelan said, his voice softer now. “You’re the one who can end this. Not me.”

      Tears blurred Valira’s vision as she looked at him, her chest aching with the weight of his words. She couldn’t lose him—not now, not after everything they had been through.

      But before she could say anything more, the hunters moved in, their flames roaring to life.

      Caelan stepped forward, his sword gleaming in the dying light.

      And Valira ran.
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      Valira’s feet pounded against the snow-covered ground, her heart hammering in her chest as she fled toward the village. The cold air bit at her skin, but she barely felt it—the fire inside her was raging, the heat building with every step. Caelan’s words echoed in her mind: You run. I’ll hold them off.

      The village loomed ahead, its silhouette dark against the snow-covered field, but every step she took felt like a betrayal. She didn’t want to leave him, didn’t want to abandon the only person who had stood by her, even when he had every reason not to. But what other choice did she have? If she stayed, they would both die.

      The sound of clashing steel and roaring flames filled the air behind her, and Valira’s chest tightened as she imagined Caelan fighting off the hunters alone. She had to make it to the village, had to find his contact—but the guilt gnawed at her, threatening to pull her back.

      Suddenly, a sharp pain stabbed through her chest, and she stumbled, gasping for breath. The fire inside her flared violently, burning hotter than ever before. Valira’s hands shook as she pressed them to her chest, trying to contain the power threatening to escape.

      No... not now, she thought desperately. She couldn’t lose control again—not here, not with Caelan’s life hanging in the balance.

      But the fire wouldn’t be denied. It surged within her, a relentless force that demanded to be unleashed. Valira’s vision blurred as she collapsed to her knees, the snow melting beneath her as flames flickered at her fingertips.

      “I can’t...” she whispered, her voice trembling. “I can’t control it.”

      The fire grew hotter, and for a moment, Valira was certain it would consume her completely. But then, through the haze of heat, she felt something else—a cold, steady presence, like a hand reaching through the flames.

      Caelan.

      Her breath caught as she realized what was happening. He was still fighting, still out there, risking everything for her. She couldn’t let him die. She couldn’t let this power destroy them both.

      With a shaky breath, Valira forced herself to stand, the fire still raging inside her. She couldn’t hold it back any longer. The hunters were too close, and Caelan was outnumbered. She had no choice.

      Her hands began to glow, the heat radiating from her palms as she turned back toward the forest. Flames flickered, and she clenched her fists, forcing the power to bend to her will.

      She wasn’t going to run anymore.

      Valira took a deep breath, the fire within her roaring to life, and she let it loose.

      A wave of flame shot out from her hands, scorching the snow and illuminating the darkening sky with a brilliant glow. The power surged through her veins, hotter and stronger than ever before, but this time, she wasn’t afraid.

      She was in control.

      The hunters halted, their eyes wide with shock as they saw the firestorm sweeping toward them. Caelan stood in the center of the battlefield, his sword raised, ice shimmering at his feet. His gaze locked onto hers, and for a moment, their eyes met—fire and ice, balanced in perfect harmony.

      And then, the flames reached the hunters.

      The air crackled with heat as the fire engulfed them, their screams lost in the roar of the inferno. Valira watched, her chest heaving, as the flames consumed everything in their path. The power within her was a force of destruction, but for the first time, she had wielded it with purpose.

      The flames flickered and died, leaving nothing but ash in their wake. The hunters were gone, reduced to nothing more than charred shadows on the snow.

      Valira stood trembling, her hands still warm from the fire, her breath ragged. The power had drained her, but she was still standing. She had done it.

      Caelan approached her slowly, his sword lowered, his expression unreadable. For a long moment, neither of them spoke. The village was quiet, the snow falling softly, the only sound the distant crackle of dying flames.

      “You came back,” Caelan said quietly, his voice filled with a mixture of surprise and something else—something Valira couldn’t quite name.

      She nodded, her throat tight. “I couldn’t leave you.”

      Caelan’s eyes softened, and for a moment, the weight of everything they had been through seemed to lift. They had survived, but the fight wasn’t over. The Ash Court would send more hunters, and the Snow Court would still see her as a threat.

      But for now, they had each other.

      Valira took a deep breath, the fire inside her finally quiet, and met Caelan’s gaze. “What now?”

      Caelan glanced toward the village, his expression serious. “We find my contact. And then, we figure out how to end this war—once and for all.”

      Valira nodded, a glimmer of hope settling over her. The path ahead was uncertain, but for the first time, they weren’t running anymore. They were ready to fight.
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        * * *

      

      The village loomed closer, its chimneys sending thin wisps of smoke into the darkening sky. Valira and Caelan moved through the last stretch of the snow-covered field in silence, the tension between them still palpable. The flickering warmth of firelight from the village was a welcome sight, but Valira knew the hardest part of their journey was still ahead.

      Her heart was heavy, the weight of what had just happened pressing down on her chest. She had unleashed her power again—this time fully, without restraint—and while it had saved them, the destruction it had left behind was undeniable. She could still feel the heat in her veins, like embers slowly burning beneath her skin. She wasn’t sure if she could control it again.

      They reached the edge of the village, where the first few buildings were huddled at the base of a towering mountain. The stone cottages were old and weathered, their windows glowing with the soft light of fires inside. The people here lived on the fringes of the courts’ conflicts, far enough from the Ash and Snow Kingdoms to avoid most of the fighting—but not far enough to escape the growing shadow of war.

      Caelan slowed his pace, his eyes scanning the narrow alleyways between the cottages. “We need to be careful,” he murmured. “Not everyone here is friendly to strangers.”

      Valira nodded, though her mind was elsewhere. She couldn’t shake the memory of the fire she had unleashed, couldn’t forget the look in Caelan’s eyes when he saw what she was capable of. He had trusted her to run, and instead, she had turned back and used the very thing he feared.

      They wound their way through the village, keeping to the shadows as they approached a larger building near the center of the settlement. Caelan led the way, his posture tense, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword.

      “This is it,” he said quietly as they reached the building. “My contact lives here. They’ll help us.”

      Valira’s pulse quickened. She wasn’t sure what she had expected, but the building in front of her looked no different from the other cottages—small, modest, with smoke curling from the chimney. But if Caelan believed this person could help, then she had no choice but to trust him.

      Caelan knocked on the door, his hand still resting on his sword, just in case. For a long moment, there was no response, and Valira’s heart began to race, fear creeping in. What if this contact had turned against them? What if the Ash Court had already found them?

      Just as Valira was about to speak, the door creaked open, revealing a tall figure cloaked in dark furs. The person’s face was shadowed, their features obscured, but their eyes gleamed with sharp intelligence.

      “Caelan,” the figure said, their voice low and calm. “You’re late.”

      Caelan let out a frosty breath. “We ran into some trouble,” he replied, glancing over his shoulder. “But we made it.”

      The figure stepped aside, gesturing for them to enter. “Come inside. Quickly.”

      Valira hesitated for only a moment before following Caelan into the small cottage. The interior was warm, the air filled with the scent of burning wood and herbs. The fire crackled in the hearth, casting flickering shadows across the stone walls. It felt like a different world from the frozen wasteland they had just left behind.

      The figure closed the door behind them and pulled back their hood, revealing a woman with sharp features and silver hair. Her eyes were calculating, taking in every detail of Valira and Caelan with a quick glance.

      “This is her, then?” the woman, Lynel, asked, her gaze settling on Valira.

      Caelan nodded. “Yes. Valira.”

      Lynel’s eyes narrowed slightly as she looked Valira up and down, as if measuring her worth. “You’ve made quite the impression already,” she said dryly. “The Ash Court is in chaos over what happened in the forest.”

      Valira’s heart skipped a beat. “How do you know?”

      Lynel smiled, a cold, knowing smile. “I hear things. And in times like these, news travels fast.”

      Valira’s mind raced, her thoughts swirling with questions. Who was this woman? How did she know so much about the Ash Court? And more importantly—what was her connection to Caelan?

      Lynel moved to the hearth, stirring the fire with a metal poker before turning back to them. “You’re in danger, Valira. More than you realize.”

      Valira swallowed hard, her throat tight. “I know that. The Ash Court won’t stop hunting me.”

      “It’s not just the Ash Court,” Lynel replied, her voice steady. “The Snow Court is watching, too. They know you’re powerful. And they’re afraid.”

      Caelan shifted beside her, his posture tense. “That’s why we came to you. We need your help.”

      Lynel studied them both for a long moment before nodding. “You’ve come to the right place. But what you’re asking for won’t be easy.”

      Valira frowned, confusion clouding her mind. “What are we asking for?”

      Lynel’s gaze flicked to Caelan, who remained silent, his expression unreadable. Then she looked back at Valira, her eyes sharp as ice. “You want to end the war, don’t you? To stop the courts from tearing each other apart?”

      Valira’s heart raced. “Yes, but—how?”

      Lynel’s expression hardened. “You have to understand, Valira, the fire inside you isn’t just a weapon. It’s part of something much larger. Something that has been building for generations.”

      Valira’s breath caught, her pulse quickening. “What do you mean?”

      Lynel stepped closer, her eyes gleaming with a cold intensity. “You’re not the first to possess both fire and ice. Your mother—she tried to unite the courts, but she failed. She didn’t understand the full extent of her power. But you... you have the chance to finish what she started.”

      Valira’s mind reeled. She had known her mother’s legacy was tied to the courts, but this... it was too much. Too overwhelming.

      “I don’t even know how to control it,” she whispered, her voice trembling. “How am I supposed to finish what she couldn’t?”

      Lynel’s gaze softened, just slightly. “You’ll learn. With Caelan’s help, and mine, you’ll learn to control both fire and ice. But you need to be prepared. The courts won’t give up their power without a fight.”

      Valira’s heart pounded in her chest, fear and hope warring within her. She had come so far, fought so hard, and yet the path ahead seemed more uncertain than ever. But there was no turning back now. She had to find a way to control the power inside her—for herself, for Caelan, and for the future of both courts.

      “I’m ready,” Valira said quietly, her voice steady despite the fear in her chest.

      Lynel smiled, a small, cold smile. “Good. Then we begin.”
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        * * *

      

      The small room within the cottage grew even quieter after Lynel’s declaration. Valira’s heart still pounded in her chest, the weight of what she had agreed to sinking deeper into her bones. Control both fire and ice? Finish what her mother had started? It all seemed impossible, but she had no choice. She had to find a way.

      Lynel watched her with those piercing silver eyes, as if she could see the doubt creeping into Valira’s thoughts. “This won’t be easy,” she said, her tone serious but not unkind. “The courts have spent centuries locked in their ways, afraid of the balance you represent. But I’ve trained others before you. None like you, of course, but enough to know that power can be mastered.”

      Valira swallowed hard, glancing over at Caelan. He hadn’t said much since they entered the cottage, his usual stoic demeanor only growing more impenetrable. But there was a tension in him she hadn’t noticed before, something tight around the corners of his eyes. He wasn’t unaffected by what they were about to face.

      “You’ve trained others?” Valira asked, trying to focus on the woman, trying to grasp what lay ahead.

      “Yes,” the woman replied, crossing her arms. “Though most were gifted in one element, not two. Fire alone is a difficult force to tame. The raw destruction it craves... most people are consumed by it long before they learn to control it. But you—you have the advantage of balance. Ice can temper fire, just as fire can awaken the stillness of ice.”

      Valira furrowed her brow, trying to make sense of the Lynel’s words. The fire inside her had never felt balanced. It had always been overwhelming, pushing to the surface no matter how hard she tried to suppress it. And the ice... well, that still felt foreign to her, a power she hadn’t fully tapped into yet.

      “How do I balance them?” Valira asked, her voice soft but filled with urgency. “Every time I’ve tried to control the fire, it... it’s like it wants to consume everything. And the ice—it only came when I was scared. I don’t know how to bring it out.”

      Lynel studied her for a moment, then motioned toward the hearth, where the flames burned brightly. “Sit,” she said. “Let’s begin with the fire.”

      Valira hesitated but did as she was told, lowering herself onto the stone floor in front of the fire. The heat from the flames danced across her skin, and almost immediately, she felt the familiar stir of warmth inside her chest; the fire that simmered just beneath the surface.

      Lynel crouched beside her, her silver hair catching the firelight. “Fire is an element of emotion,” she said quietly. “It feeds off passion, anger, fear—anything that burns inside you. The more you resist it, the more it grows out of control. You have to learn to feel the fire, but not let it consume you.”

      Valira frowned. “How do I do that?”

      “Start small,” Lynel instructed, her tone patient. “Feel the heat, but don’t let it overwhelm you. Imagine it like a flame in your hand—small, controlled. Not a wildfire. Not a weapon.”

      Valira took a deep breath, closing her eyes. She could feel the heat in her chest, a simmering warmth that was always there, waiting. She imagined it as a tiny flame, cupped in her palm, like a flickering candle. Her heart pounded as she focused on keeping it small, keeping it from spreading.

      At first, it was easy. The flame was contained, a gentle warmth in her chest. But then, as she felt the power swirling within her, the heat began to grow, pushing against the edges of her control. It wanted out.

      “Breathe,” Lynel said softly. “You control the flame. It doesn’t control you.”

      Valira clenched her fists, trying to force the fire back down, but it surged forward, desperate to be unleashed. Her breathing quickened, panic rising in her throat. She couldn’t do it. It was too much.

      The fire burst from her hands, a flash of heat that sent sparks flying into the air. Valira gasped, pulling her hands back as the flames danced wildly in the hearth. She had lost control again.

      Lynel sighed, standing up slowly. “It will take time,” she said, her voice calm despite the setback. “You’re trying to force it, instead of letting the fire move with you. You’ll learn.”

      Valira felt her shoulders slump, the weight of her failure heavy in her chest. She had thought she was making progress, but this... this was harder than she had imagined.

      Caelan stepped forward, his expression unreadable. “She’ll get there,” he said quietly, more to himself than to the woman. “She just needs time.”

      The woman nodded, her gaze softening slightly. “You have potential, Valira. Don’t lose hope. You’ve already survived what many couldn’t. That alone proves you’re stronger than you think.”

      Valira looked up at her, a flicker of determination sparking in her chest. She couldn’t give up—not now. Not when so much was at stake.

      “I won’t,” she said softly, her voice filled with resolve. “I’ll keep trying.”

      Lynel’s lips curved into a small smile. “Good. We’ll continue with ice tomorrow. But for now, rest. You’ll need your strength.”

      Valira nodded, though her mind was still spinning. Control both fire and ice? She didn’t know if she could. But she had to try. For her mother’s legacy. For Caelan. For herself.

      As the fire crackled beside her, Valira leaned back, her thoughts swirling like embers in the wind.
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        * * *

      

      The night was long and Valira tossed and turned, her mind unable to settle. Every time she closed her eyes, the memory of the fire exploding from her hands flashed behind her lids, a reminder of how quickly everything could go wrong. She had thought she was gaining control, but the fire seemed determined to prove her wrong. Now, with the prospect of learning ice the next day, her nerves twisted even tighter.

      Would it be the same? Would the cold within her spiral out of control just like the fire? Or worse, would it remain buried, unreachable when she needed it most?

      She finally drifted into a fitful sleep, filled with dreams of burning forests and freezing winds, her mother’s voice calling her name through the flames, then through a haze of ice.

      When she woke, the cottage was still dim, the embers in the hearth barely glowing. Caelan was sitting near the door, his eyes half-lidded but alert, his body tense even in rest. He must have been watching over her, keeping the night’s dangers at bay.

      Valira pushed herself up slowly, blinking away the remnants of her dreams. She knew today would be no easier than yesterday, but there was no choice but to keep going. If she didn’t learn to control her powers, they wouldn’t survive much longer. She couldn’t keep relying on Caelan to save her. She had to be stronger.

      Just as she stood, Lynel entered from the back room, her expression unreadable, but her silver eyes sharp as ever. “You’re awake. Good,” she said, glancing briefly at Caelan before focusing entirely on Valira. “We don’t have time to waste today. Come. We start now.”

      Valira nodded, pulling her cloak tightly around her as she followed Lynel out into the cold morning air. Caelan stood and moved to follow, but the woman raised a hand to stop him. “She needs to do this alone.”

      Caelan frowned, but after a moment, he gave a slight nod and stepped back, watching Valira with a mixture of concern and something else—something unspoken.

      Valira met his gaze briefly, then turned and followed Lynel into the snow-covered clearing just outside the village. The cold hit her immediately, sharp and biting, but instead of retreating from it, she let it in. Lynel’s words from the day before echoed in her mind: The cold is already in you. You just have to let it out.

      Once they reached the center of the clearing, Lynel stopped and turned to face her. “Today, you learn ice,” she said, her voice as steady and cold as the frigid air. “You’ve already felt it, haven’t you? The way it calms you, sharpens your focus. Fire is chaos, but ice is clarity.”

      Valira nodded, though her heart was pounding. She had felt the ice inside her before, but it had only come in moments of fear or desperation, never by her choice. And when it had appeared, it was always fleeting, like a distant memory she couldn’t quite hold on to.

      “How do I call it?” Valira asked, her voice quieter than she intended. The fire had always been there, ready to burst out whenever she lost control, but the ice... it felt like something buried deep within her, hidden beneath layers of doubt and fear.

      “By accepting the cold,” Lynel replied, her eyes narrowing slightly. “You’re afraid of your fire, and that fear keeps the ice locked away. Let go of your fear. Let the cold in.”

      Valira swallowed hard, her breath fogging in the frigid air. She closed her eyes, trying to focus on the cold—the way it prickled her skin, the way it stung her lungs when she breathed in too deeply. She imagined that cold sinking into her, freezing away the uncertainty and fear.

      At first, there was nothing. Just the usual chill of the morning air pressing against her skin. But then, slowly, she felt something stir deep inside her. A familiar sharpness, like the edge of a blade. The cold began to spread through her veins, steady and precise, pushing aside the warmth of the fire.

      “Good,” Lynel said, her voice calm but firm. “Now, don’t force it. Let the cold flow through you, but don’t try to control it yet. Just feel it.”

      Valira took a deep breath, focusing on the sensation of the ice spreading through her. It wasn’t like the fire, wild and consuming. The ice was quiet, deliberate. It moved with purpose, chilling her blood but leaving her mind clear, sharper than it had been in days.
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