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Prologue
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The first snow did not fall.

It descended like a breath held too long—silent, silver, endless.

By dawn, the kingdom had forgotten the color of the earth. Rivers stilled beneath glass. Trees bowed under white crowns. The air itself seemed to listen, waiting for something ancient to stir.

In the highlands of Veyne, a child was born beneath that listening sky. The midwife said the wind hesitated before her first cry, as if the world feared what sound might follow. When the baby opened her eyes, frost bloomed along the windowpanes.

They called her Elara.

Her mother whispered a prayer to the gods of warmth and flame.

Her father said nothing at all.

For seventeen years, the snows never melted. Seasons forgot their names. The Crown of Frost—the relic buried deep within the mountain—remained dormant, sealed by the blood of kings. Until that night.

It began with a whisper through the storm.

Not a voice. Not yet. Something older, colder.

“Wake.”

The word threaded itself through her dreams, curling around her heartbeat.

Elara rose from her bed and saw her breath twist into strange shapes in the air—symbols, letters, names she did not know. Outside, the wind howled in answer.

When she touched the frost on the window, the glass cracked in the shape of a crown.

And from that moment, winter no longer belonged to the world.

It belonged to her.
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The Winter That Would Not End
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For a hundred years, the snow had not fallen from the sky so much as it had risen from the earth.

It crept out of the frozen soil and spilled across dead fields, layering itself over abandoned wagons, over roofless barns, over the bones of orchards that would never bloom again. It lay in drifts against the stone walls of farmhouses swallowed by silence. It muted the clatter of distant towns and swallowed every color until the world was made of only three things: white, shadow, and breath.

Birdsong had vanished first. Then the rivers slowed, narrowed, and finally froze, caught mid-current like glass. Even the wind, once wild and joyous across the northern plains, now moved carefully, as if afraid to disturb whatever ancient sleep had settled over the kingdom.

People said winter had forgotten the way out.

From the southern archives to the fishing villages on the Cracked Sea, they told the same story: once, long ago, the North had been green. Wheat had bowed golden under late-summer storms. Children had plunged into thawed rivers. The gods had spoken through rain and sun. But then a king angered the old powers, or a priestess sealed a vow in blood, or a woman in a mountain put on a crown she was never meant to touch—depending on who was telling it—and the season turned to stone.

That had been a century ago. No one alive had seen spring.

So the kingdom learned to live inside a cage of ice. Markets were moved underground, in warm caverns lit by fat candles. Roofs were doubled, then tripled. Sheep and goats were brought indoors to sleep beside family hearths. Men whose fathers had been farmers became hunters; women whose grandmothers had been midwives became healers of frostbite and lung-cold. Priests changed their prayers from “Send us summer” to “Let us survive another year.”

And still, the snow thickened.

On this morning, the snow lay so deep around the hill-village of Veynedor that the houses appeared half-buried, as if the earth had tried to pull them under for warmth. Smoke did not rise from many chimneys—wood was scarce. The sky was the color of milk poured over slate, flat and heavy, promising yet more of the same. No wheels creaked, no dogs barked. Only the faint groan of ice shifting in the valley below said that the world had not entirely stopped.

A lone figure moved through that white.

She moved like someone who had been born to it—leaning her weight just so, placing each boot where the snow was crusted, allowing the wind to push rather than fight it. Her cloak was the dark gray of storm clouds, edged with pale fur, and the hood was drawn low, hiding her hair from the cold. A leather satchel bumped softly against her hip with every step, and within it glass bottles chimed together like thin ice.

Elara Veyne did not hurry.

Haste drew attention, and attention was a luxury she could not afford. Even here, in a village that knew her since she was small enough to be carried, she never forgot that there were eyes she could not see. The Council kept them everywhere—loyal farmers, old soldiers with stiff hands, wandering preachers who arrived uninvited. The law was simple: no unregistered magic. No elemental working. Nothing that smelled of the old bloodlines.

And Elara’s magic did more than smell of it. It sang of it.

She paused at the edge of the ridge road and looked down over the valley. From here she could see the river, a white ribbon trapped between black boulders. It had not run in her lifetime. Beyond it, the forest—black-limbed, snow-laden—pressed close, as if waiting for the right moment to reclaim the village. There was no color anywhere. Even the prayer-flags the children had once tied to the post outside the shrine had long been stripped by the wind.

“Still asleep,” she murmured to no one, breath clouding the air.

The words left her mouth and hung there for a heartbeat, as if the cold itself was listening.

She started down toward the village.

The snow squeaked softly beneath her boots. The wind nosed at the edge of her hood like a curious animal, tugging free a strand of hair—pale as winter wheat, now rimed with frost. Her cheeks burned. Despite the cold, sweat pricked her spine. Not from the climb. From what she was about to do.

Old Mareth’s boy had been taken by the frost. Not the gentle creeping gray that stole toes and fingers from those who stayed out too long, but the deeper cold—the one that settled inside the chest, behind the ribs, icing the lungs. Once it reached the heart, there was no bringing them back. The healers in the lower town could do nothing. Herbs did not warm a heart the winter wanted.

But Elara could.

That was the secret whispered from door to door in Veynedor, never in front of outsiders. That was why mothers sent for her in the dark, when the Council riders had already passed through. That was why the oldest folk crossed themselves when she walked by, half in gratitude, half in fear.

She could take cold out.

Not always. Not from those too far gone. Not from those the gods had already marked. But often enough that word had reached ears it should not have reached. A few months ago a rider in the Council’s white-and-iron colors had come through, asking if anyone had seen “a girl of about seventeen winters, pale, with eyes like icewater, practicing unlicensed arts.”

No one had.

The village still existed.

Elara reached the first buried house, its doorway dug out like the mouth of a tunnel. Smoke curled faintly from the vent, more a memory than a fire. She passed it, nodding to the old man chipping ice from his windowsill. He pretended not to see her. Good. Pretending was safer for everyone.

As she walked, her gaze flicked up, instinctively, toward the sky.

There—high above the white roofs and the slow-drifting snow—she saw it again: a thin arc of light, almost invisible, like a crack in a sheet of glass. It pulsed once, faintly, then faded into the gray.

Elara stopped.

That... had not been there when she was a child. In the last year it had begun to appear, always in winter storms, always in the same place over the northern ridge. The old stories called it the Crownlight—the sign that the seal in the mountain was weakening. Children whispered that when the crack opened, Spring would finally return.

But her mother had said otherwise.

When the sky breaks, little frostling, winter will stop sleeping.

A shiver that had nothing to do with cold went through Elara. She closed her hand around the satchel strap and forced herself to move again, boots crunching over hardpack. Stories were for long nights and for people who still believed the gods were listening. She had work. A boy whose lips were already blue.

And yet as she neared Mareth’s house, the wind rose without warning.

It came down off the ridge in a smooth, deliberate sweep, carrying whirls of snow like handfuls of shattered glass. It wrapped around Elara—not clawing, not cutting, but circling, as if measuring her. Her hood fell back. Cold touched the skin at her throat.

For the smallest moment, the air was not empty.

It felt aware.

Elara’s breath hitched. Her fingers tingled. Somewhere deep beneath the mountain, deeper than ice, deeper than stone, something stirred—as if woken by the sight of her walking through its kingdom.

Then the wind loosened, became just wind again, and the world was dull and white once more.

Elara exhaled, set her hood back in place, and ducked into the tunnel leading to Mareth’s door.

The winter did not speak with words.

Not yet.

But it had looked at her.

Inside the low house the air tasted of smoke and thawing fat. Frost glimmered on the beams, thin as lace. Someone had tried to heat the room with a clay brazier, but its glow was weak and the boy on the cot shivered in jerks, his lips blue as spilled ink.

Elara knelt beside him. Steam rose from his breath in slow, ragged plumes. The old woman who had summoned her hovered near the door, wringing her cracked hands in her apron.

“Please,” the woman whispered. “They said he would not last the night.”

“I know.” Elara set her satchel down, pulling out bottles, a strip of linen, a small piece of amber. None of it truly mattered—the motions were for the mother’s comfort, not for the gods.

She pressed her palm to the boy’s chest. The chill met her skin like water meeting its mirror—no shock, only recognition. The cold inside him was not ordinary frost. It had shape. It had hunger.

“Close the shutters,” she said softly.

The woman obeyed. Darkness gathered, broken only by the dim brazier-light. When the latch clicked, Elara inhaled once, slow and deep, and let the air leave her lungs as a thin white ribbon. It drifted across the boy’s chest, and frost bloomed in delicate patterns over his blanket, curling toward her hand.

She guided it back. Drew the cold through herself.

It entered her veins like knives of glass. Her breath hitched, but she kept her palm steady. The boy’s trembling eased; color crawled back into his cheeks. The cold climbed her arms, glittering over her skin until her fingers looked carved from ice.

“Enough,” the old woman hissed. “You’ll kill yourself.”

Elara ignored her. Another breath, another pull. The frost on her hands cracked and refroze. She saw, dimly, the reflection of her eyes in the metal basin—paler than usual, almost luminous. When at last she released the air she’d been holding, a faint mist coiled upward and vanished.

The boy slept, his heartbeat slow but steady. The danger had passed.

Elara sagged back on her heels, pressing her frozen hands to her cloak to hide the sheen of ice. Pain throbbed beneath her nails—small, sharp reminders that life still moved inside her.

The woman crossed herself twice. “If anyone saw...”

“They didn’t.” Elara’s voice was rough. “You know the rule—no one speaks of this. Not the neighbors, not even your priest.”

“I swear it.” But her gaze was frightened. Not of the Council, but of Elara herself.

That look always cut deeper than frostbite.

Elara stood, gathering her things. “He’ll sleep three days. Keep him warm. Feed him broth when he wakes.”

The woman caught her sleeve. “What should I tell him—when he asks how he lived?”

Elara hesitated. Outside, the wind scraped against the shutters like a whispering hand.

“Tell him winter had mercy,” she said, and slipped out into the cold.

Snow was falling again, silent, endless. The village roofs blurred into the whiteness until there was no horizon, only sky and ground merging in one pale breath. Elara pulled her hood up, flexing her aching fingers inside the gloves. The chill she had taken from the boy still writhed under her skin, restless, alive.

This was the part she hated—the residue. It would take hours to fade, and until then every sound seemed sharper, every heartbeat louder. Sometimes she thought the winter inside her listened.

At the edge of the lane, a shape waited. The healer’s assistant, old Maera, her back bent beneath a bundle of herbs. She watched Elara approach, eyes bright and worried beneath her scarf.

“You shouldn’t do this anymore,” Maera said in a hoarse whisper. “The Council’s riders were in the next valley last week. They ask too many questions.”

“I heard.”

“They’re hunting anyone who meddles with the old blood. If they find you—”

“They won’t.” Elara’s tone was gentle but final.

Maera stepped closer, lowering her voice. “It isn’t only them. People talk. They say you don’t just take the cold—you keep it. That you’re the reason the snow never melts.”

Elara flinched, the words a spark against raw nerves. “You know that isn’t true.”

The old woman’s lined face softened. “I know what I owe you. But others... they remember what happens to miracles in this world.”

She reached out, brushing a flake from Elara’s cloak. “If someone sees what you are, they’ll hang you as a witch before dawn.”

Elara managed a thin smile. “Then I’ll make sure dawn never comes.”

Maera made a sign against evil. “Don’t joke like that.”

“I wasn’t.”

They stood in silence, snow gathering on their shoulders, until the old woman turned away. Elara watched her go, a small dark figure swallowed by the storm.

She looked down at her hands. Frost still laced her gloves where her skin had touched the boy’s chest. She rubbed them together until the crystals shattered, leaving only damp patches and pain.

Somewhere far off, a crack split the air—a deep, rolling sound, like ice breaking on the river. The noise carried through the hills, echoing long after it should have died. Elara’s heart stumbled in her chest.

She glanced up.

The arc of light she’d seen that morning had returned, brighter now, stretching across the sky like a wound of silver. For a heartbeat it pulsed, and the snow seemed to hold its breath.

Then, very faintly, something moved within the silence.

A whisper—too soft to be wind.

Elara.

Her name, spoken like the memory of warmth.

She froze, every nerve awake. The air around her shimmered, cold and electric. The feeling passed as quickly as it came, leaving her alone on the road, the snow erasing her footprints behind her.

She turned toward the ridge and began to walk. The whisper lingered in her bones, threading through her pulse like a promise.

Winter, it seemed, was no longer asleep.

The whisper still haunted the hollow of her chest when she reached the ridge.

Snow sighed beneath her boots, faint and brittle. The horizon blurred into a haze of gray, where the clouds sagged low enough to touch the mountains. For a long moment, she only stood there—listening. The world had gone utterly still, as though the wind itself waited for her next breath.

Then she looked up.

The sky was breaking.

Not with thunder or light, but with a thin, glimmering wound—an arc of silver fire, splitting the clouds apart like glass under strain. Its glow shimmered across the valley, bathing the frozen roofs and skeletal trees in ghostly light. She had seen this shimmer before, but never so bright, never so alive.

Her mother’s voice came back to her, soft and certain, from the edges of memory:

“When the sky cracks, the Crown will wake.”

Elara had been a child then, small enough to hide beneath her mother’s cloak. The hearth had burned red, and snow had whispered at the shutters. Her mother’s hands had smelled of pine sap and smoke. She had drawn symbols in the ashes, tracing a circle, a crown, a line of flame.

“What crown?” little Elara had asked, drowsy with warmth.

“The one that keeps the gods asleep,” her mother had murmured. “And when it wakes, the world will forget how to breathe.”

Now the memory sent a chill through her that no cloak could warm.

The light in the sky pulsed again. Snowflakes hung motionless midair for a heartbeat, glinting like shards of glass. Then they fell all at once, sudden and heavy, smothering her in white.

Elara backed away from the ridge, heart pounding. She told herself it was only a trick of the storm, lightning behind the clouds—but lightning had not existed in the North for decades. The air was too dry, too dead.

Something was stirring.

She turned toward the path back to the village—and froze at the sound of hooves.

Five riders emerged from the snow like ghosts, their armor dull beneath a skin of frost. The sigil on their cloaks—a black sun ringed by ice—made her stomach twist. The Frostguard. The Council’s enforcers. Hunters of unlicensed magic.

They did not see her yet. She stepped behind a half-buried cart, crouching low as the snow piled higher around her. The horses snorted clouds of white steam, hooves crunching in rhythm. The leader raised a hand; the others halted.

“There was word of a healer here,” one said, his voice muffled by the metal of his helm. “A girl.”

Elara’s pulse stuttered.

“She can’t be far. The councilman said her touch leaves frost.”

The youngest guard dismounted and knelt, brushing snow from the ground. He frowned. “No footprints. The storm covered everything.”

The leader grunted. “Search the houses anyway. If she’s touched by the old blood, she’ll reveal herself soon enough.”

They moved toward the village.

Elara pressed her palm to the frozen wood beside her, trying to steady her breath. The whisper from before—her name spoken in the wind—seemed to tremble inside her again. As if the winter itself wanted her to answer.

Not now. Not here.

She waited until the sound of hooves faded into the alleys, then rose slowly, shaking snow from her cloak. The storm was thickening, giving her cover. She should leave, disappear into the forest until the riders were gone. But her gaze caught on the last horseman.

He had lingered at the edge of the path, visor lifted slightly. Even through the haze she recognized him—the scar over his left brow, the dark hair cropped too short.

Daren.

Years ago she had pulled his sister from an icy river, draining the cold from the girl’s lungs until the frost melted in her hands. Daren had been a boy then, all gratitude and fear.

Now he wore the Council’s colors.

Their eyes met through the snow.

He hesitated—then turned his horse away. No shout, no alarm. Just that single, wordless mercy.

Elara let out a trembling breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.

The world might have frozen, but some hearts, it seemed, still remembered warmth.

She stepped from behind the cart, the light from the sky still flickering above her like the ghost of a flame. Somewhere deep beneath her feet, she felt a faint vibration, as though something vast was shifting in the ice below the mountain.

When the sky cracks, the Crown will wake.

The words echoed once more through her mind, not as a memory now—but as a promise.

And though she told herself it was only the storm’s voice, Elara could not shake the feeling that the winter had been watching her all along.

The sky’s wound still bled pale light when the sound of hooves faded into the village.

Elara stayed motionless at the ridge, heart hammering, until the wind swallowed the last echo. She could taste iron in her mouth—fear, sharp and cold.

Snow thickened again, veiling the houses below. From where she stood, the torches of the Frostguard moved like fireflies trapped inside a jar of ice. They would go door to door, ask the same questions, and leave the same silence behind. They always did.

She turned down the slope, keeping to the trees. Branches bent beneath their own weight, heavy with frost. The woods were her ally; they whispered, not spoke. Still, every crunch of snow beneath her boots felt too loud.

At the edge of the village she stopped. A single rider had remained behind, his horse restless, stamping against the drifts. The man turned his face toward the forest—and for a heartbeat she thought he had seen her.

Then he lifted a gloved hand, pulling something from the pouch at his belt.

A silver charm. It caught the dim light and flared once before he let it fall into the snow.

A signal. Or a warning.

Elara’s pulse stumbled. She took one slow step forward, close enough to see the shape of his scar—the same thin mark that crossed Daren’s brow. Recognition twisted through her chest: the boy she had once saved, now hunting those like her.

She waited for the shout, the alarm. None came. He turned his horse and rode after the others.

Mercy. Or guilt. Either way, she was still alive.

Elara exhaled, fog blooming in front of her face. She looked down at the charm half-buried in the snow. It was etched with a symbol she did not recognize: a circle crowned with six jagged points. When she reached for it, the metal burned cold enough to sting.

The mark of the Council.

The mark of execution.

She dropped it, heart thudding. The snow swallowed it whole.

The wind rose again, a low murmur crawling through the trees. It sounded almost human, almost like words half-remembered. Her name drifted between the gusts—soft, uncertain, impossible.

Elara.

She closed her eyes. The whisper slid through her veins, colder than any frost she had ever drawn from another’s body. For an instant she saw flashes—ice breaking, a crown of crystal sinking beneath dark water, her mother’s hand pressing a circle of ashes against her brow.

When the sky cracks... the Crown will wake.

The echo of that phrase hollowed her chest. The light in the clouds pulsed again, brighter now, as if answering. Something beneath the mountain shifted; she felt it in the soles of her boots, a deep groan of ice under strain.

“Not now,” she breathed. “Please, not now.”

But the storm did not listen.

Snow drove her back toward the village. Torches flickered at the far end of the street, voices shouting orders. The Frostguard were moving house to house. She could hear doors splintering, mothers pleading. Every instinct screamed to run, yet she stepped closer.

At the last cottage a guard dragged an old man into the street. “Where’s the healer?” he barked. “We know she was here.”

“I—don’t—know—” The man’s words broke in a cough.

The guard raised his gauntleted hand.

Before Elara could think, she lifted her own.

Frost leapt from her fingers—silent, silver, perfect. It struck the man’s wrist; ice raced up the armor in a shimmer of blue, locking the hand mid-air. The guard gasped, staring at the frost climbing his arm. His sword fell, ringing against the stones.

Elara froze too, horror blooming in her throat. She hadn’t meant to. The power had simply answered her fear.

The other soldiers spun toward the sound. Their torches hissed in the falling snow. “There!” one shouted. “By the well!”

Elara ran.

Through alleys, past dark windows and shuttered doors, over the fence where the snow lay untouched. Behind her came the crash of boots and shouts. She didn’t look back until she reached the frozen meadow beyond the houses.

The storm had opened completely now. The sky glowed white, and through it that same silver wound stretched wider, bleeding light across the mountains.

Her chest heaved. Every breath burned. She could feel the frost answering again inside her palms, eager, wild.

And in that light, for the first time, she saw it clearly—the reflection of the crack above mirrored on the snow at her feet, curving into a perfect ring.

A crown.

The whisper returned, clear and undeniable:

Do you feel it? Winter waits for you.

Elara stumbled backward, heart racing, and the ground beneath her feet groaned. Lines spread through the ice, spiraling outward from where she stood. She dropped to her knees, pressing her hands into the snow as if to still it.

The lake answered with a deep, living sound.

A heartbeat of winter.

Elara lifted her face to the sky. The light painted her skin white as frost. She whispered the only words she could find.

“I’m not yours.”

But the storm only laughed, soft and endless, and the crack in the sky pulsed brighter—like an eye opening for the first time.

The echo of the storm followed her long after the village lights had vanished behind the curtain of snow. Elara walked until the shouting of the guards became only a memory and the silence returned—deep, absolute, alive.

The forest thinned, giving way to the open expanse of the frozen lake. Moonlight filtered through the clouds, pale and fragile, turning the ice into a sheet of silver glass. The wind had died completely; even the snow seemed to hesitate before falling, as if the air itself held its breath.

Elara stopped at the edge. The lake stretched toward the horizon, seamless, endless. Once, her mother had told her it was bottomless—that beneath the ice slept a thousand winters, waiting to be named again.

She crouched, brushing the snow aside with her glove until the surface shone back at her. A reflection stared up: her own face, sharp and pale, rimmed by the halo of her hood. But behind her reflection... there was movement. Shadows gliding under the ice, slow and graceful, like smoke trapped in glass.

Her pulse quickened. She told herself it was the wind playing tricks, that she had walked too far without rest. Yet the longer she looked, the more distinct the forms became—delicate, curling, as if etched by an invisible hand.

Symbols. Circles. Lines crossing through them. And then, at the center, a shape she could not mistake: a crown of frost.

Elara straightened, stumbling a step back. The reflection shattered, fractures webbing outward in thin white lines. A sound followed—a low, deep groan, as if the lake were breathing.

“Not real,” she whispered. Her voice came out small, swallowed by the cold.

But the ground answered.

A tremor rippled beneath her boots, subtle yet certain. The cracks widened, spidering outward until they formed a ring around where she stood. Her breath caught. Light bled from the fractures, faint and blue, pulsing like a heartbeat.

And then—

The voice came again.

Soft. Ancient. So close it might have been her own thought turned inside out.

Do you feel it? Winter waits for you.

The words slid through her like a blade made of ice and memory. For a moment she saw flashes—her mother’s hands covered in frost, a room burning, a crown made of stars sinking into snow. Her throat closed on a sound that might have been a sob or a prayer.

The light surged brighter, the cracks glowing as if something beneath the lake was trying to rise. Elara fell to her knees, pressing her palms to the ice.

“Stop,” she whispered. “Please—stop.”

Cold seeped through her gloves, up her arms, into her bones. The ice answered with a slow, mournful hum. Around her, the snow lifted, swirling upward in a spiral. It circled once, twice—then the gust gathered into a perfect shape above the lake, a crown formed from thousands of glimmering flakes.

She stared, trembling. The wind touched her hair, light as breath.Winter waits for you.

“No,” she said, voice breaking. “I am not yours.”

The crown of snow dissolved, falling soundlessly back to the lake. The tremor faded. The light sank into the cracks and vanished as if it had never been. Only her reflection remained—wide-eyed, hollow, her hands still pressed against the frozen surface.

The silence returned, but it was no longer the same. It listened.

Elara rose unsteadily, brushing snow from her cloak. Above, the wound in the clouds had sealed, leaving only darkness. She turned away from the lake, her steps unsteady but determined.

Maybe she could still reach the northern pass before dawn, find shelter, disappear again. Pretend none of this had happened. But as she walked, she couldn’t shake the certainty that something beneath that ice had heard her—and that it would not forget her name.

Behind her, under the lake’s silver surface, a single pulse of light flickered once more—slow, patient, alive.

The first heartbeat of winter.
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The Broken Throne
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The storm did not come from the sky this time.

It rose from the ground — from the streets of the capital itself, tearing through alleys and markets like a living tide of frost.

By the time the first bell rang from the tower of the Council, the city was already breaking apart.

Snow burst upward from the cobblestones, slicing through banners and shutters. The air turned to shards of glass. Lanterns exploded, their flames snuffed out in a single breath of cold. People ran — cloaks snapping behind them, boots slipping, cries dissolving into the roar of wind. Horses screamed, guards cursed, church bells froze mid-peal.

Above it all, the palace loomed like a wounded beast — marble towers glazed in ice, golden domes dimmed to ash. Its gates were carved with the crest of the kingdom: a crown over a burning sun. Now, both symbols were buried under frost.

Elara reached the lower steps just as the first spire cracked.

The sound was not like stone breaking. It was like a scream — the voice of something old and unwilling to die.

She wasn’t supposed to be here. After the night by the lake, she’d meant to hide — to vanish into the outer districts. But she’d heard the cries, the call for healers, and her legs had moved before her mind could stop them.

Now, standing at the palace gates, she could barely see through the storm. Snow swirled in sheets, glittering with unnatural light. The wind carried whispers, half words, half memory: Crown... wake... rise...

“Elara!”

A man’s voice cut through the noise. A guard stumbled toward her — cloak torn, eyes wide. “Get inside! The roof’s coming down!”

She followed him through the archway into the Great Hall — and stopped.

It was like walking into a mausoleum of kings.

The chamber stretched the length of a cathedral, its columns rimed with frost, banners frozen mid-wave. The air shimmered with cold so dense it felt alive. At the far end stood the Throne of Ash and Light — or what was left of it. Once carved from obsidian and lined with veins of gold, it now stood cracked clean down the middle, one half blackened by fire, the other encased in ice.

Servants huddled near the walls, whispering prayers. A councilman shouted orders, but his breath turned to mist before the words could travel. The temperature kept dropping. Frost crawled across the floor, creeping toward their boots.

“Elara, help us!”

Someone grabbed her sleeve — a woman clutching a bleeding child. “He’s freezing! The fever’s gone, but he’s still cold—”

Elara knelt automatically. The boy’s skin was pale, his eyes glassy. The frost wasn’t biting him from outside. It was growing inside, blooming beneath his ribs like white fire.

Not natural. Not human.

She pressed her hands to his chest. The moment her palms met his skin, the world tilted. The storm outside howled louder. The frost on the walls answered, threads of ice running toward her like veins of light.

“No, not now...” she whispered, but the magic was already awake.

She tried to draw the cold back, to contain it, but something pushed through her — vast and ancient, like a glacier shifting in its sleep. Light burst from her fingers, not white but blue, deep as the heart of winter.

The wind screamed through the shattered windows.

Ice erupted from the marble floor, spiraling upward, encasing the pillars, the chandeliers, the walls. The guards froze mid-step, their swords half-drawn, their faces caught in shock. Even the flames in the braziers solidified into glass.

And then, silence.

Only the sound of her breath.

Elara fell to her knees, trembling. The boy was alive — warm against her lap. But around her, the hall was a tomb of frost. Dozens of people stood still as statues, their eyelashes jeweled with ice.

She lifted a shaking hand. Frost covered her skin again, brighter this time, as if it had claimed her fully.

“What have I done...”

The door behind her burst open. Torches flared. Council guards stormed in, their leader shouting, “Seal the chamber! No one leaves!”

The soldiers stopped when they saw her — the girl kneeling in the center of a frozen storm, blue light still faintly pulsing from her hands.

One of them made the sign against witchcraft. Another whispered, “The prophecy...”

Elara turned slowly. The air glittered around her, flakes of frost falling like ash. Through the broken roof above, she could see the sky again — split by the same silver crack, glowing brighter than ever.

For a heartbeat, she felt its pull — the same whisper from the lake, colder, clearer now.

Do you feel it?

Then the light faded, and the hall was just a ruin.

A councilman stepped forward, trembling. “Take her. The Frostborn must be chained before she calls the storm again.”

Elara didn’t resist when they seized her arms. The boy in her lap stirred, alive and breathing, and that was all that mattered.

As they dragged her past the throne, she looked back once more — at the crack splitting its dark stone seat.

From within that fissure, faint light shimmered like breath caught beneath glass.

The throne was broken.

But something inside it was waking.

The silence after the storm was the kind that could drive a person mad.

It pressed against Elara’s ears, thick and absolute, until she could hear only her own pulse echoing through it — uneven, frantic, alive in a world that suddenly wasn’t.

Frost hung in the air like dust suspended in sunlight. Every surface shimmered blue-white. The great hall that had moments ago roared with shouts and thunder now stood still — a cathedral of ice and ruin.

Elara rose to her feet slowly, her breath visible in the frozen light. The boy she had saved lay beside her, warm now, chest rising and falling steadily. But all around him, the others...

The others would never move again.

Their faces were peaceful, too peaceful — a mockery of sleep. Frost covered their lashes, their skin translucent as glass. A guard’s hand was still reaching for his sword; a woman knelt as if mid-prayer; a man’s tear was caught halfway down his cheek, turned to crystal.

Elara’s stomach twisted. Her fingers — still pale and gleaming with frost — trembled. “No,” she whispered, stumbling backward. “No, no, no...”

The pillars she had frozen glowed faintly, veins of light pulsing deep within. Her magic still lived there, humming in the walls. She felt it, a thrumming ache beneath her ribs — the pulse of something greater than she could bear.

Then came the sound — faint at first, like cracking ice in a faraway pond.

Crack.

Crack.

It spread. Tiny fissures crept across the marble floor, tracing patterns like veins beneath skin. From where she stood, the cracks connected to the base of the throne.

Elara turned toward it.

The Throne of Ash and Light stood at the far end of the hall, fractured and gleaming. Frost climbed its obsidian legs, swallowing the gold filigree. Between the two halves of the broken seat, a thin, silver light bled upward — pulsing softly, rhythmically, as though the throne itself had a heartbeat.

She took a step closer. Then another. The air grew colder with each breath. Her boots left no sound, no mark, only the faint whisper of fabric.

When she was close enough to touch the dais, she hesitated. The light coming from the crack shifted — blue, then white, then a deep, endless black that reminded her of the lake. She didn’t mean to reach out. Her hand moved on its own.

Her fingertips brushed the edge of the throne.

The world flared.

A rush of wind tore through the hall, scattering shards of ice like stars. For a heartbeat, she saw something — a vision or a memory — a woman standing atop a field of snow, wearing a crown of frost that glowed with living fire. Her eyes were silver, her mouth whispering words Elara couldn’t hear. Then everything snapped back into the present.

Elara stumbled away from the throne, gasping. Her heart pounded, the vision seared into her mind. “What was that?” she breathed. “What did you show me?”

The hall did not answer — but the pulse beneath the ice quickened, as if the throne itself recognized her.

Boots thundered behind her.

“Elara Veyne!”

She turned. A line of soldiers stood in the shattered doorway, spears drawn, faces pale with terror. The leader — a man in the Council’s crest armor — stepped forward, frost crackling under his boots.

“By order of the Council,” he shouted, “you are under arrest for the use of forbidden sorcery and the death of the king’s guard.”

Elara blinked, unable to comprehend the words. “They were dying. I tried to stop it. The storm—”

“You brought the storm,” he snapped.

“I didn’t—”

“Enough.” He raised his hand. “Take her.”

The soldiers hesitated. Some glanced toward the boy still lying warm among the statues. Others looked at the throne, where the faint blue light had begun to glow again, brighter now, reflecting in their eyes.

A whisper passed through the hall — not human. A low, sighing murmur, ancient and hungry. The soldiers stiffened. One crossed himself. Another dropped his spear.

Elara felt the wind shift. Her hair lifted around her face. The light from the throne climbed the walls, tracing symbols she didn’t know.

The leader barked an order, trying to sound brave. “Bind her!”

But the frost answered first.

It rippled across the ground, smooth as water, encircling her. The air snapped with a sound like shattering glass. The nearest soldier screamed as ice climbed his armor, sealing him in place mid-motion. Another’s torch extinguished itself in a burst of snow.

Elara fell to her knees, clutching her chest. She hadn’t called it. She hadn’t wanted this. But the power no longer listened. It surged out of her like breath too long held back.

“Please,” she whispered, tears freezing on her cheeks. “Stop.”

The frost stilled.

Silence again — except for the boy’s soft breathing and the slow, steady pulse from the broken throne.

The soldiers who remained standing backed away. Their leader’s voice shook as he muttered, “She’s not human.”

Elara lifted her gaze to him, eyes pale as moonlight. “Neither is winter.”

He flinched.

Behind her, the silver light from the throne pulsed once — a single, deliberate heartbeat.

Then came the whisper, quiet as snowfall:

Find the crown. Before the fire does.

Elara froze. She didn’t understand the words, but something inside her did — deep, instinctive, as if she had known them all her life.

Before she could speak, one of the guards struck her across the back of the head with the hilt of his spear.

Darkness rushed in like water through a broken dam.

The last thing she saw was the throne — cracked, shining, and breathing.

When Elara woke, the world was dark and close and cold.

Stone walls pressed around her, slick with moisture. The air smelled of rust and old prayers. Somewhere above, she could hear the storm still raging — the dull moan of wind against the palace roof.

Her wrists burned where iron shackles touched skin. Frost crawled outward from the metal, as if even it feared her.

She tried to move, but the chains bit tighter. A torch guttered near the door, throwing shadows that swayed like specters.

And then — voices.

The door groaned open. Light flooded the cell, blinding her for a moment. Figures stepped inside: guards in heavy cloaks, followed by a man in the silver robes of the High Council. His beard was white, his eyes sharp as shards of ice.

“Elara Veyne,” he said. “Child of no house, healer of forbidden art. Do you know why you stand accused?”

Her throat felt scraped raw. “Because I saved them,” she whispered.

The man’s mouth twisted, not in anger, but pity — the kind that cuts deeper. “You froze them, girl. You called the Winter down upon the King’s Hall. You turned men to glass.”

“I didn’t mean to,” she said, voice trembling. “The storm— it was already here. I tried to stop it.”

He took a step closer, studying her with the fascination of someone examining a rare poison. “The storm answers only to its maker.”

Murmurs rippled through the guards behind him. One spat the word like it burned: “Witch.”

Another crossed himself. “Ice-born.”

But one, younger, stayed silent — the same man whose scar she had seen before, Daren. His eyes met hers only once before dropping.

The Councilor raised a hand for silence. “There are whispers that you are not merely a witch. That you are a sign — an echo of the Old Blood. The blood of the Crown.”

Elara stared, numb. “The Crown?”

“The ancient one,” he said softly. “The one that bound the seasons. It was said that when the Crown slept, so would the gods — and when it woke, Winter would walk the earth again.”

The words felt like frost crawling beneath her skin. Her mother’s voice flickered in memory — ‘When the sky cracks, the Crown will wake.’

Her pulse stuttered. “That’s just a story.”

“Perhaps.” His tone was cold amusement. “And yet the throne cracked, the storm obeyed your breath, and men froze where you stood. Tell me, Elara Veyne — are we to believe coincidence?”

“I’m not—” Her voice broke. “I’m not what you think.”

He turned away, the torchlight carving long shadows along the walls. “Take her to the chamber below. The Council will decide her fate at dawn.”

Two guards moved forward. Chains clattered.

As they dragged her toward the door, she saw the other prisoners in the corridor — thieves, smugglers, a boy barely sixteen. They all shrank from her as she passed, whispering prayers under their breath.

At the top of the stairs, the older Councilor paused. “For what it’s worth,” he said quietly, “I almost pity you. The old gods are cruel with their toys.”

Then the door slammed, and she was alone again.

For a long time she sat motionless, the sound of her heartbeat echoing in the stone. The frost at her wrists pulsed faintly with her blood — blue light under the skin.

“I saved them,” she whispered to the dark. “I was saving them.”

But the silence did not care.

Somewhere above, thunder cracked — not from the sky this time, but from deep within the palace. A vibration ran through the walls, dust sifting down like snow.

Her eyes lifted to the ceiling.

Through the cracks in the stone, faint light seeped — the same pale glow she had seen in the Throne Hall. The same heartbeat. The same impossible pulse.

And with it came the whisper again, curling through her mind like breath against glass:

You cannot save them from what they already are. You are not the storm’s curse... you are its answer.

Elara’s eyes stung. She pressed her forehead to the cold stone, shaking. “Then why can’t I control it?”

There was no reply. Only the echo of her own breath — and the slow, rhythmic drip of water turning to ice.

When the guards returned, they found her sitting in silence, frost spreading outward from her chains like a crown.

The night in the cell stretched long, without shape or sound. The torches outside had burned low, leaving only a pale shimmer from the frost that crept along the walls. Elara sat against the stone, her breath turning to mist, her thoughts circling the same words again and again:

“I saved them. I didn’t kill them.”

But the silence didn’t answer — it only watched.

Then, slowly, warmth. A strange, quiet warmth, like sunlight through a closed eyelid. It wasn’t real; she knew it wasn’t. Yet it slid across her cheek, soft and familiar.

And with it came a voice she hadn’t heard in years.

“Don’t call the ice when you can’t see the light.”

Elara’s eyes fluttered shut. The frost around her paused mid-creep, as if listening.

The memory opened like a wound.

She was a child again — small, barefoot in the snow outside their cottage. The wind howled across the plains, and her mother’s cloak billowed around them both as she knelt beside her, cupping Elara’s face in trembling hands.

“Listen to me,” her mother said. Her voice was urgent but kind, every word drawn from fear and love in equal measure. “The ice isn’t evil. It listens to pain. If you call it when you’re angry, it will devour. But if you call it when you love...” She smiled faintly, eyes full of tears. “Then it will protect.”

Little Elara had nodded solemnly. Snowflakes melted against her lashes.

“But what if there’s no light to see?” she’d asked.

Her mother’s smile faltered. She looked past Elara, toward the horizon where black clouds were gathering — the same kind that would later destroy their village.

“Then you wait,” she whispered. “Even winter ends, my star. Even the cold remembers spring.”

The world of memory shimmered, then fractured — her mother’s face dissolving into frost, her words echoing into the dark.

Elara gasped and opened her eyes. She was back in the cell — the frost now glowing faintly beneath her palms. But this time, it didn’t feel hostile. The light was there — dim, but alive, humming under her skin.

She lifted her hands. Thin trails of ice followed her movements, weaving delicate spirals in the air. They didn’t freeze; they shimmered — fragile, translucent, like glass threads catching hidden sunlight.

She stared at them, tears gathering in her eyes. “You’re not just a curse,” she whispered. “You’re... waiting for me to understand.”

The chains around her wrists cracked. Frost spread outward, but it wasn’t wild now — it flowed, graceful, deliberate, forming symbols along the floor she didn’t recognize.

Beyond the door, footsteps echoed — heavy, hurried.

“Elara Veyne! The Council summons you.”

She flinched. The frost vanished in an instant, sinking back into the stone like breath disappearing on glass.

As the guards entered and pulled her to her feet, the last of her mother’s words clung to her mind like a heartbeat beneath the cold:

“Even the cold remembers spring.”

And for the first time since the storm began, Elara felt something stir inside her — not fear, not guilt, but a fragile, defiant thread of hope.

She followed them into the torchlight, not knowing that the same frost she’d left behind was still glowing faintly on the floor — shaping itself into a single, unmistakable symbol.

A crown.

The Council chamber was vast and hollow, its walls lined with frozen banners that no wind could stir. A hundred candles flickered beneath a ceiling of ice, their flames bending inward as if drawn by some unseen breath.

Elara stood in chains before the fractured throne. Her knees ached against the cold stone, but she refused to look down. Around her, the Council murmured in half-light — rows of gray faces whispering judgment.

“She bears the mark of Winter,” said one voice.

“She brought ruin to the King’s Hall,” said another.

“Burn her before dawn,” someone hissed. “End the frost before it spreads.”

Their words rose like waves and crashed against her silence. She didn’t beg. She didn’t cry. Only her breath came shallow, trembling with the effort not to let the cold answer them again.

Then — a sound.

A soft, fragile crack.

Elara turned her head toward the throne.

The ice that covered it shimmered faintly, light rippling through it like veins under pale skin. The Councilors fell silent. The High Magister frowned, stepping forward, but before he could speak, the frozen layer across the throne’s surface moved.

Slowly. Gracefully. As if waking from centuries of sleep.

Threads of frost crawled across the black stone, splitting it further. From the center of the crack rose thin crystal spires — twisting upward, branching and weaving until they formed a delicate shape unmistakable even in shadow.

A crown.

Not carved, not shaped — grown.

The chamber filled with a whisper that wasn’t sound. It brushed the back of Elara’s mind, cool and ancient:

Do you feel it? This is only the beginning.

Her breath hitched. She knew that voice. The same one that had spoken at the lake.

She wanted to speak, to demand what it meant — but her lips wouldn’t move. The guards around her stiffened, eyes wide with horror. One crossed himself; another dropped his torch.

The Magister barked, “Hold fast! It’s a trick of the frost!”

But even his voice trembled.

The guard nearest the throne stumbled backward, then — in panic — hurled his burning torch at the ice.

The moment the fire struck, the world exhaled.

A crack split the throne in two, echoing like thunder. Shards of frost exploded outward, slicing through the chamber in a blizzard of light. Candles went out one by one. The air itself turned to silver mist.

When the haze cleared, the crown of ice still stood — untouched, gleaming with an inner light.

And Elara was kneeling beneath it.

Chains shattered around her wrists, falling soundlessly to the floor. Her skin glowed faintly blue, the sigils from the cell now burning through her veins.

She lifted her eyes to the Council, her voice breaking the silence.

“I didn’t summon this,” she whispered. “It was already here.”

The Magister stared at her, pale as death. “Then the prophecy...”

His words trailed off as the frost at Elara’s feet began to spread again, this time in perfect symmetry — not chaos, but pattern. Lines curved outward from her in the shape of snowflakes, forming circles that converged at the base of the throne.

The High Magister stepped back. “Get her away from that thing!”

But no one moved. The ice climbed the walls, swallowing the banners, creeping toward the vaulted ceiling where the crest of the kingdom — the sun sigil — cracked and fell, shattering on the floor.

For one heartbeat, Elara stood in the middle of the storm — unburned, untouched, alive.

And then she heard the whisper once more, clearer than before, inside her very blood:

The Crown does not choose. It remembers.

The crystal light flared — and everything went white.

The world was silent after the light. Silent in the way of endings — not peace, but aftermath.

When Elara came to, she was back in her cell. Or what was left of it. The walls shimmered faintly blue, the air heavy with the scent of frozen stone. Chains lay scattered on the floor, brittle and cracked. The torches outside had gone out.

A faint hum pulsed under her skin, a rhythm that wasn’t her heartbeat. The frost on her wrists glowed softly with every pulse, answering something deep beneath the earth.

Through the narrow window slit, she saw nothing but white. Snow, endless and blinding, whipped against the walls like claws.

And then — the whisper again.

Run.

Elara pressed her palms to the wall. The frost followed her touch, crawling upward, then inward — spreading across the stone like a living thing. A moment later, it shattered. The iron bars cracked open with a sound like thunder muffled by snow.

She stumbled forward, her breath torn away by the storm that had returned without warning. It wasn’t like before — not wild, not senseless. It knew her now. It bent around her, the blizzard forming a corridor of swirling white leading out toward the gates.

Behind her, alarms echoed — the clatter of boots, the shouts of men.

“Stop her! The witch!”

But when they reached the corridor, they froze mid-stride, eyes wide with terror. The snow rose in a wall between them, glittering like glass, sealing Elara from their reach.

She ran. Barefoot. Breathless. Her cloak tore against the wind. The world had become a whirl of light and ice, every flake whispering against her skin, urging her onward.

Through the storm’s roar, the voice returned — no longer a whisper but a thread of purpose.

North.

Elara stumbled, falling to her knees. The snow beneath her burned cold enough to sear. “Who are you?” she gasped into the wind. “What do you want from me?”

The storm only swirled tighter, lifting around her in spirals. Within it, shapes flickered — faint outlines of faces, of crowns, of ancient ruins swallowed by ice.

You already know, the voice said. The world remembers through you.

Her pulse quickened. She rose to her feet, chest heaving. The blizzard thickened, pushing her toward the broken gates. Beyond them lay the white expanse of the northern plains — infinite and merciless.

Behind her, the palace groaned. Cracks raced through the frozen walls, pillars shattering under their own weight. The great banners of the Council, once bright with gold, burned with frostfire before turning to ash.

A new wind howled from the heart of the ruin.

Elara turned once, just once, to look back.

Through the storm, she saw the throne room — or what remained of it. The ice crown she had awakened now hovered where the seat of power once stood, spinning slowly in the air, glowing with a light like trapped dawn.

And beneath it, everything else — the banners, the sigils, the very crest of the kingdom — dissolved into dust.

Her mother’s words came to her again: “Don’t call the ice when you can’t see the light.”

But there was no light now. Only her — and the cold that followed her heartbeat.

She took her first step into the storm. Then another.

The snow rose higher, swallowing her footprints as fast as she made them. The voice came once more, softer this time, almost tender:

The North remembers you. Keep walking.

Elara didn’t look back again.

When the first pale fire of dawn touched the ruined palace roof, there was no throne left, no council, no trace of the old world.

Only silence — vast, pure, and shimmering like the heart of winter itself.
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The Seal of the Cursed
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The storm had broken the world and then gone silent — the kind of silence that doesn’t bring peace, but waiting.

Elara moved through the ashes of snow, her cloak heavy, the hem stiff with frost. The forest thinned behind her, and ahead — she saw the faint outline of the village she once called home.

No smoke rose from the chimneys. No dogs barked. Even the air felt cautious, afraid to breathe.

Her steps left prints that filled instantly with windblown ice, erasing her presence almost as soon as it appeared.

The sky hung low and dim, neither dawn nor night. The world was pale — drained of every color but gray.

When she reached the wooden gates, she stopped. There, burned into the frost, was a dark circle — cracked down the middle like a wound. Around it, the ice shimmered faintly blue, pulsing, as if the mark was alive.

Elara touched it with trembling fingers. The frost responded — spreading outward, branching like veins across the wood.

She drew her hand back sharply.

“The mark of the cursed,” she whispered. “They’ve sealed themselves against me.”

Once, these gates had opened to her mother’s singing. Once, the air here had smelled of bread and pine.

Now it smelled of fear.

She pushed the gate, and it groaned in protest. No one came to meet her.

The streets were narrow and hollow. Shutters nailed shut. A cart overturned, wheels frozen in a half-turn, like time itself had stopped mid-motion.

Elara walked through it slowly, each footstep echoing too loud.

A door creaked. A child’s face — pale, wide-eyed — peeked from behind a curtain, then vanished.

A whisper followed. Another.

Then silence again.

She wanted to call out — I’m not a monster.

But the words froze in her throat, like even her breath feared her now.

The air felt wrong. Too cold, even for winter. It pressed against her ribs, a weight, as though the world itself rejected her.

Her hands — still raw from frostbite and blood — trembled. She pulled her cloak tighter, but warmth no longer obeyed her. It retreated from her skin, drawn inward, until she felt hollow.

“Mother...” the word escaped her like a ghost. “I came home.”

But home was gone.

At the edge of the square, where the well stood, she saw it — another mark. The same cracked circle, but larger, carved into the stones and filled with frozen ash.

Around it, symbols she didn’t recognize — spirals, lines, and one word scratched in the old tongue:

Wyrmoth — the damned.

Her vision blurred. The world swayed for a heartbeat, like the ground itself rejected her weight.

A gust of wind tore through the square, scattering snow. For a moment, she thought she saw shadows — not moving with the wind, but against it — curling around her feet, reaching.

She stumbled backward.

The cold bit through her boots, up her legs, crawling like a living thing. It whispered against her skin, soft and almost kind: They will not open their doors, child of winter.

She shook her head, covering her ears — but there was no stopping it. The voice was inside, as if the frost itself spoke through her veins.

“Stop,” she breathed. “Please stop.”

The whisper only deepened, low and mournful. The seal is not theirs. It is yours.

Tears burned in her eyes but froze before they could fall.

She looked up — and saw movement near the chapel. A cluster of villagers stood in silence, faces hidden beneath fur hoods, watching her.

One woman made the sign of warmth — thumb to heart, then toward the sky — the gesture used for the dead.

Elara took a step toward them. “Please... I only need shelter. I won’t stay long—”

A man stepped forward, his torch sputtering in the wind.

“Leave this place,” he said hoarsely. “You carry the Winter’s mark.”

The torchlight reflected in his eyes — not anger, but terror.

Elara froze. “You know me. I healed your son last winter.”

The man’s face twisted. “And now he coughs ice.”

A murmur spread through the crowd. Someone whispered, “She brings the storm with her.”

The torch flared brighter, and for a heartbeat she saw it — the reflection of her own face in the flame. Her eyes were pale now, rimmed with frost. The faint glow of blue threaded through her veins like cracks in glass.

She stepped back, shaking her head. “No... no, it’s not me.”

The man lifted the torch higher. “It is you.”

He hurled it to the ground before her. The fire hissed on contact with the snow — steam rising, forming a halo of fog between them.

In that fog, the air shifted. The temperature dropped. The torch froze mid-flame, ice swallowing the fire in a heartbeat.

Gasps.

Silence.

The villagers stared — some in awe, most in horror.

Elara stood motionless, her breath ragged. Around her, frost crept outward in a perfect circle, covering the stones, swallowing the last traces of warmth.

“I didn’t mean to—” she whispered, voice breaking.

No one stayed to listen. Doors slammed. Bolts locked. One by one, the windows went dark.

The last sound was the iron bell from the chapel, tolling once, echoing through the hollow streets.

Elara sank to her knees in the snow, clutching her arms around herself. The cold no longer hurt. It belonged to her now.

For the first time, she felt it — not outside, but within.

A living, ancient thing curling under her ribs, whispering in a voice both terrible and tender:

You cannot go home. You are home.

And when she looked down, the frost beneath her hands shaped itself into a perfect ring — cracked in two.

The seal of the cursed.

The bell from the chapel hadn’t finished echoing when the first torchlight broke through the mist.

Elara rose from the snow too slowly. Her knees ached, her breath clouded in front of her like ghosts fleeing her body. The sound of boots on frozen ground drew closer — many boots, marching in a rhythm that smelled of judgment.

A voice shouted, “There! By the well!”

The glow of fire snapped against the walls of the houses. Shadows stretched toward her, sharp and trembling.

She turned — and for a heartbeat, she thought she saw her mother among them. But it was only a woman from the village, the baker’s wife, clutching a cross of twigs in shaking hands.

“It’s her,” someone whispered. “The ice witch. The one who brought the storm.”

Another voice — angrier, nearer — “She froze the king’s hall! The blood on her hands turned to snow!”

Elara wanted to protest, to scream I was saving them!

But the words came out only as a rasp of fog.

The crowd thickened — men, women, even children — eyes lit not by hate, but by terror. The kind of fear that no truth can melt.

She backed away, step by step, until her shoulders met the cold wood of a wall.

A stone flew, striking her arm. The pain was sharp, quick, real.

Then another.

“Stop,” she whispered, but no one did.

Her vision blurred with tears that froze before falling.

Each heartbeat felt slower, heavier — as if the cold was pressing down from inside her veins.

Then a shout cut through the chaos.

“By order of the Council — seize her!”

The villagers parted. From between them came the old starosta — broad-shouldered, gray-bearded, wearing the Council’s crest stitched in silver thread. His breath steamed, his eyes like shards of old glass.

“Elara of the Northwood,” he declared, voice booming in the still air, “you are accused of witchcraft and treason against the realm. You summoned the frost that destroyed the royal palace.”

She met his gaze. “I saved a child,” she said softly. “The storm wasn’t mine.”

The man’s lip curled. “Do you deny the ice that still crawls through your skin?”

He lifted his hand — and for the first time, Elara saw the mark on his palm: the same cracked circle she had seen burned on the gate. A mark of authority — and of fear.

“Bind her,” he ordered.

Two men approached cautiously, ropes in hand. Their eyes darted between her face and the frost blooming under her boots.

Elara didn’t move. Her pulse thundered in her ears.

When they grabbed her wrists, she gasped — not from pain, but from the sting of heat meeting cold.

The ropes smoked, fibers snapping under a thin layer of ice.

One of the men cursed and stumbled back.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
SCROWN OF FROST
%’ JANE PANE

v

.
-





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.png
Crown of Frost





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image002.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.png
by Jane Pane





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





