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​Chapter 1: The Weight of a Breath Held Captive


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]



[image: ]he forge did not roar with the usual orange fury of coal and bellows. Instead, it hummed with a low, vibrating violet light that seemed to pull the warmth directly

from Elara’s marrow. She held the tongs with a white-knuckled grip, watching as the liquid chronos began to solidify into a jagged, translucent edge that defied the laws of heat.




Her breath hitched, blooming in the frigid air like a dying ghost. Every movement in the workshop felt sluggish, as if the air itself had turned to thick, invisible syrup. This was the cost of working with the Shards of Stasis. To craft the Winterglass, one had to exist in the agonizing space between a heartbeat and the silence that followed.




Elara thought of her father’s hands, once steady and calloused, now frozen in a permanent crystalline statue in the town square. He had tried to catch a falling second to save her mother, but time was a jealous master. It didn’t just stop; it consumed. Now, she hammered the glass, each strike echoing with the hollow sound of a memory being shattered.
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The hammer came down, ringing out a note that felt like a funeral bell. With every impact, a flicker of her own past bled into the blade. She saw the day she first learned to ride, the smell of hay and old leather, then watched it dissolve into the cold, blue light of the forge. The weapon was hungrily drinking her history.

She felt a sharp pang of anxiety tightening her chest, a physical weight that made it hard to swallow. If she gave too much, there would be nothing left of her but a hollow shell. Yet, the Resistance needed the Winterglass to pierce the heart of the Eternal Storm. She was trading her soul for a chance at a tomorrow.

The blade began to take its final shape, a slender rapier that looked more like an icicle than a sword. It didn’t reflect the room; instead, it showed glimpses of things that had already happened. A dropped cup, a fallen leaf, a tear shed in secret. It was a beautiful, terrifying record of everything the world had lost to the frost.

Kaelen stood by the heavy oak door, his shadow long and distorted by the violet glow. He didn’t speak, knowing that a single word could break her concentration and shatter the brittle reality she was weaving. His eyes were filled with a mixture of awe and profound pity. He knew what this work was doing to her spirit.

“It is nearly finished,” Elara whispered, her voice cracking like dry parchment. She didn’t look at him, afraid that seeing his face would make her want to live too much. To finish the Winterglass,

[image: ]




she had to remain detached, a ghost among the living. The cold was moving up her arms now, turning her veins into rivers of ice.




She remembered the way the sun used to feel on her skin before the Great Freeze began. It was a distant, golden dream that felt like a lie told to children. Now, the only truth was the glass and the relentless ticking of a clock that no longer moved. She raised the hammer one last time, her muscles screaming in protest.




The final blow landed with a soft, crystalline thud that seemed to swallow all sound in the room. A wave of frost rippled outward, coating the walls in delicate, intricate patterns of rime. The Winterglass pulsed once, a heartbeat of pure white light, and then went still. It was the most beautiful thing Elara had ever seen, and she hated it.




She slumped against the workbench, her legs giving way as the adrenaline began to ebb. The silence that followed was heavy and suffocating, filled with the ghosts of the moments she had sacrificed. She reached out a trembling hand to touch the hilt, her fingers hovering just inches away from the cold. It was a weapon made of pure, distilled longing.




Kaelen finally moved, his boots crunching on the frost-covered floorboards as he approached her. He reached out to steady her, his touch a shocking contrast of warmth against her frozen skin. For a moment, she allowed herself to lean into him, closing her eyes against the piercing light of the blade. The first step of their journey was finally complete.
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“You did it, Elara,” he murmured, though his voice lacked any hint of triumph. He looked at the weapon with a grim realization of the burden they now carried. It wasn’t just a tool of war; it was a fragment of the universe’s broken heart. They were no longer just rebels; they were the keepers of a very dangerous, frozen truth.

Elara looked up at the small, frosted window, wondering if the sun would ever truly return to their world. The Winterglass lay on the anvil, a shimmering promise of violence and salvation. She felt a flicker of joy, sharp and dangerous, quickly followed by a crushing wave of dread. The weapon was ready, but she feared she was already beginning to break.

The violet light receded into the blade, leaving the workshop in a dim, grey twilight. Elara felt the phantom vibrations of the hammer still echoing through her wrists, a rhythmic ghost of the labor she had just endured. Her skin was pale, almost translucent under the grime of the forge, and her breath still came in short, jagged gasps that rattled deep in her lungs.

Kaelen moved closer, his hand hovering near the Winterglass without touching it. He seemed to understand that the weapon was still settling, its temporal edges sharp enough to sever the thread of a person’s existence. The air around the anvil shimmered like a heat haze, but the sensation was one of biting, absolute zero that made his eyes water and his throat itch.

“It feels heavier than it looks,” Elara whispered, her eyes fixed on the hilt wrapped in silver-grey leather. It wasn’t just the weight of the steel and chronos; it was the weight of the seconds
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