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Part One: The Emissary of Summer
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Chapter One: The Frozen Throne
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The cold was a living thing.

Elara of Solis had known this truth since the moment her escort crossed the frozen river that marked the border between her sun-drenched homeland and the kingdom of eternal winter. She had known it when the horses began to struggle against the deepening snow, when the soldiers wrapped themselves in furs that smelled of damp wool and ancient sweat, when the pale disc of the sun disappeared behind clouds that never seemed to part.

But she had not understood the cold until now, standing at the base of the mountain called Icespire, looking up at the castle that bore its name.

“Your Highness.”

The voice belonged to Lord Caius, the emissary who had met her at the border. He was a lean man with silver threading his dark hair and eyes the color of winter storms, pale grey, distant, patient. He had been her guide for the past three weeks, and in all that time, she had never heard his voice rise above a measured calm.

“The king awaits,” he said, his breath misting in the air. “We should not keep him waiting.”

Elara did not move. She could not. The castle held her gaze like a spell.

It was impossible. That was her first thought, and it lodged in her mind like a shard of ice. The castle should not exist. It defied everything she knew about architecture, about nature, about the world itself.

The base was black volcanic rock, raw and jagged as if torn from the mountain’s bones. She recognized the stone; it was the same rock that formed the mountains of Solis’s eastern range, ancient and unyielding. But here, that dark foundation had been encased in ice. Not frost or snow, but ice that gleamed like a polished diamond, refracting the pale sunlight into a thousand prismatic colors. Turrets of frozen water spiraled toward the sky, their edges sharp as blades. Bridges of ice arched between towers of stone, and somewhere in the depths of the fortress, light pulsed, a faint, rhythmic glow, like a heartbeat.

The effect was that the castle seemed alive. As if it were breathing. As if it were waiting.

“It is beautiful,” she said, and was surprised to find that she meant it.

“It is three hundred years old,” Caius replied. “The ice came with the curse. Some say the primordial magic shaped it, encased the old fortress to protect it from the frost. Others say ice is the frost, held at bay by the king’s will.”

Elara tore her gaze away from the castle and looked at him. “And what do you say?”

Something flickered in those storm-grey eyes, something that might have been respect or perhaps pity. I say that we are all prisoners here, Your Highness. Some of us have larger cells.

He turned his horse toward the winding path that led up to the castle gates, and after a moment, Elara followed.

The great hall of Icespire was colder than the mountain pass.

Elara had expected that. What she had not expected was silence.

The hall stretched before her, vast as a cathedral, its ceiling lost in shadows that the enchanted sconces could not penetrate. The walls were the same black volcanic stone as the castle’s exterior, but they were covered in tapestries of such intricate detail they seemed almost alive. She passed scenes of battles and harvests, of weddings and coronations, of a kingdom that had once been green and golden. Men and women in rich colors laughed and loved and fought, frozen forever in threads of wool and silk.

The floor was obsidian, polished to a mirror shine, and her footsteps echoed in the silence like stones dropped into a well. To her left and right, rows of pillars rose toward the darkness, each one carved with scenes she could not quite make out. And between the pillars, standing in perfect stillness, were the people of the Winter Court.

They wore white and silver and pale blue; their clothes layered with furs that had been bleached to match the snow. Their faces were carefully blank, their postures rigid, their eyes fixed on her with an intensity that made her want to smooth her crimson gown, to adjust the gold clips in her hair, to somehow make herself smaller.

She did none of those things. She was a princess of Solis, daughter of the Sun King, and she had not traveled three weeks through a frozen wasteland to cower before a court of ghosts.

She lifted her chin and walked forward.

At the far end of the hall, on a throne that should not be possible, sat the Winter King.

The throne was ice. She could see that clearly as she approached: a great block of crystal carved into a seat fit for a god, its arms shaped like the wings of some frozen bird, its back rising high enough to cast the king in shadow. It should have melted. It should have cracked. It should have been anything other than what it was: a monument to power that had endured for three centuries.

And the man who sat upon it...

Elara’s steps faltered. Just for a moment. Just long enough for her to notice that her breath had caught in her chest, that her hands had clenched at her sides, that something she had not expected was happening in the region of her heart.

He was beautiful.

It was not the beauty of Solis, all golden skin and sun-bright hair and easy laughter. It was the beauty of the aurora that danced on the horizon every night, cold and distant and utterly inhuman. His hair was the color of winter dawn, pale silver shot through with threads of deepest blue, and it fell past his shoulders in waves that seemed to move in a wind she could not feel. His skin was white as fresh snow, his cheekbones sharp as the mountains that surrounded his kingdom, his jaw cut with the precision of a blade.

He wore a crown of ice and black iron, the metal set with gems that glittered like frozen stars. His coat was white and silver, the fabric so fine it seemed to absorb the light rather than reflect it. And his hands, resting on the arms of his throne, were pale and long-fingered and utterly still.

But it was his eyes that stopped her heart.

They were the color of a winter sky just before a storm, grey shot through with blue, cold and distant and impossibly old. And they were fixed on her with an intensity that made her want to take a step back, to cross her arms over her chest, to hide from the weight of that gaze.

She did not step back. She was a princess of Solis, and she would not show fear.

She walked forward until she stood directly before the throne, close enough to see the faint tracery of frost at his temples, the slight blue tinge to his lips, the way his breath misted in the air even though the hall was not cold enough for such a thing. Close enough to see that his hands were trembling, just slightly, and that there was something in his eyes that might have been in pain.

She curtsied. It was the deepest curtsy she had ever given, the kind reserved for foreign monarchs and the gods themselves. When she rose, she met his gaze and held it.

“King Kael of Aethelgard,” she said, and her voice rang clear and strong in the cavernous space. “I am Princess Elara of Solis. I come as emissary of my father, King Aldric, and as your betrothed, according to the terms of the treaty signed at the Summer Pass.”

For a long moment, he did not respond. He simply looked at her, and she felt the weight of that gaze like a physical thing. It was not lust, not interest, not even curiosity. It was an assessment. Calculation. As if she were a piece on a game board, and he was deciding where to place her.

Then he stood.

He was taller than she had expected, and thinner, his frame wrapped in that coat of white and silver. He descended the three steps from his throne, and she heard the court draw a collective breath, saw the nobles shift in their places, sensed something in the air that might have been anticipation or fear.

He stopped an arm’s length away, close enough that she could see the individual flakes of snow that seemed to cling to his eyelashes, and then he spoke.

“Princess Elara.”

Two words. Two words, and she understood immediately that something was wrong. Because his voice should have been cold, she had expected cold, had prepared for cold, but instead, it was nothing. Flat. Empty. As if the words had been carved from ice and dropped into space between them.

“You are welcome in Aethelgard.” He paused, and for just a moment, she saw something flicker in those storm-grey eyes. Pain? Anger? She could not tell. “The kingdom is yours.”

There was a murmuring from the court, a rustle of silk and a whisper of breath, and Elara realized they were waiting for something. A response, perhaps. A sign of what kind of queen this southern princess would be.

She lifted her chin. “I thank you, Your Majesty. I look forward to learning your kingdom’s ways.” She let her gaze sweep the hall, taking in the frozen nobles, the ice-encrusted pillars, the tapestries of a lost world. “And to finding my place within them.”

Something happened then. A crack in the ice of the king’s composure, so brief she almost missed it. A tightening of his jaw, a sharp intake of breath. And then, creeping up his neck in patterns that looked almost like lace, frost began to form.

He turned away so quickly she nearly stumbled. “The court is dismissed. Lord Caius, see that the princess is settled in the Sun Suite.”

“Your Majesty,” Caius began.

“Now.”

The word was sharp as a blade, and it cut through the murmuring like a scythe through wheat. The nobles scattered, their carefully blank faces now showing something that might have been alarm. Caius moved to Elara’s side, his hand hovering near her elbow as if to guide her away.

She did not move. She was watching the king’s back, watching the way his shoulders had gone rigid, watching the frost that was now creeping up past his collar, spreading across his jaw.
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