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There are stories that begin with fire, and others with frost—but the oldest begin with silence, the kind that settles over a land too wounded to name its pain. In the years before the Veins awakened, the world lived inside that hush, suspended between seasons, breathing only when the wind remembered how to move. Forests slept in their own shadows. Mountains listened to the groan of buried glaciers. Roots clung to dreams of a world once whole. Few alive sensed that thin thread stretched between stillness and collapse, yet the land felt it with every grain of soil and every ancient stone.

Civilizations built their futures atop that quiet, unaware of how brittle it was. Crythar carved its towers from winter’s spine, raising spires that caught pale stars and held them long after dawn. Sylvalis shaped its cities around river bends and flowering canopies, trusting the patient strength of green things to cradle their people. Between them lay the rifts—old scars pressed flat by time—where roots whispered only at night, when even the gods turned their faces away. Prophets spoke of a coming confluence, a breath shared by flame and frost, but their warnings drifted like scattered embers before anyone could gather them.

The first true shift came not with thunder, but with a heartbeat. One pulse, deep beneath the snowfields—slow as an ancient creature waking—echoed through Crythar’s stone beds and startled the roots of Sylvalis into trembling. The earth felt it before men did. Rivers hesitated. Clouds thickened as if reconsidering their paths. Wind stilled long enough for the world to listen. Something old had stirred—not in anger, but in remembrance. Verdancy, older than kingdoms, opened its eyes beneath the ice and found the world unready to meet its gaze.

Those who felt the awakening spoke of warmth where there should have been cold, of frost shimmering with green light, of air thick with the scent of living sap even in midwinter. They followed those signs to long-ignored chasms and witnessed the first unfurling of new roots: pale tendrils glowing with a color that belonged to no season. Some fled. Some knelt. A few reached out with hands steady enough to touch the change.

But this story does not belong solely to the world or to the ancient pulse beneath it. It belongs to two figures who stepped into that turning: a prince of frost whose breath could still storms, and a man of verdant blood whose heart carried the rhythm of every living thing. They met in conflict—but what grew between them ran deeper than fate, deeper than prophecy: two forces long taught to oppose discovering that balance only comes when they draw together.

The silence that precedes their tale is long.
The echoes that follow it will be longer still.
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Chapter 1: The Frozen Awakening
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Snow held its breath around him.

He remembered only the Ashen Crown splitting—then the Heartroot pulling him north. The roads, the mountains, the days between vanished into frost. When he woke again, Crythar’s sky was already above him.

For a long time there was only weight and cold and a silence so dense it felt like another body pressed against his own. Light seeped in from somewhere beyond, thin and blue, filtered through a thickness that did not move when his chest tried to rise. Pressure clamped his ribs. The first sound in the world was the slow, stubborn crack of that pressure refusing to last forever.

Ice shifted against his skin.

Not all of him remembered having a body. There had been fire once, and steel shrieking, and roots tearing through stone; a city’s bones collapsing around a green heart that would not stop beating. Memory lay scattered, shards with sharp edges floating somewhere above the numbness. When sensation returned, it came in fragments: the sting of frozen air inside his nose, the ache in his jaw, the hard burn in his fingers where something rough pressed into his palm.

He tried to inhale.

The ice fought him. A tight shell held him from throat to thigh, gripping his limbs where they lay half-curled. The attempt dragged a thin hiss of air between his teeth. Frost flared pale along the inside of the crystal that enclosed him, spidering out in delicate lines. Each breath etched another bloom.

Sound followed. Not voice, not yet. A faint, distant creak: the world outside settling on its own weight. Snow pressed in muffled layers beyond the ice. The silence had depth. Somewhere above, wind moved over an open space, its noise turned to a low, steady hum by the thickness between him and air.

His chest burned. The next breath came harder, scraping raw at his throat.

Something under his left skin moved.

The sensation was wrong for bone or muscle. It made no respect for the freeze. It climbed from wrist to shoulder as if the flesh were soil and the cold a mere crust. Lines pushed outward beneath his skin, slow but relentless, following paths that had been there since the day the forest took his mother and left the world in his blood.

The Verdancy had never learned to sleep.

Frozen numbness fought it and lost. Heat, faint as the memory of a touched hand, stirred in his arm where the lines gathered. The ice closest to his forearm fogged from the inside. Hairline fractures whispered outward from that point, tiny starbursts aching toward the light.

He did not think a name for himself. Names belonged to mouths, and his had not yet remembered how to open. But the world knew him. The slow pulse beneath the frozen earth recognized the pattern of his veins and pushed once more, a deep, patient encouragement.

The crystal casing quivered.

Another breath. Another widening crack.

His right hand twitched. Fingers scraped against a roughness trapped with him—a thin branch, no thicker than his thumb, fused into the ice along his palm. The bark bit his skin in tiny ridges. It smelled faintly of sap even here, a ghost of forests and smoke and soil under rain. The scent cut through the taste of cold and made the back of his eyes sting.

Memory rose with it.

A forge courtyard, air tasting of metal and ash; the hammer’s weight in his hand; the root trapped in steel twisting toward the warmth of his blood. The moment when Ironvale’s bones screamed. Green light punching up through cobblestone and iron plate, through engines and towers. Men shouting. Bells shattering. The sky folding under smoke as roots took the city in their teeth.

The warmth in his arm flared, fierce as a heartbeat trying to outrun its cage.

The ice around his chest cracked with a sound like distant thunder smothered by snow. A jagged line crawled across his field of vision, splitting the pale blue into two warped halves. Shards shifted against his cheek. The pressure on his ribs loosened just enough for one full breath to drag in, painful and glorious. Air sliced down into lungs starved of it.

Cold in, steam out. The exhale fogged the inside of the crystal.

He pressed his fingers harder into the little branch, using it as leverage. Muscles woke along his shoulders, protesting. His knee hit resistance where the ice held it bent; the strain sent sparks of pain up his thigh. Sweat tried to form and failed, stolen before it could rise by the vicious air.

The Verdancy kept pushing.

Ridges swelled under his skin, thin cords running along his forearm and up into the muscles of his upper arm. Where they reached his wrist, the flesh could no longer hold them alone. A crack in the ice lined up with the path beneath—a convenience or a mercy. The next flex of his hand drove a pale root-tip out through his skin and into that flaw.

It hurt. Brightly, honestly. Pain sharpened his awareness more than the cold ever had.

The root found purchase. It hooked into the crack and grew, threads thickening with each heartbeat. They were not the rich, dark green of Sylvalis; the cold bleached them to a muted, luminous color, green touched by winter’s blue, as if frost had drunk half their pigment. The ice around them bulged and split. Fragments sloughed away, sliding down his side in glittering slivers.

Outside, a gust of wind brushed snow against the crystal’s surface. The sound rasped like a huge, soft hand smoothing out a sheet. The world beyond remained a blur of white and blue shadows, but shadows meant light, and light meant space, and space meant he was not buried entirely.

He drew another breath. This one shook.

The cold bit deeper as more cracks opened. The ice had been a terrible blanket, stealing warmth and touch, but it had at least kept the air from climbing inside his clothes. Now each new fissure was a doorway for the world’s teeth. Frost crawled along his eyelashes. His lips ached with the effort of moving.

His heart had not forgotten its work. It pounded against his ribs, outraged at its confinement. Verdancy followed its rhythm, answering each beat with a pulse of its own. Roots pressed out from his arm in a slow, stubborn spiral, weaving through the crystal until they reached its outer face. When they touched open air, they stopped.

The change was immediate.

Where ice had given way, the cold turned keener, no longer dulled by thickness. Wind knifed along the exposed roots. Their luminous green dimmed at the edges. Fine frost feathered over them, halting growth mid-reach. They hung there like veins caught in glass, more sculpture than living thing.

The world would not let him take deeper hold.

He rested his forehead against the inside of the crystal, the small movement exhausting. Breath fogged and cleared in front of his eyes in slow waves. Each exhale left a ghost of warmth; each inhale stole it back. Snow’s scent seeped in through the new fractures—clean, metallic, edged with something wild and old. The air did not carry the tang of smoke or iron. No forge here. No city.

Silence had its own flavor. This one tasted like stone under ice and the distant breath of mountains.

He pushed.

Ribs strained as he twisted, trying to turn his shoulder against a fissure. Ice crunched and slid. A slab broke free near his hip and fell, striking the drift below with a muffled thud. Cold surged up from that opening. His skin flared prickles where air touched it, as if a thousand needles pressed in at once.

He let the pain anchor him. It was proof that he existed here and now, not only in the scattered images still rushing through his head—Ironvale folding, Taren’s shout lost under the roaring earth, the feel of stone dropping out beneath his feet while roots wrapped his legs and dragged him down into darkness.

There had been falling. There had been crushing weight, a roar like the world inhaling. Then nothing. Then this.

The crystal shell gave way in a sudden, lurching shift.

It split along the line of his spine. His body tipped forward. For one weightless instant he hung between enclosure and open space, held only by roots frozen into the ice at his arm. They snapped with brittle pops. He fell out of himself onto the snow.

Landing knocked the breath from him all over again.

Snow was softer than stone, but when a body had forgotten what falling felt like, any impact was a shock. The drift accepted him up to his elbows. Cold climbed straight through soaked cloth into muscle. He lay there, half-buried, while the remains of the crystal behind him shed their weight in slow shards. They broke on the surface with a series of dull, thick sounds, like distant hammers underwater.

Breath came back in shudders. Each inhale dragged the air’s sharpness into his chest until his lungs burned as if full of crushed ice. He turned his face to the side, cheek pressed into snow so clean it squeaked against his skin. A thin layer melted under the heat of his breath, then refroze against his jaw.

The sky above him was colorless and enormous.

Clouds lay in stretched, pale bands, neither low enough to touch nor high enough to forget. No smoke stained them. No flock of crows cut across their light. The emptiness felt huge enough to swallow a city and still have room for silence.

He pushed his hands flat against the drift and forced his elbows to lock. Muscles complained. His body felt both too heavy and too hollow, as if parts of him were still trapped below in that vanished moment when Ironvale’s heart broke. Snow tried to cling to his sleeves when he moved. Its resistance was small but insistent, like fingers pulling at him to stay down.

He rose to his knees.

The movement set every root inside him throbbing. They had withdrawn when the cold arrested their outward path, curling deeper into bone and blood. Now they shifted as his posture changed, tugging at the places where they were anchored. No single point of pain, just a deep, spreading ache that made him rock once before finding balance.

The world resolved around him in halves and layers.

Behind, the crystal that had been his prison rose from the snow like a broken tooth, its facets catching the weak light, Verdant filaments scoring its interior, frozen mid-grope. In front, the ground rolled gently away into a white forest—trees stripped to bone, trunks and branches half-buried in drifts, each limb furred with frost. The silence of it all pressed against his ears, so complete that his own breath sounded loud.

He listened past that sound, searching instinctively for the low, omnipresent hum of the Verdancy beneath his knees.

It was there. Faint, distant, as if heard through a muffling blanket. The cold damped it, layered itself between his skin and the steady pulse of roots and soil. The connection had never felt so thin. In Sylvalis, the ground had sung; in Ironvale, it had muttered and growled under steel. Here, it whispered from far below layers of frozen memory.

His fingers dug into the drift until they met something harder than snow. Ice, thick and unyielding. Beyond that, the faint echo of living earth, barely enough to make his palms tingle.

The Verdancy’s voice reached him anyway. Weakened, subdued, but present. A presence that did not vanish even in a world made almost entirely of its opposite.

He lifted his hands and flexed them. The skin along his left forearm was marked where the outer roots had tried to break through again. Pale lines threaded along veins, luminous under the surface. When wind slid bare across them, they stung like wounds.

“That will scar,” he rasped, surprised to hear sound.

His voice came out hoarse, small in the open. It vanished into the white, carried away by air that refused to hold heat or echo. Speaking took more effort than seemed fair. The taste in his mouth was old salt and iron.

He shut it again.

Words did little in the face of whatever had taken him from the collapsing forge to this blank, frozen world. The gap between the two places yawned wide. Images tried to bridge it: the caving of Ironvale’s great arches; stone peeling back like bark; a green column punching through smoke toward a sky it never reached. Roots wrapping his ribs and dragging him down, not to Sylvalis, not to heartwood, but somewhere deep and dark where cold seeped in from every side.

He had not drowned. He had not burned. The world had chosen another way to keep him.

Wind shifted, carrying a new sound.

Not the creak of ice or the soft hiss of drifting snow. A crystalline clatter, light and regular, like talons tapping stone. It came from his right, just beyond the nearest line of frost-laden trees. Each step settled fully before the next, unhurried, certain. The rhythm threaded through the stillness with an ease that made it clear this was its home.

His heart tightened.

He turned his head toward the sound, careful not to move too fast. The ache in his limbs made caution necessary anyway. Breath rose in front of him in a thin mist. Through it, between trunks as pale as old bones, something darker moved.

At first it was only a shape, more suggestion than sight.

A figure stood just beyond the edge of the clearing, where the snow lay thinner and the ground under the ice sloped upward. The body’s lines refused to match any human stance he knew; the weight sat differently, poised more over the balls of the feet than the heels. Shoulders narrowed into a long neck, head tilted slightly, the way a hunting bird measured distance. The light caught on something that was not cloth—edges too clean, too precise.

Wings.

They folded close along the figure’s back, feathers made of ice and shadow. Thin plates of frost overlapped like scales along the outer curve. Each faint movement sent a run of cold light along them. Behind the helmet—if it was a helmet, if that sharp, smooth covering over the face was not bone—breath coiled in a slow plume.

He did not understand the details at once. Understanding came through his skin rather than his eyes. The creature—no, not a creature, something more deliberate than that—belonged to this place in the way roots belonged to earth. Its presence did not disturb the snow; it claimed the snow.

Half human, half something else. Taloned feet anchored in frost. Muscles wired with quiet strength. Power held in stillness, not show.

The air between them changed.

The thin line of Verdancy inside him stirred in answer, not with heat this time but with an odd, painful awareness of contrast. Ice and root, winter and sap—two natures that should never have needed to look at each other like this. The cold made his bones hurt; the thing watching him seemed to wear cold the way he wore blood.

He held himself as steady as his protesting body allowed.

The figure did not step closer. It might as well have been a carving grown out of the tree shadows: a sentinel built by winter, set to watch whatever the ice decided to spit up onto its surface. Yet nothing in its posture suggested indifference. Attention sharpened the space between them like the edge of a blade.

He did not feel words rising. Language seemed clumsy in the face of that gaze, even with a face hidden behind frost. His mind reached instead for place names, for knowledge that might anchor this into the map of Aethralis he carried in his ribs: a forest of white, a sky of broken light, a lordship of ice with taloned guardians and wings carved from winter.

Crythar. The Ice Citadel. Stories told in Ironvale’s forges when the fires burned low and men boasted about enemies they had never seen.

He had never expected to wake inside a story.

Wind passed between them, carrying his scent: sap, ash, the faint, stubborn thread of green. The figure’s wings shifted almost imperceptibly, a faint shake like a restrung bow testing its tension. The head tilted a fraction more. The world narrowed to the line between his breath and that cold, patient regard.

Beneath the ice of forgotten skies, a fire will remember.

The whisper came from below, not above. Not a voice, but the Verdancy’s old habit of turning event into echo. The Prophecy’s fourth line rose through him as if the earth had carved the words into his bones while he slept. The certainty of it made the hair along his arms stand even as frost clung there.

Memory was a heat the cold could not take.

Ironvale falling. His mother’s last song. Taren’s hand on his neck, steady and heavy as an anvil. The blood-root blooming from his cut skin. The moment roots chose to save him instead of the city that had tried to cage them. Those images flickered behind his eyes while snowlight stared back at him from across the clearing.

He did not look away.

For the first time since breath returned, his chest eased without his willing it. There was danger here; that rang in every line of the winged stranger’s body. But the danger felt clean, shaped, not the wild collapse of stone and fire. The cold hurt, but it did not lie. The eyes behind that helm—if there were eyes—judged, but they did not hide.

His knees threatened to fold. Pride alone kept him upright.

He shifted his weight, planting his hand more firmly in the snow. Frost stung his palm. The root-lines in his arm ached. His breath misted and thinned, misted and thinned. Across the white field, the figure’s plume of vapor did the same. Two lives, marked by nothing more than visible breath.

The distance between them did not close. It held.

Auren’s lips parted. No words came yet. Some truths asked to be felt before they could be spoken, and the world here seemed built of nothing but truths: cold that was cold, silence that was silence, attention that did not pretend to be anything else.

The wind shifted again, softer now, carrying the faintest thread of a scent that did not belong to snow or ice or Verdancy.

Smoke without coal. Metal without forge. The sharp, clean edge of something that could cut the air itself.

The figure’s wings tightened fractionally, a tiny brace against whatever would come next.

In the breath that followed, balanced between the ache in his arm and the weight of that distant gaze, the world held still, as if waiting to see which of them would move first.
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Chapter 2: Chains of Frost
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The first thing that moved was the chain.

Links scraped across ice with a sound like grinding teeth, metal on frozen stone. Each jolt ran up Auren’s arms and shoulders before sinking into his bones. The shackles at his wrists bit through numb skin, banded iron gone pale where veins of frozen ore ran through it. Frost gathered along each link in blunt, crystalline blooms. Even his breath avoided them, curling thinly away.

He walked because the chain insisted.

Faunir soldiers flanked him, their pace steady on the carved ice of the tunnel. Boots with studded soles gripped the slick floor as if it were packed earth. Armor caught the cold light—plates of leather reinforced with overlapping pieces of frost-touched metal. Here and there, a horn or a ridge of scaled skin broke the lines of a cloak. The breath from their mouths came harsher than the air allowed, edged with a faint growl.

The Verdancy inside his chest pressed against the cold like a hand against thick glass. Each pulse hit the manacles and sank, swallowed by the chill that seeped out of the metal. Where roots usually stirred under his skin—fine lines flexing along bone and vein—there was only a dull ache, held still by the weight at his wrists and the thin, icy current that ran through it.

The chain was not just iron.

Faint tracings marked the surface of every link, cuts too precise to be cracks, too regular to be damage. Runes, shallow and close, filled with ice-clear mineral that glowed only when breath hit it. When the chain scraped, the symbols flashed pale blue for a heartbeat, then died back to dull frost. Each flash tugged at the hum in his blood and pinned it harder.

The Verdancy did not sleep, but here it could not reach.

The tunnel bent upward. Light grew with each turn, not warm but stronger, a thin glare that made the carved walls shine. The soldiers’ shadows stretched ahead of them, distorted over the curves of the passage. Auren kept his eyes half-lidded; staring at the brightness for long made his forehead throb. The air tasted of mineral and cold iron, with a trace of something older, like stored snow.

Ahead, a gate waited.

It rose out of the ice as if grown rather than built—two massive slabs meeting in a pointed arch, surfaces smoothed clear enough to hold reflections. Patterns had been etched into them, spirals and angles that mimicked frost on glass. Above the arch, a relief of wings spread wide, feathers carved deep, each plume catching light along the edge. The gate’s metal fittings were dark as cooled embers, bolts driven deep into the frozen rock.

The soldiers gave the chain a sharp tug that pulled him over the threshold between tunnel and courtyard.

Cold changed on the far side.

Outside, the wind had been open and blunt. Here it coiled in controlled currents, racing along walls of ice that rose high enough to hide the horizon. Crythar hugged the mountains the way roots hugged stone; the city grew in layered terraces and narrow streets, all carved straight from frozen cliff. Bridges of translucent ice arched from one level to another, ribbing the open air above the main square. Towers rose like pale spears, their windows set deep, their sides etched with more of those precise, angular symbols.

No smoke marked any roof.

Movement, not warmth, filled the space. Faunir crossed the square in clean, purposeful lines—messengers with satchels strapped across armor, hunters with fur-lined cloaks still dusted in snow, guards in helms that hinted at horns. Some carried spears tipped with blade-clear crystal; others walked with empty hands that flexed as if claws could sprout at a word. The sound of them was leather, metal, and the hollow ring of boot on ice.

The chain pulled again.

His bare feet stung at each step across the stone-slick ground. They had taken his boots somewhere between the clearing and the tunnel, leaving his soles to learn this new surface: colder than Ironvale’s courtyards, harder than Sylvalis soil, level in a way that felt unnatural. Frost tried to gather in the prints behind him before his second step lifted.

The Verdancy reached for every contact and found only the thin, sullen thrum of life buried far below.

Auren swallowed air that hurt going in. The chill scraped his throat and lodged under his sternum. His exhale climbed in front of his face in a white plume, vanishing quickly in the larger cold. The Faunir around him did not seem to feel any of it. Their movements stayed easy; their breath came steady; their eyes followed him with the detached alertness of hunters escorting a dangerous animal.

Auren did not lower his head.

The chain did that for him often enough, jerking his shoulders forward when he misjudged the soldiers’ pace. He kept his gaze level, letting it skim the city without lingering. The walls offered no ivy, no creeping moss. The only green here was the faint reflection of his own eyes in a passing window of ice.

A flight of steps cut up into the side of the cliff. The stairs had been hewn narrow and steep, edges crisp. The chain shortened. Hands closed on his arms, claws just barely dimpling skin. They steered him up.

Every step drove the cold deeper into his legs. Muscles that had only just remembered movement after the crystal’s hold now asked for warmth they did not get. The iron at his wrists grew heavier as they climbed; each heartbeat seemed to drag it a little farther down, as if his blood thickened into lead under the magic caught there.

By the time they reached the top of the stairs, his breaths sounded louder in his own ears than the murmur of the city below.

A set of doors waited there, smaller than the gate but made of the same clear ice, banded with dark metal. Symbols had been burned into the fittings, lines so black they must have been made with something hotter than any forge he knew. Two guards stood on either side, helms cresting into backward-swept horns. They held their spears upright and did not glance at him.

One of the soldiers at his side lifted a hand to the rune etched into the doorframe. Fingers, tipped with claw, brushed the mark. The ice around it flared pale blue.

The doors opened with a low, resonant crack, as if the ice itself sighed and made way.

Cold altered again beyond the threshold. The air inside carried less wind, more stillness. It held a scent that had been missing outside—metal chilled to the point of sterility, the faint tang of old blood, the sharpness of magic that had been carved into a place over a very long time. The hall lay long and narrow, its walls set with vertical planes of ice that caught and re-threw the light from high windows. The floor was darker, a kind of stone veined with frozen water, polished smooth.

They did not take him far.

A door off the main hall opened into a chamber that might have been a cell before someone decided a prison did not need to be small to hold. The ceilings rose high, arching into ribs of ice that met in a single point above. The walls were smooth and clear for the most part, but one side had been left rough, the cliff face exposed in layered, frozen strata. A narrow slit of a window let in a strand of light thinned by both snow and crystal.

The only furniture was a ring set into the floor and a low bench carved directly from the wall.

The ring was iron, dark and thick, inlaid with a web of pale stone. The stone had lines in it that echoed the runes on the chain. Frost gathered along its inner circumference in a thin ridge. The sight of it made the Verdancy in his chest press against his ribs, restless for the first time since the shackles closed.

The soldiers led him to the ring.

One knelt to loop the central length of chain through it, fingers quick and steady. Auren watched the process without moving. The metal scraped the floor, runes flaring in response. When the hook set and the bolt locked, a faint vibration ran up the chain into his arms, like the echo of a struck bell too low to hear.

His knees tried to sag under the new direction of pull.

He caught himself before he hit the stone, tightening his legs enough to stay half-braced, half-resting. The chain allowed only so much distance from the ring. Two strides, perhaps, before it hit full length and jerked his wrists down. Enough to stand, not enough to pace.

The soldier at his left released his arm. The one at his right lingered a second, claws pressing a little harder than necessary into the flesh of his upper arm. Auren met the near eye visible under the forward rim of the helm. The iris was a clear, pale gray, ringed with ice-blue. There was curiosity there, banked under duty.

He held that look until the claws eased and lifted.

“Do not touch the walls,” the guard said, voice low and rough at the edges. “Do not pull at the ring. Do not call the earth.”

The words came in accented human tongue, careful and clipped. Auren’s fingers tightened involuntarily around the empty air.

The guard’s gaze flicked down to the slight movement, then up again. One corner of his mouth shifted, neither quite disdain nor respect.

“He will come to you,” the soldier added. “If you are still breathing when he arrives.”

That earned him a warning growl from his superior. The exchange stayed small, contained in a glance and a bare turn of the head. The chain weighed more than both sounds.

The soldiers filed out. The door closed behind them with a solid, frozen thud. No bar scraped on the other side; whatever sealed it did so without visible help. Silence slid into the room with practiced ease.

Auren exhaled slowly.

The breath left him in a pale stream and curled back against his face. The air here did not rush; it settled. His lungs ached, not from exertion, but from the constant burn of cold. Sweat had no chance to form. Every trace of warmth left by his skin fled into the ice.

He lowered himself onto the bench because his legs insisted. The stone bit through the thin fabric of his trousers. The chain clinked and went taut before he was fully seated; it forced his hands out in front of him, not quite on his lap, not quite suspended.

The Verdancy pressed once more at his palms, reaching for the floor.

The ring took that pulse and ate it.

The effect was immediate. A numbness spread from his wrists up his forearms, not loss of sensation but loss of depth. Where there should have been the familiar echo of roots answering roots, there was only the blank hardness of worked stone and the steady, restrained presence of the Faunir’s binding magic.

He let his fingers uncurl slowly.

The scrape of iron on skin left faint marks, not yet blood. Light from the narrow window cut across his hands, painting the runes on the shackles in a thin brightness. The etchings were not random. The lines made a pattern that spiraled inward, crossing itself in tight, symmetrical knots, always returning to the same center point. It resembled the growth rings of a tree cut crosswise, distorted into angles.

Cold gathered in the center of each pattern.

His forearm twitched where an internal root-line tried to respond. Pain flared—small, sharp, contained.

The chain did not entirely stop Verdancy. It pinned it, slowed it, turned its reach inward. The pressure under his skin built with nowhere to go, a cramped, heated pulse against the steady chill.

Time passed by the thinning of light at the window.

The strip of brightness slid along the wall, over the rough cliff-face, across the floor toward the ring. It moved slowly, as if the sun outside had to fight through layers of ice before it could cross the room. The chamber grew dimmer, colors flattening into shades of blue and gray. Auren’s shadow shortened, then stretched as he shifted his weight.

He listened.

Footsteps came and went in the hall beyond: the measured tread of guards, the heavier pace of someone in full armor, the brief, lighter rhythm of a runner. Voices remained low, muffled by the door. The world outside this chamber carried on, completely comfortable in the cold that gnawed at his bones.

Inside, the only consistent sound was his own breathing and the faint, crystalline ticks of ice settling in the walls.

The Verdancy hummed under all of it. The hum had strength again now, not because it could move, but because the chain’s resistance gave it something to push against. Every heartbeat pressed sap against frost, roots against rune. Pressure became a kind of heat all its own, a small, stubborn flame trapped behind his ribs.

The door opened without warning.

Ice cracked softly as the seal broke. A breath of colder air slid in, and with it a scent different from the faded iron and old blood of the chamber. Clean frost, sharp enough to bite the sinuses, edged with the faintest trace of something like ozone. The temperature dropped a fraction; the room’s shadows sharpened.

Boots crossed the threshold, the sound precise and controlled.

He did not stand.

The chain would have let him, with effort, but the choice mattered. Rising too quickly would have been either defiance or fear. Sitting where he was, with his spine straight and shoulders back, kept his weight his own as much as the ring allowed.

The figure who entered had no need to check the room. Presence filled the space before movement caught up. Auren felt it in the way his breath shortened for a heartbeat and in the way the Verdancy pressed against the inside of his bones as if recognizing a counterpoint.

The crythar guard from before did not return. Another Faunir came instead, closing the door with a simple push that sealed the chamber as neatly as a lid.

Armor caught the light in calm planes. The breastplate had been polished until it held reflections like dull mirrors, but its edges carried no ornament except for a narrow band of etched ice along the collar. Fur lined the shoulders, white touched with silver-gray, falling back from the neck to reveal a throat ringed by a simple band of pale metal.

He wore no helm.

Hair the color of fresh snowfall fell to just below his jaw, straight and fine, combed back from a face cut in clean lines. High cheekbones, a mouth held in a neutral line, a jaw that carried tension like a habit. His skin was pale, but not from lack of sun; fine traces of scales shimmered along the edge of his jaw and at his temples when the light struck them, catching in quiet iridescence. His eyes were the only intense color in him—ice-blue, darkening toward the pupil like deep water under frozen glass.

Those eyes took Auren in from chain to bare feet in a single, exact sweep.

No flicker of surprise. No grin. Just an assessment that weighed blood, power, danger, and the line of his shoulders.

Auren’s chest tightened, less from cold than from the way those eyes met his and did not slide away.

The Faunir spoke in his own tongue first, a phrase shaped in the back of the throat, consonants brushing like the clack of ice. The word carried authority, the kind that needed no volume. It left a faint echo in the room.

Then, in the human language, clear and precise:

“You walked out of a dead city.”

No introduction. No title. The truth laid out between them like a blade on a table.

Auren’s fingers curled, metal rasping softly. The chain hummed in answer.

He kept his gaze level. “The city did not walk with me.”

The answer left his mouth with more steadiness than his lungs actually had. The cold flattened his voice, thinning warmth from it. The words still held shape.

The Faunir’s head tilted a fraction, that hart-keen attention sharpening. A breath left his nose, visible for a moment in the air. Frost gathered a little thicker on the floor near his boots, an instinctive response rather than a deliberate act.

“Ironvale fell,” he said. “Not to fire. Not to our blades. The earth opened, and its heart drowned the stone. The sky burned green. My scouts saw roots where streets had been.”

Each sentence settled like a weight.

The Verdancy pulsed against the mention of roots, an inward flinch and expansion. The chain drank the movement greedily, frost along its links thickening for an instant.

“You came up from what was left,” the Faunir continued. “You carry Verdancy in your veins. You are bound in chains that quiet lesser saplings, and still the stone under this fortress stirs when you breathe.”

There was distance in his tone, but not the kind that denied connection; more the kind that a surgeon kept from a wound before gauging its depth.

Auren’s mouth dried.

He drew in a breath and let it sit in his chest for a long moment, feeling the slight constriction the chains placed on his ribs. The words that rose tasted of iron and ash and the green glow that still burned behind his eyelids when he closed them.

“Your scouts see better than most,” he said. “They should tell you the city poisoned what it tried to cage. Whatever drowned it started long before I was born.”

The Faunir stepped closer.

The chain pulled taut as Auren’s body tensed, but there was nowhere to go. The distance between them shrank to less than two strides. Close enough for Auren to see the fine lines at the corners of those ice-blue eyes, the faint shadow under them that spoke of sleep bartered away. Close enough for the cold radiating from the armor to reach him in a direct, piercing line.

“No Verdant root grows without a seed,” the Faunir said.

Silence folded around that simple statement.

The Verdancy surged, choked by iron and rune. For a heartbeat his vision sharpened until he could see every grain in the stone floor, every tiny crack in the ice along the wall. Blood thudded in his ears, matched by a second rhythm under the floor—Crythar’s own pulse, slower and colder.

The Faunir lifted one hand.

He did not reach for Auren’s throat or face. Fingers extended toward the chain instead, stopping a fraction of an inch above one of the links. A faint blue light woke in his palm, not bright, but concentrated. Frost crystals along the metal rearranged themselves under the influence of that presence, edges sharpening, facets refining. The runes flared, each line precise and entirely under his command.

Cold leaped from metal to skin.

For a heartbeat Kael felt the warmth reach him—hesitant, searching—as though the Verdancy were trying to remember the shape of his pulse.

Auren’s muscles locked. The shock climbed his arms in a quick, brutal rush, not pain in the usual sense but an overwhelming clarity of sensation. Every root-line under his skin lit at once, a lattice of green answering blue. The chain’s magic bit down harder, pressing Verdancy inward, while something in the Faunir’s touch pulled tendrils of that power toward his hand.

The Verdancy refused to break.

Instead, a compromise forced itself into being. Where the cold of the rune and the heat of his sap met, a thin line of light appeared—neither blue nor green, but a strange, pale glow that shimmered in the air above the link. It hung there, trembling, a narrow bridge of energy between chain and skin.

The Faunir’s eyes widened by the barest margin.

“There,” he murmured in his own tongue, so softly the word nearly vanished. A shard of satisfaction lay under the sound, tempered by something heavier.

The glow spread.

It climbed along the link toward his fingers, climbed along Auren’s wrist toward the point where root-lines clustered in the pulse. The air around their hands cooled further, enough that the vapor of their breath sank instead of rising. Auren’s skin felt stretched too tight over the surge, as if any additional pressure would split it.

He did not pull away.

The chain made that choice impossible, but even if he could have, the pressure of the Verdancy had nowhere else to go. Every instinct learned in forest and forge screamed against letting it spill uncontrolled in an enemy’s stronghold. Every nerve in his arm insisted on focusing on this single thin line where sap and frost met and refused to destroy each other.

“What did Ironvale build?” the Faunir asked.

The question came quiet, but the magic in his hand pulsed with the words.

“Engines,” Auren said. The answer scraped up past a thickening in his throat. “Machines that drank Verdant blood. Weapons that ate earth and spat metal. A warlock who wanted to live forever and did not care what he hollowed out to manage it.”

He heard Taren’s voice in the back of his skull, telling him which words were safe to speak above a forge and which belonged only in the space between hammer and anvil. That boundary had fallen with Ironvale’s walls.

“What did you do?” the Faunir pressed.

The light between frost and root flickered with the beat of Auren’s heart.

“Bled,” he said. “Listened. Broke what I could.”

Memories surged with the words. The day the roots under Ironvale stopped tolerating the engines’ pull. The moment he pressed both hands to the foundry floor and begged the Verdancy to take him rather than the city. The way the ground had answered by taking both.

Something in his tone reached the Faunir more clearly than the words themselves.

The blue light in that palm shifted, edges softening. Frost along the chain settled into a new pattern. The pull on Auren’s sap eased a fraction, enough for the pressure in his chest to drop from a roar to a strained, bearable hum.

“You broke a city built to devour the world,” the Faunir said. “And the world chose to swallow it instead of you.”

Auren’s jaw clenched.

“The world has its own terms,” he said.

The air between their hands pulsed once, brightening briefly before shrinking back. The glow thinned to a tight thread that clung to the rune and his skin both.

The Faunir finally drew his hand back.

Cold withdrew with it, leaving behind a trail of discomfort and a lingering awareness of that connection. Frost on the chain resettled. The faint glow did not vanish completely; it seeped into the metal, into the etched symbols, as if the Verdancy had left a trace there the ice could not dissolve.

The numbness in his forearms changed shape. It became less like absence and more like a weight being held on his behalf.

“My name is Kael of Crythar,” the Faunir said.

The title did not need speaking. The room itself seemed to recognize it; the temperature steadied, the light in the ice planes shifting minutely. The chain lay quieter against the ring, its magic now scenting of him.

Auren tasted the name in the air, the sharp consonant at the start, the clean cut at the end. The sound fit the place—short, spare, with more hidden in it than the letters suggested.

“The city you drowned was our enemy,” Kael said. “The river of blood it built under the earth ran toward my people. Toward all people. I will know whether what walks out of its corpse intends to finish what it began.”

The warning in the words was not empty.

The Verdancy stirred in response, not with anger, but with the stubborn, rooted refusal to be treated as weapon alone. Auren’s shoulders ached with the effort of containing that answer behind ribs and chain.

“If I wanted to finish Ironvale’s work,” he said, voice low, “your tunnels would already be roots.”

His pulse thudded once, hard enough for the chain to tremble.

Kael watched the small shiver of metal, then lifted his gaze back to Auren’s face. For a heartbeat, the chill in his eyes eased, revealing an undercurrent of weariness, of calculation, of something like reluctant recognition.

“Then we both stand against the same dead city,” he said.

The statement settled between them, fragile as the thin line of glow still caught in the shackles.

Silence stretched.

Somewhere above, the fortress groaned softly as ice adjusted to its own ancient weight. The sound threaded through the room and faded. The hum under the floor remained, and under that, the low, patient beat of the earth far beneath layers of frost and stone.

Kael turned his hand once, looking at the faint residue of light that clung to the skin along his palm. His thumb brushed over it; the shimmer did not wipe away.

His mouth tightened, not in anger this time, but as if some unspoken answer had risen that he had no use for yet.

When his gaze lifted again, it returned not to the chain, but to Auren’s eyes. The blue there was no softer, but something inside it had shifted, leaning away from pure interrogation toward a consideration that ran deeper.

“You will stay bound,” Kael said. “Until I know whether the world spared you for mercy or for use.”

Auren’s fingers flexed against the iron, feeling the echo of Verdancy trapped in the metal and the thin shadow of Kael’s cold lingering there.

His answer rose with his next breath and stopped at the back of his teeth, too heavy to spend on the first night in an enemy’s fortress.

Kael watched that unspoken word settle behind his eyes and, for the first time, let the corner of his mouth move—less than a smile, more than indifference—as if the silence itself had told him enough to keep him there a little longer.
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Chapter 3: The Mirror of Snow
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The ice never lost its scent.

Even deep in the heart of Crythar, where no wild snow fell and every curve of frost had been carved by Faunir hands, the air carried that clean, thin smell: cold scraped down to its bone. It slid into Kael’s lungs with every breath and left a faint ache just beneath his ribs. The ache had lived there longer than the crown.

His footsteps tapped a slow rhythm along the corridor leading to the holding chambers. Stone hid under a skin of ice, the floor polished by generations of boots. Frost climbed the walls in deliberate patterns, not random crystals but lines guided by rune and will. Light from the high slit windows broke on those frozen planes, splintering into shards of soft blue that washed the hall in a perpetual twilight.

Guard posts marked the way like pauses in a song. Each pair straightened when he passed, spears lowering in silent acknowledgment. No one spoke. Sound carried oddly here; the walls listened.

The farther he went, the colder it grew.

Most visitors never noticed the degrees. They stepped into Crythar and named it all freezing, unable to tell the difference between the chill at the gate and the deeper cold in the inner corridors. Kael’s skin registered every shift. The air near the entrance nipped like an impatient animal; deeper in, it settled into a precise, focused chill, the way a blade cooled after quenching.

He moved through both without flinching.

The door to the Verdant’s chamber waited ahead, a clear slab framed in stone. Frost had feathered its surface, blurring the shadow inside into a soft gray shape anchored by chains. A rune burned faintly in the lintel, its lines etched into the ice itself. When Kael lifted his hand and brushed two fingers across it, the frost pattern shifted and thinned.

The door opened without sound.

Cold in the chamber hit sharper, cut clean as inhaled needles. It met his skin without resistance, recognized him, softened just enough to become familiar. The smell there was ice layered over iron and old stone; no blood yet. Good.

The prisoner sat where Kael had left him, back to the wall, wrists drawn forward by the chain. The ring in the floor glinted dark in the thin light. The man had not sprawled, had not curled around himself. His posture held a kind of held tension, like a bow drawn and kept at the edge of release for too long.

Green veins lay quiet under skin held in pale bands of rune-marked iron.

Verdancy should have writhed against such bindings. Lesser sap-blood went wild with panic when caged, roots thrashing for soil, power lashing out at whatever dared confine it. This one had not torn his own wrists raw trying to reach the floor. He sat with hands open, fingers slack, as if choosing stillness where rebellion would have been useless.

Kael stepped inside.

The door closed behind him, resealing the chamber. The shift in pressure brushed the back of his neck; the ice recognized that they were alone.

He stopped at the edge of the chain’s reach.

Distance mattered. A ruler did not walk willingly into a captive’s grasp, no matter how strong the shackles; Crythar had not kept its throne for three generations by trusting metal more than instinct. His boots left faint, dry prints where frost condensed under his soles. A smear of his presence marked the stone.

The Verdant’s gaze lifted from his own hands to Kael’s face and stayed there.

Green. Not the bright, shallow color of new leaves, but the deeper shade found under old canopies, where light had to work to reach. Not glowing. Not now. The chains had damped whatever lived in them. Yet even dimmed, that color carried too much memory.

Sap on snow. Vines crawling red over white stone. His father’s coat, pinned to the ice by a spear of root.

The old image slid under his ribs before he could shove it away.

Kael’s jaw tightened. The small shift sent a faint crackle through the scales at his temples. He let the sound ground him in the present, not the night when the forest tried to reclaim the valley.

The Verdant did not look away.

Prisoners usually glanced past him, looking first at his armor, at the bare ring of metal at his throat, at the crest worked into his breastplate. Their eyes skated off his face, afraid of seeing judgment there. Or they glared at everything but his gaze, throwing their defiance at walls and chains. This one met his eyes as if the cold between them were a flat field they both stood on.

The blue of Kael’s world met the green of the earth and held.

Closer, the marks on the man’s forearms showed clearer: root-lines etched in faint relief just beneath the skin, pale against the warmth of his flesh. They tracked up from the shackles toward the elbows, a network following the path of veins. At the place where Kael had touched the chain before, a faint light clung still, as if sap and frost had agreed on a scar.

Half plant, half human. A living answer to a question no one in Crythar had wanted asked.

Heat gathered low between Kael’s ribs, not from the air. Disgust and memory shared the same temperature.

He let his gaze travel over the prisoner with the same measured care he used on flaws in ice.

The hair was dark, too dark for any Faunir born in the snow, damp from melted frost and dried sweat. The face under it held edges that would sharpen with age, if Verdancy and war allowed. High cheekbones, a straight nose, a mouth set in a neutral line that pulled tight at the corners when breath caught wrong. No scars of ritual, no brand of the Verdan courts, yet the way the body sat in its own space spoke of someone who had been taught to fill a room without apology.

This was not a sapling who had accidentally woken his blood.

The ice along the wall to Kael’s right had been carved into a smooth plane. It caught their reflections with unnerving clarity, the slight imperfections of the crystal warping them only a little. His own figure stood narrow and tall in that mirror, edges sharp, eyes hard. The Verdant appeared as a shadow at the center, bound hands bright against the darker tone of his skin.

In the reflection, their gazes seemed closer than the chain allowed.

Kael’s fingers curled before he stilled them.

He did not speak at once. Silence had weight. In Crythar, words were tools, not comforts. Let the Verdant feel the shape of this place without giving him anything to hold onto.

The man’s breath showed the cold more honestly than his posture. It came in steady but shallow plumes, thinner than a Faunir’s in the same air. The human body under that sap-blood did not have ice in its bones; it could freeze, break, die. The chains that damped Verdancy damped whatever protection roots might have offered him.

His lips had chapped already, a thin crack at one corner red against pale skin. The cold licked at he exposed wrists and ankles without mercy.

Good. Let him feel what Crythar was.

Verdant sap had no business in these walls. Verdant blood had climbed over them once, twisting through stone, splitting rock. Kael still smelled it when winter storms pressed hard enough against the mountain—the faint, sour tang beneath the clean snow, the ghost of green rotting under ice.

The chains rattled softly when the man shifted his weight. The sound threaded under Kael’s skin like grit.

“You treat your guests with care,” the prisoner said.

The voice struck him harder than the words. Roughened by cold and iron, it still carried a steady center. No trembling. No wheedling. A simple fact laid out with a thin edge of irony.

“You are not a guest,” Kael answered.

The language of men sat clean on his tongue. Years of negotiation with Ironvale’s council and Hominis traders had honed it. They had brought him their contracts, their gifts, their hard eyes. They had walked his halls and pretended their warmth could dictate terms to ice. He had smiled when needed. He had listened. He had watched them leave.

Now their city lay under roots.

The Verdant’s mouth twitched, not quite a smile. “No,” he said. “You make that clear.”

A pulse moved under the floor, deep and slow. Crythar’s old veins adjusting to the presence of something the fortress had never been built to hold. Kael felt it in the bones of his feet, a faint shiver that did not belong to ice alone.

“We both know what your kind can do if not bound,” he said.

The words scraped on the way out, rougher than he’d intended. Ice answered them in his tone, a thin crack appearing in the frost by the floor, running a short, straight line toward the ring.

The Verdant’s gaze dipped to the fissure, then back up. “You speak as if Verdancy is a disease,” he said.

“Tell that to the dead under Everwall,” Kael replied.

The name filled the room with old cold.

For a breath, the chamber was another place: a high pass choked with snow, moonlight glazing the cliffs, Verdant vines splitting through rock. Soldiers buried in drifts as roots punched out under their feet. A woman’s scream cut short when a spear of sap and ice pinned her through the chest to the mountain face.

His mother’s body had hung there, arms flung wide. The frost in her hair had glittered with the northern lights.

His father had gone down under collapsing ledge, arms thrown around a small boy, wings flared in reflex even though they could not hold both against stone.

Kael had lain with his face pressed into the snow, lungs burning, the world above him shaking with the weight of living wood.

Sap on his tongue. Blood in the snow. Roots everywhere.

He let the memory pass without blinking.

Across the chamber, the Verdant’s eyes changed. The green darkened, deepening with a recognition that had nothing to do with the name of the pass and everything to do with the way Kael’s voice had thinned.

“You lost someone to it,” the man said quietly.

Not a question. The kind of statement only another person who had watched power take more than it gave could make.

The ice planes of the wall reflected Kael’s face back at him: jaw set, shoulders square, eyes harder than they had been when he entered. The glassy surface made his skin look almost translucent, the hint of scales more visible. The crown was absent here—no metal circled his brow in private—but the weight of it sat in the line of his neck.

“I lost what we could not afford to lose,” he said.

The words came clipped, every syllable contained. They left no space for sympathy.

The Verdant’s gaze slid past him to the ice and caught again on the reflection there. For an instant, their two images overlapped in the crystal’s slight warping—blue eyes and green held at the same angle, mouths hard with different histories and the same, tight-set endurance.

His own grief looked back at him from an enemy’s face.

It landed with a quiet, unpleasant shock. As if he had stepped too quickly onto a frozen stream and felt the ice flex under his weight where it should have stayed solid.

The green eyes in the mirror held a particular strain he recognized. A kind of endless, braced expectation. The look of someone who no longer believed in safety as more than an interval.

He had seen that look last in his own reflection the morning after Everwall, when he stood before the Mirror Gate, jaw bruised from the fall, cloak stained with his parents’ blood. The ice had shown him a boy stripped of softness, all lines and guard. A future king whose heart had frozen in the same night the mountain nearly fell.

Years had thickened armor over that wound. Duty had laid its layers of frost. Crythar’s weight had settled on his shoulders until he no longer felt the raw edge of that first freeze.

Now, in the prisoner’s eyes, it stirred.

Kael’s hand tightened at his side until the knuckles whitened. The faint shimmer along his jaw flexed. Calm dropped over his features like a familiar mask, but the muscle at the corner of his mouth betrayed the strain.

“The Verdancy took my parents,” he said. “You will forgive me if I do not admire its chosen.”

The man’s fingers moved against the chain. Metal clinked softly. “Ironvale took mine,” he answered. “And yet you wear their tongue as easily as your own.”

Heat pricked along Kael’s spine, not welcome here. “Do you think we had the luxury of ignoring them?” he asked. “Your warlock fed their engines with what you share. When their forges woke the mountains, it was Crythar that shook. I learned their speech so when they lied, I would hear precisely how.”

The Verdant’s gaze did not flinch away from the accusation.

“They lied to you about me,” he said.

Under other circumstances, such audacity would have earned him a sharper lesson. Yet the words did not ring hollow. They carried the tired flatness of someone who had spent too long with half-truths and now preferred even an enemy’s blade of honesty.

“Did they?” Kael asked.

He heard himself, heard the thin space between challenge and genuine question. The crack in his own ice widened by a breath-width.

“They would have told you Verdancy cannot break its chains,” the man said. “That roots do not choose. That sap only follows the path it’s given. Easier to blame a river than the hands that dig the channel.”

The chain glimmered faintly where Kael’s magic had touched it earlier. His own skin still carried a ghost of that strange, shared light, a reminder that the Verdancy in this one had met his frost and not splintered. A small, stubborn bridge.

“And yet,” Kael said, “your river drowned a city.”

“I gave it the choice,” the Verdant replied.

Silence settled afterwards, deeper than before. The walls seemed to lean closer, catching those words and holding them.

He had heard confessions of vengeance, of accidents, of noble intentions twisted by fear. This sat differently. No boast, no apology. Only the bare account of someone who had knelt to a force greater than himself and offered his own body as weight on the scales.

Sacrifice could sit so close to sin they shared a heartbeat.

Kael’s chest felt suddenly tight against his armor. He moved without meaning to, a small shift of weight that stopped just short of stepping back.

The ice in the wall threw his movement back at him. In the reflection, that half-step looked like retreat.

The green in the mirror did not follow.

Enough.

He drew his shoulders straighter. Distance reasserted itself in the set of his mouth. The heat under his ribs cooled, pressed into a smaller, harder shape. He would not let an enemy’s eyes turn Crythar’s grief into common ground.

“You will remain here,” he said. “My seers will test your bindings. My forge-masters will read the echoes in Ironvale’s bones. When I have the whole of what you did and what you can do, I will decide whether the ice keeps you, or the earth takes you back.”

Verdant sap did not deserve the gentleness of a quicker end.

The man’s gaze held steady, though a muscle jumped in his jaw at the mention of the earth.

“Do what you must,” he said.

No plea. No bravado. Acceptance with teeth in it.

Kael turned from him before the mirror could show him anything else that did not belong in an enemy.

The chamber door opened at his approach, rune parting frost with a familiar shift. Cold from the corridor met the cold inside and mingled. He stepped through, leaving the smell of iron and bound sap behind.

The hall welcomed him
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