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[image: ]he air in the grand hall tasted of stale wine and old blood, a metallic tang that clung to the back of Elara’s throat. She stood perfectly still, her hands bound


behind her with ropes woven from silk and steel, feeling the cold bite of the stone floor through her thin boots. The nobles whispered around her like dry leaves skittering across pavement, their eyes avoiding hers with practiced indifference. Elara kept her gaze fixed on the distant throne, where shad-ows pooled thick and heavy despite the hundreds of candles flickering in the chandeliers above. Her heart hammered against her ribs, a frantic bird trapped in a cage of bone, yet she forced her breathing to remain steady and slow. To show fear now would be to invite cruelty, and she had survived too much

to break before the end.

The King of Aethelgard sat slumped in his gilded chair, his face pale and waxy under the harsh light of the torches. He looked less like a monarch and more like a corpse propped up for display, his eyes glassy and unseeing as he stared at the empty
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space before him. Elara felt a pang of pity for him, quickly suppressed by the sharp edge of her own survival instinct.

Her father, the Duke of Vane, stood beside the throne, his posture rigid and his jaw clenched so tight a muscle jumped near his ear. He did not look at her, nor did he acknowledge the daughter he was selling to save his crumbling duchy from financial ruin. The betrayal stung worse than the ropes cutting into her wrists, a deep ache that settled in the hollow of her chest.

Elara remembered the smell of herbs in her mother’s garden, the way sunlight used to filter through the green leaves and warm her skin. Those memories felt like they belonged to another life, a distant dream that had evaporated with the morning mist. Now, there was only the cold stone, the whispering court, and the terrifying unknown that awaited her beyond these heavy oak doors.

The silence in the hall stretched thin, vibrating with tension until it felt as though it might snap and cut them all. Elara fo-cused on the rhythm of her own heartbeat, using the meditative techniques she had learned during her years of healing training. In, out, in, out, she breathed, anchoring herself in the present moment to keep the rising panic at bay.

A herald stepped forward, his voice booming through the vast space as he announced the arrival of the envoy from the North. The sound echoed off the high vaulted ceilings, creating a disorienting reverberation that made Elara’s head spin slightly. She straightened her spine, lifting her chin in a gesture of defiance that cost her every ounce of strength she possessed.

The heavy doors at the far end of the hall groaned open, admitting a gust of wind that carried the scent of snow and pine. The temperature in the room dropped instantly, causing
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the nobles to shiver and pull their fur cloaks tighter around their shoulders. Elara felt the chill penetrate her thin dress, raising goosebumps on her arms, but she refused to let herself tremble.

Three figures entered, clad in armor made of dark metal that seemed to absorb the light rather than reflect it. They moved with a synchronized grace that was unsettling to watch, their steps silent on the marble floor. At their center walked a man tall and broad, his face obscured by a mask of polished ice that glinted menacingly in the candlelight.

Elara’s breath hitched in her throat as she recognized the symbol etched into the shoulder of the central figure’s cloak. It was the mark of the Frostbound, the legendary warriors who served the Winter King. Stories of their brutality were told to frighten children, tales of men who felt no pain and showed no mercy to their enemies.

The masked figure stopped ten paces from the throne, his presence commanding the attention of everyone in the room. He did not bow, nor did he speak, simply standing there like a statue carved from the very essence of winter. The King of Aethelgard shifted uncomfortably in his seat, his fingers twitching against the armrests as if seeking some form of protection.

Elara studied the envoy, trying to read any hint of emotion through the opaque mask. There was nothing, no tilt of the head or shift in stance that might reveal his thoughts. It was as if she were looking into a void, a blankness that terrified her more than any expression of anger or hatred could have done. The Duke of Vane finally spoke, his voice cracking slightly under the weight of his shame and desperation. He introduced Elara as the price for the alliance, his words stumbling over
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each other in his haste to finalize the transaction. Elara felt a surge of rage burn through her veins, hot and bright, but she kept her face impassive and calm.

The envoy tilted his head slightly, a small movement that suggested curiosity or perhaps amusement. He raised a gloved hand and pointed directly at Elara, his finger steady and unwavering. The gesture was simple, yet it carried the weight of a final judgment, sealing her fate without the need for further discussion or negotiation.

Elara felt the eyes of the court upon her, judging her worth, her beauty, and her utility as a political tool. She hated them all in that moment, their cowardice and their complicity in her destruction. But hate was a luxury she could not afford, so she stored it away for later, focusing instead on the immediate threat before her.

The envoy stepped closer, his boots making no sound on the floor, moving with an eerie fluidity. Elara held her ground, refusing to back away even as the cold radiating from him intensified. It was not just the temperature dropping; it was a psychic chill that seeped into her mind, clouding her thoughts with images of frozen landscapes.

She blinked rapidly, trying to clear the hallucinations from her vision, but the images persisted. She saw endless fields of white, trees encased in ice, and a castle that spiraled into the gray sky like a jagged tooth. The vision was vivid and terrifying, pulling at her consciousness with a gravitational force she could not resist.

With a supreme effort of will, Elara broke the connection, gasping for air as if she had been underwater. The envoy paused, his head tilting again, this time with a sharper angle that suggested genuine interest. He had tested her, she realized,
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probing the strength of her mind and spirit before claiming his prize.

The Duke of Vane sighed with relief, believing the transaction was complete, and signaled for the guards to release Elara’s hands. The silk ropes fell away, leaving red marks on her wrists that throbbed with pain. She rubbed them gently, keeping her eyes on the envoy, knowing that the real ordeal was only just beginning.

The envoy extended a hand, not to help her, but to indicate that she should follow him. His glove was made of a material that looked like frozen leather, stiff and unyielding. Elara hesitated for a fraction of a second, then stepped forward, her legs feeling weak but determined to carry her toward her destiny.

As she walked past the throne, she caught a glimpse of her father’s face. He looked older than she had ever seen him, his eyes hollow and defeated. For a moment, she wanted to scream at him, to demand why he had chosen gold over blood, but the words died in her throat.

She followed the envoy out of the hall, leaving the warmth and the whispers behind. The corridor outside was dark and cold, the torches barely providing enough light to see the path ahead. The three armored guards flanked her, their presence oppressive and suffocating, ensuring she had no chance of escape.

Elara’s mind raced, analyzing every detail of her surround-ings, looking for weaknesses or opportunities. She was a healer, trained to observe the subtle signs of illness and injury, and she applied that same scrutiny to her captors. Their breathing was shallow, their movements precise, suggesting a high level of discipline and training.
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The cold grew stronger as they moved deeper into the castle, seeming to emanate from the envoy himself. Elara wrapped her arms around herself, trying to conserve body heat, but it was a futile gesture. The chill was internal as well as external, settling in her bones and making her teeth chatter despite her best efforts.

She wondered what stories were true about the Winter King. Was he truly a monster, as the legends claimed, or was he merely a man misunderstood by those who feared his power? Elara had always believed that knowledge was the greatest weapon, and she intended to learn everything she could about her new master.

The group reached a large set of double doors, which the guards pushed open to reveal a courtyard filled with snow. It was summer in Aethelgard, yet here, in this secluded part of the castle, winter held sway. Elara stared in wonder at the falling flakes, their beauty contrasting sharply with the dread in her heart.

A carriage waited in the center of the courtyard, black and sleek, drawn by horses that breathed plumes of white vapor. The animals were massive, their coats dark as night, and their eyes glowed with an unnatural blue light. Elara felt a primal fear rise within her, recognizing that these were no ordinary beasts.

The envoy gestured for her to enter the carriage, his silence more intimidating than any threat could have been. Elara climbed the steps, her movements stiff from the cold, and settled onto the velvet seat inside. The interior was sparse, devoid of comfort, designed only for transport and not for ease.

The door slammed shut, sealing her in darkness, and the carriage lurched forward. Elara pressed her face against the
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small window, watching the castle walls recede into the distance. She was leaving her home, her family, and her identity behind, stepping into a world where she knew nothing and no one.

Tears pricked at the corners of her eyes, but she refused to let them fall. Crying would change nothing, and it would only give her captors the satisfaction of seeing her break. Instead, she focused on
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