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Chapter One – The Ice That Never Melted
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Winter had ruled Isenwald for three years.

The rivers had frozen.

The forests had fallen silent.

The sun still rose each morning, but it gave no warmth.

People whispered that the kingdom itself had forgotten how to breathe.

On the northern frontier, Captain Ronan Valgard stood atop the snow-covered walls of Frostwatch Keep, watching another storm gather across the mountains.

"It shouldn't be snowing."

The young guard beside him frowned.

"It has snowed every day this year."

Ronan nodded.

"Exactly."

The blizzard on the horizon wasn't moving with the wind.

It was moving against it.



The warning horn sounded.

A rider galloped through the fortress gates, his horse covered in frost.

He barely managed to dismount before collapsing into the snow.

Ronan reached him first.

"What happened?"

The messenger struggled for breath.

"The village of Skall..."

"What about it?"

"It's gone."

Silence fell.

"Gone?"

The man nodded weakly.

"We found the houses buried beneath solid ice."

"There were no bodies."

"No blood."

"Only footprints leading into the forest."

"And then..."

"They simply stopped."



Within the hour, Ronan and thirty mounted rangers rode north.

The journey should have taken two hours.

The blizzard stretched it into six.

When they finally reached Skall, every story proved true.

The village stood perfectly preserved beneath crystal-clear ice.

Children's toys remained where they had been dropped.

Lanterns still hung outside cottages.

Everything had frozen in an instant.

Captain Erik, Ronan's oldest friend, knelt beside the strange footprints.

"They end here."

Ronan examined them.

The prints belonged to bare feet.

A woman.

No return trail.

Nothing.

Only endless snow.



That night, they camped beside the abandoned village.

No one slept well.

Just before dawn, Ronan awoke to singing.

A woman's voice drifted softly through the storm.

Beautiful.

Sad.

Ancient.

He followed the sound into the trees without waking the others.

The forest grew strangely quiet.

Even the wind disappeared.

Ahead, beneath the pale light of the fading moon, stood a young woman dressed in a long blue cloak.

Snowflakes circled her without touching her.

Her silver-blonde hair moved although there was no breeze.

She stood with her back to him.

"You shouldn't be here," she said.

Ronan drew his sword.

"You destroyed the village."

She slowly turned.

Her eyes were the colour of frozen lakes.

Filled not with anger...

But sorrow.

"I tried to save them."

"Liar."

She shook her head.

"If I hadn't come..."

"...none of them would have survived even this long."

Before Ronan could answer, the ground trembled.

A deafening crack echoed through the mountains.

The glacier behind the woman split open.

Blue light poured from the enormous fissure.

The woman looked towards it in horror.

"It's happening sooner than I feared."

She turned back to Ronan.

"You have to leave."

"I'm taking you prisoner."

"You don't understand."

"I understand enough."

He stepped closer.

The moment he crossed an invisible line in the snow, ice erupted around his boots.

In seconds, he was trapped to his knees.

The woman looked genuinely alarmed.

"I didn't do that."

Another crack echoed beneath the glacier.

Something enormous moved deep within the ice.

Ronan gripped his sword.

"What was that?"

The woman's voice became barely a whisper.

"The mountain..."

"...is waking."

She lifted one hand.

The ice around Ronan shattered instantly.

"I could have left you there."

"Instead..."

She stepped backwards into the falling snow.

"...I'm asking you to trust me."

Ronan raised his crossbow.

"Witches always ask for trust."

She smiled sadly.

"And witch hunters never give it."

The blizzard suddenly intensified.

Snow swallowed the clearing.

When it finally settled...

The woman had vanished.

Only a single blue flower remained where she had been standing.

Impossible.

Nothing bloomed during an Isenwald winter.

Ronan picked it up carefully.

The petals were warm.

Behind him, Captain Erik crashed through the trees with the other rangers.

"Ronan!"

"What happened?"

He looked once more towards the glacier.

"I found the witch."

"And?"

Ronan closed his hand around the blue flower.

"She saved my life."

Far above the mountains, hidden among the storm clouds, a cloaked rider watched the encounter.

A silver crescent gleamed upon his armour.

The Order of the Ash Moon had found its next Guardian.
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Chapter Two – The Witch Hunter’s Prisoner
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Freya reached the old hunting lodge before sunrise.

The building had been abandoned for years, its roof bowed beneath the weight of snow and its windows sealed with frost. She slipped through a broken door and leaned against the wall, breathing hard.

The glacier had moved again.

She could still feel it beneath the ground.

A slow pressure.

A vast presence turning in its sleep.

Freya pulled off one glove.

Blue lines glowed faintly beneath the skin of her palm, branching towards her wrist like cracks in ice.

The magic was spreading.

Every time she used it, the cold claimed a little more of her.

Soon, she feared, there would be nothing human left.

A faint whimper came from the corner.

Freya crossed the room and knelt beside a small boy wrapped in furs. His cheeks were pale, but he was alive.

Around him slept eleven villagers from Skall.

The missing people.

Freya placed a hand against the boy’s forehead.

His fever had lessened.

“You’re safe,” she whispered.

For now.

When the glacier had released its first wave of killing cold, Freya had opened a path through the storm and led the villagers away. She had hidden them here because no settlement would shelter people rescued by a witch.

They would call her saviour one moment and burn her the next.

That was the way of Isenwald.

A branch snapped outside.

Freya rose.

Her hand lifted instinctively.

Ice formed across the broken windows.

Footsteps surrounded the lodge.

Too many.

A voice called from beyond the door.

“Freya of no clan.”

She froze.

Captain Ronan Valgard.

“We know you’re inside.”

The villagers began waking.

Fear spread quickly.

One elderly man gripped Freya’s sleeve.

“Don’t let them take you.”

She looked at the frightened faces around her.

If she fought, the witch hunters would burn the lodge.

If she ran, the villagers would be accused of helping her.

Freya lowered her hand.

The ice melted.

“Stay here,” she told them.

“What will you do?” the boy asked.

She forced a smile.

“Tell the truth.”

Even she did not believe it would help.



Ronan waited outside with twenty rangers.

His crossbow was loaded, though he kept it pointed at the ground.

Captain Erik stood beside him.

“You should have shot her in the forest.”

“She saved me.”

“She used magic on you.”

“Not the same thing.”

Erik studied him.

“You’re defending a witch.”

“I’m stating a fact.”

Before Erik could answer, the lodge door opened.

Freya stepped into the snow with both hands raised.

No weapon.

No spell.

Ronan watched her carefully.

“You surrender?”

“I do.”

“That easily?”

She glanced back at the lodge.

Ronan understood.

He motioned to two rangers.

“Search the building.”

Freya stiffened.

“There are frightened people inside.”

“If they’re unharmed, no one will touch them.”

The rangers disappeared through the doorway.

Moments later, one emerged.

“Captain.”

“You should see this.”

Ronan entered the lodge.

The missing villagers stared at him from beneath blankets.

Alive.

Every one of them.

The boy Freya had been tending pointed towards her.

“She saved us.”

Ronan looked at the woman standing in the doorway.

Freya said nothing.

Captain Erik entered behind him.

His expression hardened.

“This changes nothing.”

“It changes everything,” Ronan replied.

Erik lowered his voice.

“She is still a witch.”

“And the villagers are still alive.”



They found the remains of the storm outside Skall.

Trees had been frozen so quickly that their trunks had split from within. A ridge of blue ice stretched from the glacier towards the village like a giant claw mark.

Freya knelt beside it.

“This came from beneath the mountain.”

Ronan stood over her.

“What lies beneath it?”

“I don’t know.”

“You expect me to believe that?”

“I expect nothing from you.”

She touched the ice.

A vision seized her.

A stone chamber.

A silver seal buried beneath the glacier.

A man with one shining eye holding a shard of black crystal.

Then a crown of frozen bone.

Freya pulled her hand away with a gasp.

Ronan caught her shoulder before she fell.

“What did you see?”

She looked at him.

“A door.”

“What kind of door?”

“One that should never open.”



By midday, Ronan made his decision.

Freya’s wrists were bound with iron engraved with sacred runes. The metal weakened magic, though it did not remove it completely.

“You’re taking me to the capital,” she said.

“Yes.”

“For execution.”

“For questioning.”

She gave him a knowing look.

“In Isenwald, those usually end the same way.”

Ronan could not deny it.

King Oskar had ordered every suspected witch delivered to the Hall of Flame. Few ever left.

Yet Freya had saved an entire village.

The law said she was guilty.

The evidence said she was needed.

Ronan disliked contradictions.

They made men hesitate.

Hesitation got soldiers killed.



The party travelled south through deep snow.

Freya rode with her hands bound to the saddle.

Ronan kept beside her.

After several silent miles, she glanced at the blue flower tucked into the strap of his armour.

“You kept it.”

“It survived the cold.”

“It survives because it carries warmth.”

He looked at her.

“I thought your magic was ice.”

“It is.”

“Then how did you create something warm?”

Freya watched the trees pass.

“Magic is rarely what frightened people claim it is.”

Ronan’s jaw tightened.

“My sister died because of witchcraft.”

Freya turned towards him.

“I’m sorry.”

“You expect sympathy to change my mind?”

“No.”

“I expect grief to have already changed it.”

He said nothing after that.



Near dusk, they reached the ruins of a roadside shrine.

The rangers made camp among the fallen stones.

Freya was chained to a carved pillar beneath the open sky.

Ronan brought her a bowl of hot broth.

She stared at it.

“Poison?”

“If I wanted you dead, I wouldn’t waste food.”

She accepted it.

For several minutes, they sat in silence.

Then Freya asked, “What happened to
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