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​The Treaty of Ash and Frost

On the day the war ended, the sky turned red. The earth itself steamed like black glass where lava met ice at the border where fire and ice met. On either side, soldiers lay frozen and burned, their armor hissing as heat and cold refused to coexist. Smoke and snow, endings and an uneasy peace, all permeated the air. Princess Serai emerged from the heart of the Fire Realm, leaving a trail of her crimson veil like a burning flame. Snow was something she had never seen before. It landed gently on her hands, hissed into steam, then vanished as if the world had rejected her touch. Prince Kyle of the Ice Realm was waiting for her on a silver horse carved from the frost before her. His eyes were frozen solid, his breath glinting like white mist. His people stood around him like cold, pale, sharp statues made of winter itself. The treaty was recited in two distinct voices, one warm as a sunrise, the other cold as moonlight. Kingdoms would bind their peace with sacrifice rather than signing upon speaking words. The Fire Kingdom would send its princess, its brightest flame, to live among its enemies as a hostage of peace. Serai's head bowed. The Fire King, her father, did not look at her. His crown glowed slightly before fading. He had equipped her with a nightlight to keep the darkness at bay. Kael dismounted and stepped closer. With each step, the air grew colder, and frost began to form on the hem of her robes. The earth hissed as he stopped before her, forming a ring of steam that looked like tension rather than fire or ice. His voice was like ice on stone. "Our kingdoms shall not burn again," he said. Serai turned to him. "Nor freeze," she replied, its heat making her breath shudder. "Nor freeze." Flame and frost met in their eyes, defiance and duty, and the world seemed to stand still for a moment. The wind howled as if in mourning as Kael turned his back. The conflict was over. But peace, as they would soon learn, could be colder than war.

​Palace of the Frozen Stars

THE JOURNEY NORTH TOOK seven days and seven nights. Princess Serai could no longer feel her fingers by the third day. The scent of the furs they had given her was more like ice and iron than warmth, the cold eating away at her like a living thing. Her face hit the snow as the wind blew across the plains. Each footstep was a whisper of surrender, each breath like steam. The scent of jasmine and embers, the songs she had sung to the sunset, and the golden dunes of the desert vanished from her memory. There was only white here. White was endless and harsh. Serai thought she had crossed the equator when the Ice Kingdom's capital, Frostgard, finally opened its gates to her. The palace sat atop a solid, crystalline cliff, its towers made of blue ice glinting like a cathedral of glass in the moonlight. It was as if time had stopped to bow to the cold, frozen waterfalls cascading mid-fall. The trumpets did not welcome her. Not a sound. Prince Kael stood at the bottom of the stairs, his expression as unreadable as the snow on his boots. He was surrounded by courtiers in silver and white, their stares sharp and heartbreaking. No one bowed. No one smiled. Serai dismounted, her legs aching from the cold. Snow melted wherever her boots touched, the ground beneath her hissing softly. As if the ice were cracking, whispers echoed. “She is burning the ground,” one whispered. “She will melt the throne,” another whispered. Silence returned when Kael reached out. When he spoke, his voice was soft and clear, like wind against glass. “Fire Princess Serai, you are now a guest of the Court of Ice, under our protection and laws, by the decree of the Treaty of Ash and Frost.” Guest. Cage was the right word. As the air trembled between them, Serai bowed her head. “Your Highness, it is an honor to be here.” His eyes sparkled, but the gleam was so faint she almost took it for a flicker. Not consolation. No, not yet. Yet something human. He turned abruptly. Promote her to the southern wing. She wouldn't be allowed near the Heartfire. Just then, the whisper returned. Even Seray had heard of it: the Heartfire, an eternal flame said to burn in the deepest room of the palace, warming all the north. Seray took one more look at Kael as the guards led her out of the halls of ice and crystal. He remained a statue as he stood alone among his people. The frost of his cloak glittered like stars, and he was startlingly cold and hard to the touch. Seray still felt a whisper of heat in her chest and a slight tug toward him for reasons she couldn't explain. Maybe it was rebellion. Maybe curiosity. Or maybe the first spark that would one day melt the ice had been destiny, though she wasn't aware of it.

​Frost and the Room of Mirrors

CRUELLY, SERAI'S CHAMBERS were beautiful. The faint moonlight reflected off their arched crystal walls like frozen waves, shattering them into shards that danced across the ceiling. She had an icy chandelier above her bed, each sharp enough to cut into skin. Though made of silk, the sheets were so cold she could feel her breath rising against them. There was no fire. Not a single candle. Only the faint glow of the frosted walls, alive with ghostly reflections. She walked over to the nearest mirror, or what she thought was a mirror, but which turned out to be ice itself, so brilliantly polished that it reflected her own image: a girl out of place, her dark hair glowing hot, her coppery skin alien to this dull silver world. Her chest tightened at the sight. She reached out, and her fingertips touched its surface. When they touched the ice, a thin line of steam rose. The ice hissed. The door shook. Seray turned quickly. A woman entered with a strict bow, precise movements, and a low gaze. She wore the uniform of a palace maid in gray and white. “I am Nira, Your Highness,” the woman said quietly, but her voice was not soft. “As long as I remain at Frostgard, I have been commissioned to serve in your service.” “As long as you remain,” Seray repeated. Her words were hurtful. “Then I will not leave?” “Not without permission.” Seray lifted her head. The Ice King’s orders. Unless summoned, you must remain within the south wing. There are parts of this palace not reserved for those born with the spirit of fire. Though sad, Seray managed a polite smile. “I understand.” Before adding, “Your meals will be brought here,” Seray hesitated. Fires are forbidden. Furs are available for those who need warmth. Seray turned to look at the empty hearth, stone cold and freezing. “Fur for warmth,” she whispered. She laughed incomprehensibly. Nira turned her head away quickly, as if the voice itself made her worry. “Be still, princess. Morning is breaking fast.” Serai wandered to the window after she left. Under the moonlight, snow-covered dunes and a still-frozen ocean formed an endless white expanse outside. The wind carried the faint, mournful howls of wolves far below. She placed her hand against the glass and pressed against it. “I will learn to live in your cold,” she whispered, to no one. “Still, I will not let it freeze me.” As if listening, the walls of ice glowed dimly behind her. Prince Kyle watched the same moonlight fall on the snow from his window in the north tower, opposite the palace. His advisors had advised him to keep away from it. “Fire corrupts,” they had said. “Whatever it touches, it burns. It is unreliable.” Yet he could still see her face when he closed his eyes, bright with life in a world that had long since forgotten the meaning of warmth. He clenched his fist until his glove froze. “It’s going to burn itself out,” he warned the empty room. “It always does.” Yet he felt a whisper of worry he couldn’t suppress. His heart wasn’t completely frozen for the first time in years.

​Frost Feast

AT DAYBREAK, THE INVITATION was written in ice, not ink. A servant placed it on Serai's bedside table, and as soon as Serai touched it, it began to melt. "You are invited," it read, "to dine with His Majesty the Ice King and the Royal Court this evening. Uniform required." The letter unfolded as Serai turned it over in her hands, leaving a small puddle on the table. In Frostgard, even breathing would have seemed an insult, but she wasn't sure if melting it was rude here. She was ready by nightfall. Threads of gold and ember red, colors of heat and sunset, shimmered in her gown, the only one she had brought from home. She considered wearing one of the faded silver pieces the servants had provided, but held back. They would hate her for what she was if they were to hate her. She saw her reflection stretch and ripple across the icy walls as the guards led her through the corridors, a ribbon of flame curling through the endless frost. The Hall of Glaciers was the site of the Frost Feast. It was a room large enough to accommodate an army, with pillars made of translucent ice. Frozen fruit and...crystalline platters scented with a cold mist glittered on the tables. King Aldric, Kael's father, sat at the far end on a throne carved with frost, his eyes like broken glass and his hair as white as snow. When he extended his hand, the courtiers bowed. Serai did the same, but her knees ached a little. "Fire Princess," the king spoke, his voice echoing around the room. "Hello from Frostgard. More than many could wish for, you bring warmth." The crowd erupted in shrill, brittle laughter. Though her stomach churned, Serai returned his gaze with quiet dignity. "Your Grace honors me," she said. "May warmth and frost coexist happily one day." The laughter died down. Some people turned away, irritated. Kael stood by the throne, saying nothing, but glancing over at her. The meal began. Or something resembling dinner. She was served platters of pale, almost stone-cold meat, with frosted berries and snowy petals. Each bite was foreign, tasteless
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