	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Contents

[image: ]


The Arrival at the Edge of the Cold Winter

Season in the Ash... 1

The Fracture in the Ice 33

The Storm’s Deception 41

The Ember’s Glow 49

The Crown of Living Gold 56

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​The Arrival at the Edge of the Cold Winter Season in the Ash Wastes

[image: ]



[image: ]

––––––––
[image: ]



[image: ]he heavy iron gates of the ash fortress groaned loudly. They slowly opened to reveal the dark and empty courtyard. Princess Aurelia shivered beneath her thin


and fragile velvet cloak. She felt the bitter winter wind cut through her skin. It was like a very sharp and cold steel blade. She kept her head bowed low to hide her tears.

Her guards marched forward with heavy boots on the ground. Their dark armor clinked together in a very loud rhythm. The intimidating sound echoed off the cold and dark walls. Aurelia forced herself to take one step after another one. Her heart pounded a frantic rhythm against her bare ribs. She was a prisoner in a very cruel game now.

The sky above was a bleak and endless gray expanse. It was completely devoid of the warm and golden sunlight. Every breath she took tasted of soot and ancient dust. It was a harsh reminder of the destruction she witnessed. She missed the
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amber leaves and the gentle autumn breezes. She missed the warm and happy days of youth.

She remembered the vibrant colors of her fallen homeland today. The trees used to burn with bright orange and red. The air smelled of sweet apples and warm spices today. Now everything was gray and cold and completely dead inside. She wiped one tear from her pale and tired face. She promised herself she would not cry in front now.

The stone walls of the fortress were tall and imposing. They were covered in thick layers of dark and coarse ash. It looked like the entire world had been burned to cinders. Aurelia pulled her thin cloak tighter around her shoulders. The cold was seeping into her bones and making her shiver. She had never felt such a deep and bitter chill before.

Her guards did not speak a single word to her. They just marched forward with their heavy and loud boots. The silence was almost worse than the cold wind. It made her feel completely alone in this dark place. She was a long way from the warm and golden halls of her father. She was entirely at the mercy of a cruel king.

They finally reached the massive wooden doors of the great keep. The doors were carved with dark and twisted symbols of war. Aurelia stared at the carvings with a deep sense of dread. She knew what awaited her on the other side of those doors. She was about to face the man who had conquered her world. She took a deep breath to steady her nerves.

The guards pushed the heavy doors open with a loud creak. They stepped inside the grand and shadowy hall of the keep. Aurelia followed them with her head held high today. She would not let them see her fear or weakness. She was a princess of the autumn court and she would act like one. She walked with
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grace despite her trembling legs.

The interior of the keep was just as cold as outside. There were no warm fires burning in the large stone hearths. The only light came from a few flickering torches on the walls. The shadows danced in the dim and gloomy light. It felt like a tomb for the living rather than a home. Aurelia wondered how anyone could live in such a place.

They led her down a long and winding stone corridor. The sound of their footsteps echoed in the empty space. Aurelia looked at the tapestries hanging on the cold walls. They depicted battles and conquests and scenes of great violence. There was no art or beauty to be found here. It was a monument to war and death and endless sorrow.

Finally they reached the entrance to the great throne room. The guards stopped and turned to look at the princess. They gestured for her to walk through the doors alone. Aurelia nodded her head and stepped forward bravely. She pushed the heavy doors open and walked into the room. She was ready to face the king of the ash wastes.

The throne room was vast and filled with dark shadows. At the far end sat a massive throne of black stone. And upon that throne sat King Kaelen of the ash wastes. He was a tall and imposing man with a scarred face. His eyes were as cold and gray as the winter sky. He looked at her with zero warmth or kindness today.

Aurelia stopped in the center of the room and bowed low. She kept her eyes fixed on the cold stone floor. She could feel his gaze burning into her very soul. The silence in the room was heavy and suffocating. She waited for him to speak but he just stared at her. The tension in the room was thick and almost unbearable.
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“Stand up and look at me, Princess Aurelia,” he said. His voice was deep and rough like grinding stones. It echoed through the large and empty throne room. Aurelia slowly raised her head and met his gaze. His eyes were completely empty of any human emotion. He looked at her as if she were a mere object. She felt a chill run down her spine.

“I am King Kaelen and you are my prisoner,” he said. “Your father traded you to me to save his own life. You are nothing more than a political pawn today. I do not want you here and I do not care about you. You will live in my fortress but you will be ignored. Do not expect any kindness from me at all.”

Aurelia stood tall and looked directly into his cold eyes. She would not let him see how much his words hurt. “I am a princess of the autumn court,” she said. “My father may have traded me but I am not a pawn. I will survive this place and I will keep my dignity. You can ignore me but you cannot break my spirit today.”

Kaelen let out a short and harsh laugh that held no joy. “You are foolish if you think your spirit matters here,” he said. “This is not your golden kingdom of warm breezes. This is the ash wastes and I am the king. You will learn your place soon enough, little princess. Now go with the guards and do not speak to me again.”

Aurelia bowed her head once more and turned around slowly. She walked out of the throne room with her head held high. The guards were waiting for her in the dark corridor. They fell in step behind her and led her away. She did not look back at the heavy wooden doors. She just focused on putting one foot in front of the other.

They led her up a spiral staircase made of cold stone. The steps were narrow and steep and very hard to climb. Aurelia’s
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legs were tired but she did not complain. She kept her breathing steady and her face calm. They reached the top of the stairs and walked down another hall. The air up here was even colder than it was below.

They finally stopped in front of a heavy oak wooden door. One of the guards pushed it open and gestured inside. “These are your chambers, Princess,” the guard said gruffly. “You will stay here until the king summons you. Do not try to leave the fortress or you will be punished.” Aurelia nodded and stepped into the room without a word.

The chamber was large but it was very cold and bare. There was a massive four poster bed with gray wool blankets. A small fire was burning in the stone hearth in the corner. It was the only source of warmth in the entire room. Aurelia walked over to the fire and held out her trembling hands. She needed to warm her frozen skin before she froze.

She looked around the room and saw a small wooden table. On the table was a pitcher of water and a single cup. There was also a plate of dry bread and some cheese. It was a meager meal for a princess but she was very hungry. She walked over to the table and sat down on the hard wooden chair. She broke the bread and began to eat.

As she ate she thought about the cold and cruel king. His eyes had been so empty and devoid of any life. She wondered what had made him so cold and heartless. No one was born with a heart made of ice. Something must have happened to him to make him this way. She felt a strange spark of curiosity about the broken man.

She finished her small meal and stood up from the table. She walked over to the large window on the far wall. She pushed aside the heavy gray curtains and looked outside. The
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ash wastes stretched out before her in every direction. It was a desolate and barren landscape of gray dust and dead trees. There was no beauty to be found anywhere.

She pressed her hand against the cold glass of the window. She thought about her home and the golden autumn leaves. She missed the sound of the wind in the trees. She missed the warm sun on her face and the smell of the harvest. But she knew she could never go back to that world. That world was gone forever and she was here now.

Aurelia turned away from the window and walked back to the bed. She sat down on the edge and pulled off her boots. Her feet were cold and sore from the long journey here. She lay down on the hard mattress and pulled the gray blankets up. She closed her eyes and tried to sleep but her mind was racing with thoughts of the future.

She knew she had to be strong to survive this place. She could not let the cold and the ash consume her. She had to find a way to thaw the king’s frozen heart. If she could understand him maybe she could change things. She would not be a prisoner in her mind even if she was one in body. She would forge a new life from the embers.

The fire in the hearth crackled softly in the quiet room. It was a small comfort in this vast and cold fortress. Aurelia listened to the sound and let it soothe her. She took a deep breath and let her muscles relax. Tomorrow would be a new day and she would face it with courage. She would not let the king of ash break her spirit.

The cold wind howled through the narrow stone corridors of the ancient fortress, carrying with it the bitter scent of ash and forgotten sorrows. Princess Aurelia pulled her thin velvet cloak tighter around her trembling shoulders, trying to block
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out the freezing chill that seemed to seep directly into her very bones and weary soul.

She walked slowly toward the small and flickering fire in the corner of her dimly lit chamber, holding her pale hands out to the dancing orange flames. The meager heat offered little comfort against the oppressive gloom of the room, but she closed her eyes and tried to imagine the warm and golden sunlight.

Memories of the vibrant court of her father flashed through her mind like a series of beautiful and fleeting illusions. She remembered the loud laughter of her handmaidens, the sweet taste of spiced cider, and the brilliant canopy of red and gold leaves that used to blanket the sprawling gardens of her youth. A sudden and sharp knock at the heavy oak door shattered her peaceful reverie and made her jump in pure surprise. Aurelia turned quickly, her heart pounding a frantic rhythm against her ribs as she stared at the thick wooden barrier. She wondered

who could possibly be visiting her at this late hour.

She called out for them to enter, trying to keep her voice steady and authoritative despite the fear trembling in her chest. The heavy door creaked open slowly, revealing a young and timid servant girl holding a large silver tray covered with a steaming cloth. The girl kept her eyes fixed on the floor.

The young servant whispered nervously that the king had sent her evening meal, her voice barely audible over the howling wind outside. She stepped into the room with hesitant and shaky steps, placing the heavy tray gently onto the small wooden table near the window. Her hands were shaking almost as much as Aurelia.

Aurelia approached the table and lifted the cloth, revealing a simple bowl of thick and dark stew along with a small loaf of
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dense and black bread. It was a far cry from the lavish feasts she was accustomed to in the autumn court, but her stomach rumbled loudly, reminding her of her hunger.

She thanked the girl softly, offering the frightened servant a gentle and reassuring smile. She asked for her name and promised she would not harm her or cause any trouble with the guards. She wanted to show kindness, hoping to find at least one friendly face in this desolate and unforgiving place.

The servant girl looked up, her wide and frightened eyes meeting the warm and amber gaze of the princess for the very first time. She replied that her name was Elara, her voice trembling slightly. She noted that
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