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    To the Coven: those who know the truth is always found in the darkest corners of the library.
Step quietly beneath these Gothic spires and read the only history that matters—the one written in wicked hunger and deep, forbidden Lore. We are conspirators now.
P.S., Skip to Chapter Three if you need to know which secret breaks first.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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Kneel, the voice commanded, sharp as the wind slicing through the ruins of the Prince's cloak.

Robin didn't move. His fingers clenched around the hilt of his sword, but he knew—steel wouldn't save him here. It was a gesture of defiance, not defense. He was Prince Robin of Isenvelle, and his bloodline was a weapon more dangerous than any forged blade. He had not walked three thousand miles to bend a knee, not even before the creature that slept in the world’s final Winter.

The air smelled like iron and old snow, a scent that carried the weight of forgotten centuries. Frostbite gnawed at his exposed knuckles, turning the skin the color of dead bone. Before him, the fortress rose like a jagged tooth from the glacier, its spires black against the endless white. This was the Citadel of Skald, the mythical, cursed peak where the Demoness of the Rime had been exiled after the Sundering Wars. No banners flew. No guards stood watch. Only the cold lived here, a cold that tasted like absence, and the thing that ruled it.

"You came to die," the voice said again, closer now.

Robin exhaled, watching his breath curl into the dark. He'd walked for weeks through blizzards that peeled skin from bone, past villages where the dead sat frozen at their supper tables, monuments to the eternal Winter Scyra had unleashed upon the northern territories. He’d expected fire, fury, some grand duel beneath the auroras that stained the sky blood-green. Not this... amusement.

The shadows shifted, drawing themselves away from the walls. She emerged like a crack in the world—first a sliver of pale cheek, polished smooth as ancient marble, then the slow reveal of a mouth curved in something too cruel to be a smile.

Scyra, the Winter Demoness, wore her hunger plainly: eyes dark as thawed riverstones, hair like spilled ink across shoulders left deliberately bare, exposing the faint, swirling glyphs of frost magic etched into her skin. Her gown was a waterfall of black ice, liquid shadow that seemed to move against the unmoving air. She trailed a single finger down the frosted wall, and the ice groaned in response, a low, resonant note of submission that vibrated in Robin's breastbone.

"But death," she murmured, the sound closer to the whisper of wind over glass than a human voice, "is the dullest gift a Prince could bring me."

Robin's throat tightened. His sword, Ironheart, the one that had cleaved bandit skulls and dueled southern lords, suddenly felt absurd in his grip—a child's stick against the crushing weight of centuries. He'd seen men flayed alive for lesser insolence than standing armed before a demon, yet Scyra only cocked her head, studying him as one might a beetle pinned to parchment, a specimen rather than a threat.

He knew the Lore. Every scholar in the crumbling Isenvelle libraries, their hands shaking with cold and fear, had transcribed the warnings: She does not kill the bold; she consumes the defiant. The Demoness specialized in the intricate, drawn-out demolition of the soul, transforming men into decorative statues for her frozen garden.

"You know who I am," Robin stated, his voice raspy from the cold, but steady. "And you know what I carry."

Her laughter didn't echo. It sank into the walls, absorbed by the fortress’s ravenous silence. "Oh, the Isenvelle Scorch." She spoke the ancient title with derision, like a stale, forgotten joke. "I remember your ancestors. They called their pathetic warmth a 'blessing,' a divine counter to my frost. A pretty lie they told themselves when they couldn't stop the ice from spreading."

"It's not a lie," Robin retorted, and beneath his heavy, fur-lined travel tunic, his skin felt suddenly tight, coiled. "It is the last flame of the Sun-King's pact. The heart of Isenvelle burns, and I am the heir to the ember."

"You're warmer than I expected," she observed, ignoring his history lesson. She stepped so close her exhale misted against his chapped lips, sweet and damp against the sterile cold. "Not much. Not enough. But..."

Her hand slid up his chest, past the worn leather and wool, and where her fingertips brushed, his skin burned—not with heat, but with the absence of it, a pleasure so acute it near-toppled him. It felt like his nerves were being peeled back, exposed to a searing vacuum. The sensation was exquisite, unbearable.

Somewhere beneath the numbness, alarm bells rang, not the frantic tolling of fear, but the slow, deep chime of inevitable destruction. Saints and scholars had warned of this: how frost-drakes lure travelers with false hearths, how the coldest voids promise respite before swallowing you whole. Robin gritted his teeth as Scyra's nails traced his jugular. He'd planned for honorable bloodshed, a clean, necessary end, not this slow unraveling. Not the way his knees threatened to buckle, not the traitorous part of him that wondered how much deeper her touch could cut, or what lay past the threshold of pain she was offering.

"Your fire," Scyra whispered, tilting her head, her dark eyes glittering with the reflection of the eternal ice, "it’s a memory of heat. A fading story. What I offer is silence. Rest." Her touch was intoxicatingly cold, a promise of permanent peace. "Give me the ember, little Prince. Let the Winter claim you whole."

Robin stood taller, forcing the tremor from his limbs. "I came to end the Winter, Demoness. Not to feed it."

A new emotion flickered across Scyra's face, a ghost of something wounded. It vanished quickly, replaced by a calculating intensity that chilled him more than her magic. She leaned in, so close he could see the perfect, complex crystalline structure of a snowflake suspended in the corner of her eye.

Scyra inhaled sharply against his temple, her breath strangely humid. "Ah. There." Her thumb pressed into the hollow of his throat, precisely where his mortal pulse jumped against the bone, the beating center of his defiance. Robin’s vision whited out. It wasn't pain—it was more, a shattering clarity that left his nerves singing like plucked harp strings. Every sinew in his body tightened, not in resistance, but in desperate acceptance.

His sword, Ironheart, hit the ice with a clatter he barely registered. It had become extraneous. The true duel was not with steel, but with the marrow in his bones.

"Still clinging to that?" She kicked the blade aside with a bare foot that left steaming prints on the frost. Her feet were unnervingly delicate, yet they carried the absolute power of the glacier. "How very... mortal."

The fortress groaned again, a deep, earth-shaking vibration, but Robin no longer cared if it collapsed around them. Everywhere her hands wandered, his body sang a litany of contradictions—fire and ice, torment and rapture, the unbearable need to pull away and press closer all at once. When her lips grazed his earlobe, a shudder ripped through him so violently his heavy, fur-trimmed cloak slipped from his shoulders and pooled on the frozen ground.

"You are interesting," Scyra murmured against his pulse, her voice suddenly low, husky. Her teeth scraped skin still throbbing from her touch, not a bite of malice, but of curiosity. "Most beg or bluster. You just... burn." Her tongue flicked out, tasting the sweat—the impossible, foreign sweat—at his collarbone, and Robin realized with dawning acceptance that she was right—his flesh radiated heat now, visible in the rising steam between their bodies. It was the Isenvelle Scorch, rising to meet its opposite.

Some primal instinct screamed that this wasn't surrender, but transformation. That if he didn't stop her soon, his body would become an incandescent ruin, and he would take her fortress with him. 

Yet when Scyra finally pulled back to study her handiwork, her expression wasn't triumphant, but... unsettled. The ice beneath them had begun to weep, thin rivulets winding around their ankles, melting trails into the glacial floor that mirrored the sweat trails on his skin. Robin watched a droplet slide down her wrist—watched her stare at it with something like wonder—and understood, abruptly, the true stakes of their game.

He wasn't melting her citadel through force of will. He was unmaking it through contact, through the catastrophic collision of their opposing forces. She was, too. The fear in her widening eyes suggested she hadn't expected the power of his presence to be so immediate, so destructive to her own essence.

"You're—" Scyra's fingers twitched against his damp tunic. The words came out brittle, almost accusatory, like a chant that had failed its caster. "You're not supposed to... unthaw."

The term struck Robin with a jolt of clarity. That was her fear. That he could unmake her core, the cold, powerful loneliness that defined her. The curse of Isenvelle wasn't to kill the Demoness, but to warm her, which, to an entity of pure frost, was the same thing as oblivion.

A sudden crack spiderwebbed across the ceiling above them, fracturing the vaulted ice into a thousand prismatic shards. Robin felt it then, beneath the delirium: the fortress was groaning. It was screaming, a desperate, subsonic frequency that threatened to shatter his eardrums.

Scyra moved with the sudden, terrible grace of a hunted thing. Her next kiss was different—not calculated seduction, but desperation, an instinctual effort to consume the source of the paradox. She bit his lip hard enough to draw iron-rich blood, and when he gasped, she drank the sound greedily, her palms flattening against his ribs as if to cage his heartbeat. The steam between them thickened into a blinding, humid mist, making the sterile air suddenly thick and vital. Strange, how warmth could feel like drowning.

She pulled him closer, her body, which moments ago had been composed of glacial chill, now radiating a deep, bone-aching cold that felt like a void trying to swallow his heat whole. He returned the kiss with a desperate intensity born of survival and pure, reckless hunger. The conflict was no longer an external fight between kingdoms, but a furious, melting war waged only inches apart.

Somewhere beyond the haze, Robin remembered his father's voice—Winter always ends—and wondered if the old king had known this would be the cost. That the end of Winter would require the simultaneous ruin of the Demoness and the Prince tasked with stopping her.

Scyra's nails dug crescent moons into his back as the walls shuddered again. He
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To melt her heart, he must burn for her.
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