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Echoes of the Sundering


The wind that swept down from the Jagged Peaks was a liar. It carried the scent of pine and the clean, sharp promise of snow, the same scents that had comforted generations in the village of Silverwood. But now, it was a hollow promise, a ghostly memory of a world that no longer existed. The Great Ice Wall, the colossal barrier that had defined their existence for a thousand years, was gone. Shattered. And the wind that blew across its ruins carried something more than just the cold.

Elara felt it in her bones, a deep, resonant thrum that vibrated up through the soles of her worn leather boots. It was a frequency of wrongness, a discordant note in the symphony of the wild. Five years had passed since the Sundering, the day the sky had screamed and the Wall had crumbled into a million glittering shards, opening their sheltered valley to the vast, unknown expanse of the Frost-touched Lands. The elders spoke of it in hushed, fearful tones, a day of divine punishment. The children, those born after, only knew a world with a jagged horizon of fallen ice.

She drew the thick wool of her cloak tighter, her knuckles white against the coarse fabric. Below her, nestled in the protective embrace of the valley, Silverwood’s lights began to flicker to life. The warm, inviting glow of hearth fires and tallow lamps was a stark contrast to the encroaching blue twilight that bled from the north. From her vantage point on the ridge, she could see the new palisade, a crude wooden replacement for the impossible grandeur of the Wall, a constant, nagging reminder of their vulnerability.

They were a people living on the edge of a wound, and the wound was weeping. The winters grew colder, the game more scarce, and a creeping, unnatural frost was beginning to claim the edges of the forest, its crystalline patterns like grasping fingers. Elara’s own secret was a small, desperate rebellion against this encroaching chill. She knelt, pulling off a mitten to press her bare palm against a patch of frozen earth where the snow had been scoured away by the wind.

A faint warmth, no more than a phantom’s breath, bloomed from her skin. She closed her eyes, focusing, coaxing the nascent energy that lived within her. It was not the flashy, elemental magic of the old tales, the kind that could summon fire or command the wind. Hers was a quiet, stubborn thing, a magic of life. Beneath her hand, the frozen soil yielded. A single, tender green shoot, impossibly vibrant, pushed its way through the icy crust, unfurling two perfect leaves.

A gasp, sharp and terrified, tore through the quiet. Elara’s eyes flew open, her heart hammering against her ribs. Lyra, her younger sister, stood a few paces away, her face a mask of shock and fear, a basket of kindling dropped and forgotten at her feet. The single green shoot, a testament to a forbidden hope, seemed to wilt under the weight of her sister’s gaze. The brief, fragile warmth in Elara’s chest turned to ice. In Silverwood, such things were not miracles. They were omens.

Lyra’s voice was a frantic whisper, laced with the ingrained fear of their people. “Elara, what are you doing? If anyone saw… if the elders found out…” The words trailed off, but the implication hung heavy in the frigid air between them. The Sundering hadn’t just broken the Wall; it had broken their trust in magic. The old ways were now viewed as a source of unimaginable hubris, the very sin that had led to their world’s fracturing. Anyone exhibiting such abilities was seen as tainted, a potential vessel for the same chaotic forces that had brought their doom.

Elara quickly covered the small sprout with a handful of snow, the cold a welcome sting against her unnaturally warm skin. “It was nothing,” she lied, the words tasting like ash in her mouth. She rose to her feet, brushing the snow from her trousers with a trembling hand. “Just a stubborn weed. You saw nothing, Lyra. Understand?” Her tone was sharper than she intended, born of a panic that clawed at her throat. She could not bear to see the fear in her sister’s eyes deepen into accusation.

Lyra nodded, though her wide, hazel eyes were still fixed on the spot where the green had vanished. She was only fifteen, born in the shadow of the fallen Wall, and had inherited all the anxieties of the new world without any memory of the old one’s security. “They say the hunters are late,” she said, changing the subject abruptly, her voice small. “Father is with the watch at the palisade. He worries. Everyone does.” It was a child’s attempt to divert, to ground them back in the shared, acceptable fears of the community.

Together, they made their way down the winding path toward the village, the silence between them thick with unspoken words. Elara could still feel the phantom warmth in her palm, a secret pulse that was both a part of her and a threat to everything she loved. The fear Lyra had expressed was not unfounded. Two years ago, a boy named Finn had shown an affinity for dowsing, his hazel rod twitching not for water, but for veins of iron ore. He had been sent away, exiled to a grim, isolated monastery in the southern peaks, his “gift” deemed a dangerous corruption.

As they passed through the tall wooden gates of the palisade, the sentries nodded grimly, their faces etched with a tension that had become commonplace. The air within the village was no less strained. People moved with a purpose that bordered on haste, their conversations quiet and their glances furtive, always drifting northward toward the jagged teeth of the broken Wall. The communal fire in the center of the main square burned higher than usual, a defiant roar against the encroaching dark, yet its light seemed to create more dancing shadows than it dispelled.

Their father, Kian, met them near their small, turf-roofed home. He was a stonemason, a trade of dwindling importance in a world where no one dared build anything grand anymore. His hands, usually dusty with granite, were clean, and his face was grim. “Elara. Lyra. Get inside,” he commanded, his voice low and rumbling. “Bar the door. The hunting party has returned.” He did not say it with relief. His tone was heavy, like a shroud.

From the small, hide-covered window of their home, Elara watched as three figures staggered through the gate, supported by the men from the watch. They were the only survivors of a party of eight that had left a week prior. They were covered in frost, a deep, biting frost that did not melt, even in the relative warmth of the village. It clung to their clothes and hair like a second skin, its crystalline structure seeming to glitter with a malevolent, internal light.

But it was their eyes that truly terrified her. They were wide and vacant, staring at nothing, their pupils dilated in a permanent state of shock. One of the men, a burly blacksmith named Borin, began to scream. It was not a sound of pain, but of pure, undiluted terror, a high, thin wail that seemed to cut through the very soul of the village. He clawed at his own face, his friends trying to restrain him as he shrieked about whispers in the snow, of eyes made of ice that watched from the blizzard.

A dread, cold and absolute, settled over Silverwood. This was new. Hunters had been lost before, claimed by blizzards or the beasts of the forest. But they had never returned like this, broken in spirit, haunted by an unseen terror. The village healer, an old woman named Maeve, rushed out to meet them, her face a canvas of concern, but even she recoiled from the unnatural frost that seemed to radiate from the men. The whispers Borin screamed about seemed to echo in the wind, and for the first time, Elara thought she could almost hear them herself.

That night, the village was silent, but it was not a peaceful silence. It was the silence of held breath, of families huddled in their homes, listening to the wind and imagining phantom whispers within it. Elara lay on her cot, staring into the darkness, the image of the haunted hunters burned into her mind. The warmth in her core felt like a terrible secret, a single candle flame in a world that was succumbing to an encroaching, soul-stealing winter. The liar’s wind howled outside, and it seemed to call her name.

The days that followed were steeped in a thick, cloying anxiety. The three returned hunters were quarantined in the healer’s hut, their condition worsening. The unnatural frost that clung to them spread, covering their skin in delicate, deadly patterns. They did not speak, save for occasional, terrified whispers about a “Frozen Heart” and a “Silent Choir” that sang from the ice. Maeve’s remedies were useless; poultices froze upon application, and herbal teas turned to slush before they could be swallowed. It was as if the men had brought a piece of the deep, malevolent cold back with them, a cold that worked from the inside out.

Fear was a contagion, spreading faster than any sickness. The community, once bound by shared hardship, began to fray at the edges. Suspicion bloomed in the strained quiet. Old superstitions, long dormant, were resurrected with a chilling fervor. People avoided the northern edge of the village, and parents kept their children indoors after twilight. The whispers of the hunters became the whispers of the villagers, morphing into dark theories of vengeful ice spirits or curses unleashed by the Sundering.

Elara felt the shift acutely. Glances lingered on her a moment too long. When she walked through the market, conversations would dip into silence until she had passed. Her family’s isolation deepened. Lyra grew more withdrawn, her youthful energy replaced by a constant, fearful watchfulness. Her father, Kian, threw himself into reinforcing their home, his hammer blows ringing with a desperate, angry rhythm, as if he could physically beat back the fear that was infiltrating their lives.

One afternoon, as Elara was tending to the small, hardy vegetables in their covered garden, she overheard two women talking by the communal well. Their voices were low, but the wind carried their words with perfect clarity. “It’s the taints,” one woman, Elspeth, said, her voice sharp with conviction. “Those with the old blood, the ones who carry the seed of that chaotic magic. It draws the corruption to us. The boy, Finn, was the start. Now this.”

“But Elara has shown no signs,” the other woman, Mara, replied, though her voice lacked any real defense. “She is a good girl, quiet.”

“Quiet is how it festers,” Elspeth retorted. “Her mother was from the outer valleys, wasn’t she? Not one of us, not really. They say her grandmother could make flowers bloom in winter. It’s in the blood. This cold… it’s looking for a way in. It’s looking for its own kind.”

Elara’s hands froze above the withered kale. It’s looking for its own kind. The words struck her with the force of a physical blow. Was that what she was? Was the life-giving warmth within her a beacon for the life-stealing cold? The thought was a venomous serpent, coiling around her heart. She had always seen her ability as a small act of defiance against the encroaching frost, a secret garden in her soul. Now, she feared it might be the very thing that would lead the wolves to her door.

That evening, the first of the hunters, Borin the blacksmith, died. His heart, Maeve reported in a voice trembling with shock, had



















































