
Table of Contents


    
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
        	
            - Table of Contents -
        

        
            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 1: Fading Light
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 2: The Summer Marshal Arrives
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 3: The Ballad of Quiet Queens
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 4: Alliance in Shadows
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 5: A Crack in the Frost
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 6: The Cold Rebellion
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 7: Stillness Before the Storm
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 8: Battle at the River Grave
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 9: Cost of Power
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 10: Shifting Loyalties
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 11: Queen of Stillness
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 12: Frost’s Heir Rises
                

            
        
    



Chapter 1: Fading Light
Anya moved quietly through the frost-lit corridors of the Court of Skeld, the echoes of her boots muffled by velvet runners thick as fallen snow. She walked with care, as if afraid to wake the ice underfoot, even as the world outside the high windows swelled with late-winter wind, moaning distantly across the frozen hills. The season’s breath pressed against stone and glass, yet within the palace the cold seemed trapped and contained, a dwindling spirit, hesitant and uncertain. She felt it in the marrow of the walls: the sweetness of her family’s power, once vital and unyielding, softened now to a silvery haze, almost out of reach. 
The court had gathered in the Hall of Falling Stars, a chamber named for its enormous ceiling mural: every star was painted in shades of blue and silver, each streak of white meant to evoke the realm’s longest winter night. Here, dignitaries from Spring and Summer hunched around oversized hearths, pretending to love warmth while glaring at the frost that clung, stubborn and unmelting, to the corners of their chairs. The scattered nobles of House Skeld watched them, fearful or defensive, uncertain, murmuring rumors in voices they pretended were whispers.
Anya stood near a carved pillar, half-shadowed, ignored as usual by the visiting envoys. Her hair was pale, braided simply, and she wore the colors of her house: the wintry blue, icy silver, and a touch of white at her cuffs. Her hands folded over each other, still and careful, as she listened to the shifting music of the court. The talk was of weakness, of rumors growing darker by the hour, and beneath it all, of the dying power that had once protected this land from fire and greed.
“The Duke fails again in his duty; Winter is lost,” someone declared from behind her, a Summer knight with golden hair that gleamed like the last sunlit autumn leaf. He wore gold worked into his collar and stared through Anya as if she were part of the furniture. His companions grinned, emboldened by the hush that followed.
Anya’s mouth tightened. She was used to their cruelty, its laziness and casual expectation. What the western courts viewed as weakness - her silence, her reserve, her refusal of spectacle - had become fodder for their jokes. She could not recall a time when her presence had commanded attention, save perhaps in childhood, when she had run barefoot through the snowy gardens with her brother. Now, only Yula watched her, glancing at her from across the hall, the maid’s dark eyes alert and fiercely loyal.
The doors to the main chamber yawned open, creaking against the weight of the frost, and old Duke Skeld entered. He walked slowly, habitually dignified, his shoulders drawn up as if bracing against the wind. His pale beard was threaded with silver, his eyes hollowed by the effort of leadership. Yet when he raised his hand, the room fell still for a moment, an echo of the command he had wielded in younger days.
“Let the court be seated,” he announced; his voice was steady but lacking the force that once carried across mountain and valley. He climbed to his seat at the end of the hall, the throne carved of frozen birch, the sigils of Winter etched into its arms. The nobles of Skeld obeyed at once, settling quietly around him; the Summer and Spring envoys delayed, exchanging glances, reluctant to take places amongst the frost and shadows.
Anya wished she could weigh the precise meaning of their looks: the Spring ambassador, Lady Sorrel, concealed her thoughts behind a mask of honeyed smiles, her long green gown trailing along the icy floor; the Summer knight, Lord Carvell, shifted impatiently as if longing for open flames or sunlit gardens. It was Caius Vale, Summer Marshal to the southern monarch, who held her attention, though he had not yet arrived; she had heard the rumors of his approach, and the threat he carried with him.
The Duke surveyed the assembly, eyes lingering on Anya for a brief hopeful moment, then moving to Lady Sorrel. Though frail, he retained a certain pride, and as he began to speak, Anya forced herself to listen in full.
“Friends of Spring and Summer,” Skeld said, “and kin of Winter. I thank you for honoring our court in this time of challenge. The whole realm knows of Winter’s difficulties; as you see, our frost remains — if diminished — but we assure you, our season will continue. Those who seek peace will find it here as always.”
Lady Sorrel’s gaze flickered briefly, her smile tightening. She rose, the motion elegant, her words velvet. “We are honored, Duke Skeld. Spring offers its support, as ever, and hopes a solution can be found to ease the transition. Our Queen awaits word of your intentions — for stability, of course.”
Anya felt the sting of Sorrel’s phrasing. “Transition,” not restoration, not balance. Already the Spring court expected Winter’s weakness to be fatal. The Summer envoys shifted in their seats; Lord Carvell caught Sorrel’s eye, nodding slightly.
Skeld’s tone grew brittle. “The rumors are exaggerated. The heart of Winter beats beneath the ice. Do not mistake endurance for defeat.”
“You speak poetically, my lord.” Lady Sorrel’s voice was gracious, but her eyes were sharp. “Yet your magic is... unreliable. Many have noticed, these past weeks. We wonder what the future holds — for this court, and the realm as a whole.”
Anya saw the courtiers tense, some glancing at her, most looking away. It was an old pain, but more pronounced now. Her father’s strength, once the foundation of Skeld, was crumbling, and she had not yet found a place to stand in the space left behind.
Yula moved closer, subtly inserting herself at Anya’s side. “Ignore them,” she whispered. “They know less than half of anything. You’re better than this, Anya.”
Anya did not answer, but she grasped Yula’s arm, grateful for the steady warmth.
Duke Skeld drew breath, as if for a grand address, then hesitated, coughing softly behind his hand. “Winter’s power is not lost,” he insisted. “Anya will represent our house in the coming days. She is most able among us —”
Lady Sorrel’s eyebrow arched, a silent challenge. Lord Carvell’s lips nearly curled, his contempt hidden only by formality.
Anya tried to stand straighter, though she perceived their skepticism as a physical presence. To be chosen as the Duke’s representative, now, was both an insult and a burden. She lowered her gaze but forced herself to meet Lady Sorrel’s stare, returning it with stillness.
“We will see,” the Spring ambassador murmured, her hand cupping a goblet. “Perhaps Winter’s strength lies in qualities yet unseen.”
Quiet laughter rippled from the Summer delegates. Anya remained where she was, refusing to dwell on humiliation, and watched as the meeting dissolved into lesser affairs of policy: trade, border guards, the endless negotiation of who would supply timber for the northern roads. Her role was ceremonial, she knew, meant to fill the Duke’s quiet absence, yet her mind wandered as she listened to the soft conversation threaded beneath each debate.
Most of all, she listened for the word “magic.”
It was spoken often, always with worry. The frost in their chalices melted oddly quickly; the ice around the windows seemed thinner each morning. Anya recalled her father, years ago, breaking a blizzard over a vineyard to protect a harvest. Now, even small magic failed: when her brother had tried to conjure a storm last week, he had produced only a sullen mist.
As the court adjourned, Lady Sorrel approached Anya, her movements deliberate. The Spring ambassador’s dress swept the floor, her presence as fragrant as cut grass after rain.
“Lady Anya,” Sorrel greeted, each word heavy with politeness. “Your court has suffered unusual hardships. One wonders if you might yield — or, at least, accept guidance. Spring has expert counselors in matters of transition. We are eager to assist.”
Anya knew the cost of accepting such “guidance.” Spring sought to dissolve Winter’s legal claim, scatter its holdings, and bury its culture beneath flower and leaf. She held herself steady, refusing to look away.
“Winter will not yield,” Anya said softly. “Not while my father lives; not while the frost remains.”
Sorrel studied her for a moment, then smiled. “Your resolve is admirable. The seasons change, Lady Anya. Some find greatness in transformation; others in surrender.” She inclined her head, as if dismissing a child, and drifted away, her retinue following.
Yula scowled after her. “Why must she always speak as if we’re nothing but a dying orchard?”
“Because she believes it,” Anya replied. “And if Spring wins, the orchard dies indeed.”
They moved through the echoing halls, passing nobles who barely acknowledged Anya. The Winter-born knights deferred to her father; the younger ones looked uncertain, eyes glazed with doubt. When Anya reached the Duke’s study, she found him seated at his desk, his head bowed, fingers trembling as he wrote letters to the southern courts.
“My daughter,” he rasped, “come sit.”
She obeyed, folding herself into a chair opposite him. The room was warm by the palace’s standards, but the air still felt dry and brittle. The Duke’s face was drawn, the veins in his hands visible beneath pale skin.
“You heard them,” he said. “They seek our end. Spring will not protect us; Summer will only enforce our defeat. Even the northern mountain lords are drifting away.” His voice faded as he studied her, searching for something - reassurance, perhaps, or hope.
“Yes,” Anya said. “I heard.”
He looked at her over the rim of his spectacles. “You are not afraid?”
She paused, considering the truth. “I am — but I am more afraid of doing nothing.”
Her father gave a small, sad smile. “There is time for action. But patience... patience is rarely rewarded now. They want us to fall, my child. They want an easy ruin. What should we do?”
Anya gazed at the window, where sunlight shone dimly through the lattice, illuminating motes of dust. “We must watch them. Listen carefully. And never let them see us falter.”
The Duke nodded, though his expression was weary. “You have your mother’s sense for silence. And her courage. Yet it is a hard thing; power is loud in their world. If you are to represent my house, you must learn to speak, even when they do not listen.”
Anya bit her lip, uncertainty pricking her resolve. “If Winter’s magic is dying...”
“It is not dead yet,” her father interrupted. “You are not dead. The line endures, and so must the magic. I have faith in your strength, Anya.”
She pressed her fingers to her forehead, struggling to believe him. “I will try, father.”
He nodded, then closed his eyes for a long moment. The room seemed to shiver in sympathy with his fatigue, every candle flickering uneasily.
Outside, the court was restless again, with the hum of voices and the scraping of boots against marble. The Winter nobles, uneasy and habitually reserved, gathered in tight circles; the Spring and Summer envoys moved amongst them with confidence, whispering petal-soft insults, small reminders that their own seasons now ruled the wider world. Anya watched them approach the young Winter knights, offering cordial promises in exchange for small betrayals — a shipment of ice-wine here, access to a private archive there.
Yula caught Anya’s sleeve, worry clear in her face. “They’re thinning our ranks,” she warned. “Lord Rowan has been seen talking with Spring’s court. Even some of your cousins are speaking of exile.”
Anya frowned. “I thought Rowan was loyal.”
“He cares only for Autumn’s fortunes,” Yula replied. “He is pragmatic. If you want allies, you must act before he does.”
The advice felt unbearable, yet necessary.
Anya stepped from the study, moving through the crowd, searching for Lord Rowan. She found him beneath a faded tapestry, the sigil of Autumn - a gold leaf entwined with a bronze branch - woven into his coat.
“Cousin,” she greeted. Lord Rowan’s eyes were amber, calm and unreadable.
“Lady Anya,” he said, dipping his head. “I see the rumors have reached you as well.”
She regarded him, measuring his distance. “You have spoken with Spring. I hope your alliances remain with Winter.”
Rowan’s smile was slight, though not entirely unfriendly. “You misunderstand. My interest lies in preserving balance. If Winter falls, the realm shifts irrevocably. I seek opportunity, not ruin.”
“Balance,” Anya echoed. “Or advantage?”
Rowan’s gaze sharpened. “You are clever for a daughter of Skeld, though your father does not recognize it. Cunning is rare here; do not waste it on loyalty.”
She thanked him, allowing nothing more; his words lingered after she departed, an uncomfortable reminder that the old alliances of her childhood had crumbled, replaced by something colder.
As dusk pressed against the windows, Anya moved to the western gardens, where frost covered every blossom, the ice heavy above the roots. Yula kept pace beside her, her breath pale as she spoke.
“Do you ever wish you could leave?” Yula asked. “That you could be someone else, somewhere else?”
“Sometimes,” Anya confessed. “But I could not bear the guilt. This is my home. I am Winter-born; I must remain, even if only to witness its death.”
Yula shook her head, fierce. “Not death. Survival. You don’t see yourself, Anya; no one else is left to carry the magic. If you learned to use it - truly - you could turn the tide.”
Anya turned toward her friend, weighed the truth in Yula’s insistence. “Magic is failing. Even my brother cannot summon storms as he once did. What makes you so certain I can?”
“Because you endure,” Yula said, her voice trembling with hope. “And that has power, if you let it.”
Anya let the silence linger; the wind hissed through the garden, rattling dried leaves. She pressed her hand to the icy railing, feeling the chill seep into her skin, woven through her body like longing. In that stillness, she remembered the Frost Spirit, a childhood legend - a being who appeared only to Winter’s true heir, when the season had nearly vanished and sacrifice was required. She wondered if such magic could be real, if old tales might find new life in her hands.
Returning to the palace, she found her brother practicing with a group of knights. The spell they attempted was meant to drive ice through the marble, to lift shards that would ward off intruders. When her brother, young Lord Nikolai, finished his chant, the marble only trembled: no ice, no frost, just a faint crack along its surface.
“Again!” Nikolai barked, his voice thin. The knights looked at each other, worried, then obeyed.
Anya watched, unseen. They failed again, and the crowd murmured, the sense of disappointment thick as a blizzard. She caught the eye of Lady Sorrel, who observed from a distance, her expression smooth and satisfied.
Yula’s hand touched Anya’s shoulder, urging her back. “Don’t let this break you,” she whispered.
“It won’t,” Anya replied.
She retreated to her chambers. The rooms were simple, hung with faded banners and shelves of old books. She poured herself a goblet of snow-wine, staring at her reflection in the glass, the pale shimmer of her skin and the haunted blue of her eyes. She remembered her mother’s stories - how the first Skeld had mastered frost, how every ruler since had grown kinder, but weaker.
Was kindness a curse? Anya wondered. Or was it a hidden strength, waiting for the right moment?
The palace bells rang, signaling evening prayers. Anya knelt beside her bed, reciting ancient words. Let the frost endure. Let the line hold. Let Winter’s heir awaken. She felt the ritual settle into her bones, more habit than faith, yet the sense of isolation grew sharper.
Later, she dreamed - cold, vivid, and strange. She saw herself poised at the edge of a frozen lake; the Frost Spirit stood opposite her, its form indistinct, made of mist and stars.
“You must choose,” the Spirit whispered, a voice only she heard, the timbre sweet and sorrowful. “The cold is not weakness. Stillness is not surrender.”
Anya tried to reply, but her words vanished in icy mist.
When she woke, dawn crept through the windows, pale and uncertain. The court prepared for another day of negotiation; the envoys of Spring and Summer moved with ever greater confidence. Yula brought Anya her breakfast and a list of requests for her attention: appeals from small villages for protection, rumors of new attacks along the river, and another invitation from Lady Sorrel for a private audience.
Anya refused the audience, sending Yula with word that Winter would not compromise.
At midday, the Duke summoned the court again, this time in the smaller audience chamber lined with pale birch and icy glass. His voice was weaker, though he tried to mask it.
“We stand at a turning point,” he announced. “Those who fight for Winter must stand together. Magic wanes, yes, but unity remains.”
Lord Rowan muttered something beneath his breath; Lady Sorrel smiled knowingly. Lord Carvell yawned, pretending indifference.
Anya rose, compelled by a sense of duty, and addressed the court. Her voice was gentle but clear. “If Winter’s magic is failing, we cannot pretend otherwise. But we must not yield to defeat. I will do all in my power to restore what has been lost.”
A hush followed; embarrassment and disbelief mingled behind the faces of her family. Lady Sorrel’s eyes widened, then narrowed as if recalculating.
“You speak bravely,” she said, “but will words alone restore your season? Perhaps something more is needed. A sacrifice, perhaps.”
Anya did not answer, feeling suspicion crawl through her body. Was Sorrel hinting at old rituals, or at the destruction of Winter itself? She retreated, forcing herself to ignore the laughter and disdain.
Afterward, Yula found her on the eastern terrace, where the wind spun hollow snowflakes across the stone. “I know you hate it,” Yula said, “but you must not let them see pain. Their power is rooted in spectacle; yours is deeper, colder. Remind them.”
“I will try,” Anya murmured. She felt the frost swirl, whispering at her feet. She closed her eyes, searching for the vestiges of her season’s strength, listening for the Frost Spirit in the quiet places between heartbeats.
The day faded to twilight; the Duke retired early, coughing in his chambers while the court bickered in the halls. Lord Rowan retreated to his study, Yula tended to Anya’s needs, and Lady Sorrel plotted, weaving new alliances with whisper and wine. The Summer knights, restless and hungry for conquest, planned maneuvers designed only to suppress Winter’s pride.
Anya sat in the grand library, the old books surrounding her, the cold seeping from the floor, and studied the ancient spells of her house. Her fingers traced the sigils of frost, the words of power - those rarely uttered, known only to the blood of Skeld. She read until midnight, searching for hope.
As the moon rose, pale against the snow-covered hills, Anya felt a quiet determination settle over her. The world saw her as frail, irrelevant, marked for extinction. But she knew stillness was not surrender, and frost was not silence. If she could learn the ancient magic - if she could endure what others could not - perhaps the Winter heir would rise after all.
In the depths of night, she closed her book and stared at the frozen gardens beyond her window. The snow shimmered with possibility. The rumors might be true: Winter’s power was dying. But Anya of House Skeld was not dead yet.
And in the morning, she promised herself, she would find the courage to meet the world’s contempt without fear.
Chapter 2: The Summer Marshal Arrives
The morning that the Summer soldiers arrived, the snows fell in slow, weighted drifts, apathetic to the thunder of foreign boots. The palace courtyards, once marked only by gentle tracks of winter foxes or the stray prints of a shy chambermaid, churned beneath a procession of armor and war horses. Flames snapped from pennants hoisted above the spears, flames so fiercely dyed that even the muted violet dawn could not diminish their yellows and reds. Anya watched them come from her window, unmoving, as if carved from the very frost that graced her ledge.
She did not draw close to the glass, for the warmth of her breath often left fogged patches against the crystal panes, and she disliked the way her reflection seemed to fragment in them. Instead, she lingered in the blue-shadowed recess, invisible, her presence no more significant than a moth resting in winter’s hush. Below, the drawbridge hove upward with a winch’s shrill complaint, groaning as it yielded to the Marshal’s banners.
Anya’s father, the Duke, had risen early for the first time in weeks and now busied himself with the impossible task of appearing both indignant and grateful. She had caught only a glimpse of his preparations, evident from the bustling of attendants and the laying out of the ceremonial cape, but had known better than to offer help. The Winter Duke no longer welcomed his daughter’s touch when dignity must serve as armor.
She slipped from her chamber and moved quietly along the western corridor, the chill rising from the flagstones bringing a flush to her cheeks. The palace had never truly been warmed by the fires in the hearths, for Winter’s blood ran certain in its stones—each step seemed to catch the cold, seeping up through embers and pelts, defying the comfort that Summer sought to impose. The smell of pine resin burned in the entryway, masked poorly by nervous hands.
From the cloister balcony she watched the soldiers enter, a column of gold and scarlet breaking the gentle blue gloom. The Summer Marshal rode at their head, a tall figure astride a steel-gray destrier; both horse and rider wore trappings of braided gold thread, beads bright as hot coals and medallions swinging from the bridle. He had the air of a wolf stalking alien ground, his gaze unflinching, sharp.
Yula materialized at her side, voice low. 
“You need not watch them parade, my lady.”
“I am not watching them, not truly,” Anya replied. “I want to see what they change as they pass.”
Yula’s lips set into a thin line. She wore a simple blue homespun, her dark hair caught in a ribbon. For once, there were no clever jests. They both listened as the Marshal’s voice peeled through the air, clipped and confident, ordering his men to halt at the foot of the palace steps. From above, he looked like a sliver of flame dropped onto a frozen canvas.
The main gates opened, iron groaning. Old Lord Gavren, steward for two generations, shuffled into the outer yard with his staff, ceremonial and useless. Behind him, servants in gray livery carried platters of salt and black bread—customary gifts, now offered to conquerors, not guests.
“What will you do?” Yula asked.
“Observe,” Anya said softly. “It is not a gift many possess, to go unseen by men who want to see only themselves.”
Yula grumbled, wrapping arms about herself. “It is a dangerous thing, being overlooked.”
“Not always,” Anya replied. She drew her cloak more closely around her shoulders, and together they retreated through the archways, careful to disappear before the Marshal could scan the galleries with his relentless, seeking gaze.
* * *
The Duke received Marshal Caius Vale in the Hall of Falling Stars, its chill exacerbated by a morning wind that found every unsealed crack. The Duke’s throne, high-backed and fur-lined, had never seemed so frail; tapestries flanked his seat, but their snowy trees felt like curtains over a frail and shivering stage.
The Marshal entered with head held high, shedding his crimson riding cloak as he strode down the central aisle with only two officers at his back. The Summer soldiers remained outside, the great doors closed behind them with a residue of tension that clung to every painted surface.
“My lord Duke Skeld,” the Marshal intoned, bowing in form rather than spirit. “By command of the Regency and in the name of the Summer Sovereign, I am sent to maintain order in Winter. My presence need not cast offense; it is… administrative necessity, nothing more.”
His voice was an instrument wrought for command, not for comfort. The Duke pressed a hand to his scepter, as if fearing it might be confiscated.  
“Marshal Vale, Winter is neither rebellious nor unruly. We keep our own order.”
“It is not your order the Regency doubts, but your capacity to enforce it.” The Marshal smiled with sharp courtesy.
Anya watched from the periphery, nearly hidden behind the clustered ministers. Her father’s back was rigid, breath shallow. Each line in his brow deepened as the Marshal approached, and his proud indifference flickered at the corners; Anya sensed his anger and his weariness intertwining, a double string.
“Winter welcomes the Regency’s concern.” The Duke’s voice barely betrayed his frustration. “Will you be quartered in the main tower?”
“No, my lord. My men will occupy the Barricade Halls and garrison the city squares. I will require an office in the palace, one with direct access to both your counsel and your people.” The Marshal’s blue eyes flicked across the assembled courtiers, pausing a moment on each countess and captain, calculating the shape of the room by its silences. When they landed on Anya, it was only for a fleeting instant before sliding past, dismissing her as one might dismiss ghostly dusk along the edge of a blade.
She felt neither relief nor insult, only an odd certainty. The Marshal found threat in brawn and ambition, not in shadows or soft-spoken heirs.
A diplomat from Spring, Lady Sorrel, nodded from behind the benches, lips curved with the satisfaction of a gardener watching a favored weed uprooted. Her rose-colored dress bloomed almost garishly in the frosted chamber. When the Summer men had been announced two fortnights past, Sorrel had thrown a quiet supper, secret and select; now her hands folded in triumph.
“My Lord Marshal,” Sorrel said, rising with a curtsy, “Winter will surely learn from your efficiency. We have long admired Summer’s strength—if only it could warm this chill in the air.” Laughter rippled faintly among the foreign dignitaries; the Winter-born did not join.
The Marshal’s smile was quick, almost bored—the smile of a man used to flattery, who measured such words only by the knives hidden behind them.
“We will endeavor to bring warmth, where possible. But my mandate is law, not comfort or horticulture,” he replied. The exchange was done; Sorrel retreated, satisfied she had drawn the Marshal’s notice.
The Duke motioned, and the business of welcome concluded with perfunctory offerings—bread lightly sprinkled with coarse salt, bitter honeyed wine. Caius Vale consumed both without comment, then wiped his mouth with brisk, military precision. There was no lingering, no speeches embroidered like the edges of Spring’s feasts. His officers dispersed to confer with Winter’s guards, their voices clipped and direct, demanding keys to this and that, standing too close as their chilled breath misted on
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