

    
        
          Echoes of Frost and Flame

        

        
        
          Sons of Blood and Sorrow, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Brett Korkes

        

        
          Published by Frostveil Press, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      ECHOES OF FROST AND FLAME

    

    
      First edition. February 16, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Brett Korkes.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8233053351

    

    
    
      Written by Brett Korkes.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Brett Korkes

	    

      
	    
          
	      Logan Vance

          
        
          
	          Hesitation is Deadly

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Sons of Blood and Sorrow

          
        
          
	          Sons of Blood and Sorrow: Echoes of Frostholt

          
        
          
	          Solcarin Testament: A Companion to Sons of Blood and Sorrow

          
        
          
	          Echoes of Frost and Flame

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          You've Served Now Let The VA Serve You

          
        
          
	          Unlocking Leadership Potential - 15 Principles to Grow People and Results

          
        
          
	          The Year We Almost Stayed

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Brett Korkes’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By Brett Korkes

Dedication

Chapter 1  -  The Frost That Burns

Chapter 2 - Ash Beneath the Snow

Chapter 3  -  The Siege of Silverpeak

Chapter 4  -  The Weight of Stone

Chapter 5 -  Whispers in Aethelgard

Chapter 6  -  Ashes Beneath the Snow

Chapter 7  - The Quiet That Follows

Chapter 8  -  Beneath the Wolf’s Crown

Chapter 9  -  The Road of Ghosts

Chapter 10 -  The City of Smoke

Chapter 11 - The Frozen Harbor

Chapter 12 - Aftermath

Chapter 13  -  The Frozen Child

Chapter 14  -  The Pilgrims of the Hollow Road

Tablet VI :4  - The mother’s blood shall bind frost and flame, though it cost her breath.

The Eleventh Tablet  -  The Binding of Shadow and Song | XI :1  - The frost shall forget its name until flame teaches it again. | XI :3  - The child of both shall walk between. | XI :6  - In her voice shall the frost speak its final mercy.

Chapter 15 -  The Hall of Reflection

Chapter 16  -  The Salt Canyons

Chapter 17  - Ashes of Seawindia

Chapter 18  - The Chamber of Echoes

Chapter 19  -  The Wolves of Blackwood

North. South. Frost. Flame. It began here. | It would end wherever the road demanded.

Chapter 20  - The Horns Of The North

Chapter 21  - The Broken Pass

Chapter 22  - The Road Of Frost And Flame

Choose.

INTERCUT  - THE SHADOW’S GLIMPSE

Chapter 23  -  After The Column

Choose.

Chapter 24 - The Trial Of Frost And Flame

AFTERMATH INTERLUDE  - ERYNDRA

Chapter 25  - The End Of The Frost

Epilogue  - The Mirror-King

Sign up for Brett Korkes's Mailing List

Also By Brett Korkes

About the Author

About the Publisher



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For my family.The road remembers us.

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1  -  The Frost That Burns
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The wind came down from the high passes and did not hurry.

It slid along stone seams. Lifted grit. Found the thin places in wool and fur. Men on the wall turned without speaking.

Lyris did not.

Her cloak snapped against her back. Frost filmed the parapet so finely the stones rang when she shifted her weight. Glass-light. Brittle. Dawn lay above the mountains without edges, a pale smear that showed what was there and refused to soften it.

Below, Silverpeak clung.

Roofs pressed low. Chimneys bled smoke that flattened and vanished into fog. A bell rang in the lower ward. Late. Dull. As if the cold had thickened its throat.

The miners were already gone under.

You could tell by the forges burning too early. By the upper terraces left still. By the men moving downslope with picks on their shoulders, iron charms knocking against bone with each step. Tool. Prayer. Neither guaranteed.

Lyris set her gloved hand on the stone.

Cold.

Then weight.

Not sharp. Not sudden. Something that did not move with the wind. She kept her palm there until the leather stiffened, until the pressure answered back.

Footsteps. Careful ones.

“They felt it in the lower forges,” Kaedric said.

His voice held. Failed at the edge. He had learned to speak to stone without challenging it.

“What broke?”

“Lamps burst. Tools jumped the racks.”
A pause.
“No one hurt.”
She waited.

“Who counted?”

Wind slid between them.

“No one yet.”

Lyris looked down again. Smoke dragged sideways. Men vanished into the mountain mouth one by one.

“Send Halric,” she said. “Double the ration fires in the south quarter.”

Kaedric’s breath came out hard. “Why the south?”

“They drink there,” she said. “Fear loosens hands.”

He studied her face, searching for seams. He had her eyes. Not the way people weighed her silence before listening.

“The council gathers at mid-sun,” he said. “Virelia wants the grain vote again.”

“She always does.”

“She says Silverpeak bleeds silver.”

The wind shoved hair across Lyris’s mouth. She bit it free.

“She’ll send the grain.”

“How do you know?”

She did not turn.

“Hunger shortens memory,” she said. “And loyalties.”

Kaedric bowed and went.

Lyris stayed.

Beyond the peaks lay Frostholt. Snow filling halls. Ice working beams apart. She did not picture the dead. She pictured the quiet after.

The bell rang again. Three slow peals.

The sound struck the cliff and came back wrong. Thick. Layered. As if the mountain were trying to repeat it and failing.

She pulled her cloak tight and went down.



The gatehouse smelled of oil and damp iron. Wool kept too long. Guards stepped aside. Frost rimed their helms, caught in cheek grooves and hinge pins.

Miners waited with split knuckles. Smiths with soot worked into their palms. Merchants in thin cloth hid their hands.

Lady Virelia stood among them. Fox fur pale as smoke.

“Your Grace.”

Coin on stone.

“Lady Virelia.”

“Another morning short,” Virelia said, her eyes moving - walls, gates, guards.

“Short keeps us awake.”

Boots echoed as they walked. The merchants followed at a distance that meant something.

The council hall burned low. Pine resin stung. Braziers popped and settled. Maps and ledgers lay spread across the table, stone beneath carved with tunnel lines no one marked anymore.

Virelia took her seat.

“The forges slow. Ore thins.”

“Kael doesn’t.”

A merchant shifted. His quill dipped. Ink spread where it should not have.

“Rumor says he turned east.”

“Rumor likes roads,” Lyris said. “Kael likes ground that kills.”

Virelia folded her hands. “Then we seal the lower mines.”

The braziers hissed.

“Collapse the old routes. Deny tunnels.”

“And bury men.”

“If the city stands.”

Lyris leaned forward. Stone held the cold.

“You trade breath for time.”

Virelia did not blink. “Time is all that ever holds.”

Lyris looked at the maps. Ink veins pretending to be stone.

“How much grain?”

“Half.”

“A third.”

“A third feeds no one.”

“It keeps them waiting,” Lyris said. “Open the stores at dusk.”

“And the mines?”

“They stay open.”

“You think endurance is mastery.”

“I think it leaves fewer graves.”

The floor shifted.

Soft. Then enough.

Cups rattled. Dust lifted. Lamps swayed. Lyris felt the rhythm through her boots. Slow. Even.

Not collapse.

Turning.

Virelia’s fingers dug into the table. “The priests - ”

“Send men to the lower forges.”

Halric was already moving.

When it passed, breath returned unevenly.

Virelia looked at Lyris differently. “You feel it.”

Lyris said nothing.

She dismissed them before sound could learn how to multiply.



Mist wrapped the upper ward by night. Lantern light smeared and vanished. Somewhere below, a forge hammer rang. Steady. Refusing.

Lyris walked alone.

Her chamber smelled of old ash. The hearth burned low. On the table lay Emrys’s sword.

It should not have been there.

She crossed the room without looking back.

Runes lay shallow along the steel. Old. Miner-cut. She set her thumb into the groove.

Cold.

Then a thin warmth climbed her skin, slow as thread drawn through cloth. The hearth popped. Flame leaned.

Something pressed close. Not breath. Not voice.

She stepped back.

The fire straightened.

She barred the door. Sat by the window until the dark thinned.

She did not sleep.



Morning laid frost across the courtyard stones.

Not scattered.

Drawn.

A curve where flagstones met. A hook. A closed eye.

From beneath the keep came a hum. Not loud. Not distant. Close enough to feel in the teeth.

Lyris pressed her palm to the glass.

The pane trembled. Once.

The bell rang again.

She left her chamber without touching the sword.

In the council hall, the map waited.

Her hand found stone.

Cold light bloomed under her palm. It did not hurry. It chose routes no tunnel claimed.

Virelia stopped in the doorway.

“I didn’t,” Lyris said.

The light kept moving.

Halric entered, frost on his shoulders. “Words in the shafts,” he said. “Frosted. Like breath.”

The lines reached west and stopped.

The mountain was not stirring.

It was marking.

“Send Gunnar.”

Halric hesitated. Then bowed.

Outside, the bell sounded again.

Lyris stood over the table and listened.
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Chapter 2 - Ash Beneath the Snow
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The dawn came thin.

Not light so much as permission.

Kael sat his horse above Silverpeak and let the cold find its way through leather seams and bone. The saddle complained when he shifted. Frost caught the walls below in brief flashes, pale and hard, then dulled again. No banners moved. Snow drifted where it pleased and did not stay.

The fortress crouched. The mountain remembered its shape.

Twelve days.

Stone. Silence.

The reins had frozen stiff. Kael worked them loose until the leather cracked. The horse breathed wrong - slow, uneven. He pressed his heels in. Felt resistance. Let it pass.

“Report.”

Marr rode up, armor rasping. Ice had taken the joins. His beard broke against itself when he spoke.

“Trenches are solid. Engines won’t move closer. Lost horses last night.”

Kael watched a line of smoke fold instead of rise.

“And the pass?”

“Night raids.”

Kael nodded once. The wind took the motion and worried at his neck.

He rode down into camp. Snow swallowed sound. Fires burned wide and low, eating fuel without warming air. Men moved carefully. The ground punished forgetting.

At the pyres, heat pressed outward, then withdrew. Logs hissed where frost crept back over bark. Kael dismounted. His boot stuck for a breath too long.

He took off a glove.

Warmth at the surface. Beneath it - pressure. Slow. Patient.

He drew his hand back and flexed his fingers until feeling returned in pieces.

Marr watched. Said nothing.

“How many.”

“Fifty-three.”

“And the raiders.”

Marr shifted. His heel rang once on ice. “Hard to say.”

Bodies lay beside the pyres. Some had been moved twice. Arms set wrong. Mouths packed with frost. Kael stopped before a boy in blue-marked steel. The sigil had blurred, edges softened by ice.

Too young.

Kael stepped away. The ground rang hollow under his heel.

“Double the western sentries.”

Marr frowned. “The west is quiet.”

Kael looked back at the fortress. Frost steamed from the hinges in thin threads.

“So is ice before it breaks.”

He mounted. The saddle creaked. Did not settle right.

“No one leaves the valley,” he said. “Not birds.”

Marr opened his mouth. Closed it.

Kael lingered long enough for the wind to cut his face again.

“Hold,” he said.

The walls did not answer.



The wind sharpened after dark.

It slid along the ridge and took heat with it.

Gunnar kept low in the saddle. Pines closed around them. Branches bowed under snow and scraped armor. Needles whispered where sound should not travel. Below, Kael’s camp spread through the valley - fires scattered, sickly against white.

“Too many,” Torvek said.

Gunnar nodded.

Six of them.

Mountain horses. Hooves wrapped in cloth already stiffening. Buckles dulled. Blades darkened with ash. Breath measured and kept short. Frost listened.

The supply train crawled between ridges. Wagons groaned. Harness leather snapped. Guards walked with heads down.

Torvek pointed. The haft of his axe drew a line in snow. “Third.”

Gunnar slid from the saddle. Snow took him unevenly. He adjusted, became smaller.

The sword came free heavy. Not balanced the way it had been. He changed his grip and did not name why.

The first wagon passed. A guard yawned. Ice cracked at his scarf.

Gunnar waited.

The signal - a short bird call - vanished.

Arrows fell. Men went down hard enough to be heard.

Gunnar vaulted the ridge. His boot slid. He caught himself on one hand and felt cold bite through the glove.

The blade went under the jaw.

The air flashed pale.

The body hit snow and the ground crusted instantly, skin forming where blood should have darkened.

Gunnar stared - one breath too long - at the light crawling along the fuller. It did not spread. It stopped. As if deciding.

Torvek’s axe came down. The sound broke wrong. Too brittle.

A horn cried out.

“Finish it.”

Gunnar ran for the third wagon. The ground sloped where it hadn’t before. He overstepped. Caught himself. Drove the blade into a guard and shoved him clear.

The sword tightened in his hand.

Torvek’s torch spun.

For a breath, flame guttered.

Then the valley broke.

Not outward. Down first. Snow flattened. Air tore. Gunnar hit the ground hard enough to lose breath entirely.

When he rose, embers fell slow, hissing where they struck ice. Fire clung to the ground and sank into it, crawling instead of spreading.

“Mount.”

They rode. Hard.

Behind them, the fire stayed. It did not chase.

Brann rode too close. His horse steamed. “What - ”

“Ride.”

At the pass Torvek pulled up. Snow fell from his beard in chunks.

“You feel that.”

Gunnar did.

A vibration underfoot. Not fast. Not stopping.

He tightened the reins until leather bit skin.

They did not look back.



The bells rang at midnight.

Three short. One long.

Sound cut fog. Men moved half-dressed. Armor clanged. Boots struck stone and slipped.

Lyris stood at the map table. The glyphs glowed faintly where stone veins crossed. The light had not faded since morning. It pulsed slow enough to count.

Halric entered. Frost shook from his cloak. “Fire in the valley.”

“How much.”

“Enough.”

Virelia followed. Fox fur thrown on. Hair loose. Eyes already set. “Your son has been busy.”

Lyris did not turn.

“The fire isn’t right,” Halric said.

“Show me.”

He pointed west. His glove squeaked against stone. “Light ran along the snow.”

“Say it.”

“They froze where they fell.”

The braziers hissed. Flame leaned west. Not toward drafts.

Lyris laid two fingers on the glyph.

Cold bit deep. Pressure answered back, slow and intimate, like stone leaning into her skin.

The light moved.

Halric swallowed. “It’s still going.”

Virelia stepped closer. Her breath fogged and did not clear. “Seal the lower mines.”

Lyris watched the glow creep into old routes. Thought of ladders. Lamps. Hands learning stone by touch.

“What does Kael do at dawn.”

Virelia answered at once. “He presses.”

“He shifts.”

“Keep the forges running,” Lyris said. “Double the western wall.”

Halric went.

“And the mines.”

“Not yet.”

The floor trembled. Cups rang. Dust lifted and stayed.

The hum followed. Deeper now. Not louder.

“Seal the access,” Lyris said. “Not the shafts.”

Virelia exhaled. “You gamble.”

“Yes.”

The light crept another inch and stopped.

Waiting.

Lyris did not name it.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3  -  The Siege of Silverpeak
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The wall shuddered again.

Stone dust fell like dry snow, pattering against Gunnar’s helm. He did not look up. Looking up was how men lost track of what they were holding.

“Steady,” he said, voice low.

The men listened. They always did. Not because he shouted, and not because he promised anything afterward. They listened because Gunnar had learned, young, that fear answered calm faster than command.

Another impact. The parapet rang. Somewhere down the line, a shield slipped.

Gunnar moved without thinking. He caught the edge, shoved it back into place, and locked it with his own weight. The stone bit into his shoulder. He welcomed it.

This was the part of the blood that never lit or sang.

He remembered Lyris’s hands on his shoulders when he was a boy - firm, measuring, never lingering.

You hold, she had said. Your sister will burn. Your brother will question. You will hold.

Below the wall, frost surged and stalled, as if testing him.

It did not answer Gunnar with light.

It answered him with pressure.

He leaned into it, boots grinding, and jaw clenched. The cold crawled up his greaves and stopped, uncertain. That happens sometimes. The mountain never mistook him for its speaker, but it knew him.

Behind him, Taliesin’s voice carried - too quick, always too quick.

“Left flank - no, Gunnar, the other left.”

Gunnar snorted once, sharp and brief.

“You never learned your sides,” he said, not turning.

“And you never learned to listen,” Taliesin shot back.

Gunnar shifted his weight anyway. The wall steadied.

For a heartbeat - just one - he thought of Eryndra. Of her hands glowing too bright for a child’s bones. Of the way she looked at the frost as if it might answer her back kindly.

Not like me, he thought.

The frost pressed again, harder this time.

Gunnar set his feet and held.

When the surge finally broke and slid away, it left his arms burning and his breath torn raw - but the wall stood.

The men exhaled as one.

Taliesin came up beside him, eyes bright, hair rimed with ice. He looked at Gunnar the way he always had: measuring, relieved, and a little guilty.

“You could have fallen back,” Taliesin said quietly.

Gunnar wiped frost from his brow with the heel of his hand. “And leave it to you?”

Taliesin huffed. “You always did like being difficult.”

“Someone had to be,” Gunnar said. “You asked questions. Eryndra broke things.”

A ghost of a smile flickered between them - brief, dangerous.

From the keep above, a bell rang - cracked, stubborn.

Gunnar straightened, rolling his shoulder against the ache.

“Come on,” he said. “Mother will want to know what still stands.”

Taliesin nodded and followed.

Neither of them looked back at the frost retreating from the wall, slow and thoughtful, as if marking a name it already knew.

The world narrowed to smoke and snow.

From the western ramparts Gunnar could no longer judge distance. White slid through gray until depth became guesswork. Sound went with it. Horns cried somewhere below - answered, swallowed, returned altered. Catapults spoke in slow, heavy syllables that reached the stone first and the ear second.

Three days, they said.

He held it the way you held a toothache: by noticing it was still there.

Men crowded the wall. Not soldiers, not quite. Miners whose hands had grown around picks and never let go. Farmers in boiled leather that creaked like old bark. Boys with helms that dipped over their eyes whenever the wind found them. Breath crusted scarves. Fingers split before steel arrived.

Gunnar tightened the strap at his wrist. The buckle slipped on frost. He cinched it again. The leather bit either way.

“Torches,” he said. “No gaps.”

A sergeant tried to shelter a flame beneath his cloak. The wind slid under the wool and worried it out. The flame guttered, thinned, went mean.

Below, Kael’s engines ringed the valley - dark shapes that shifted when the storm thinned, iron frames inching forward like things that had learned to wait. Braziers threw light upward and stained the falling snow the color of old blood. It clung to the flakes. It did not warm them.

Soran stood at Gunnar’s shoulder, helm tucked under one arm, beard stiff as wire. He had the look of men who had lived long enough to stop explaining themselves.

“They’re building ladders,” Soran said. “Screens too. He’ll try the wall by dusk.”

Gunnar nodded once.

“Dusk keeps what it’s given,” Soran added, more to the wind than to him.

Gunnar did not answer. He watched a banner below tear itself loose and vanish into snow.

Stone shifted under their boots.

Not impact. Not collapse.

Something slower. A movement you felt in teeth before you named it sound.

Soran followed Gunnar’s gaze to the cliff face behind the fortress.

Veins of pale blue light pulsed faintly in the rock. Not bright. Persistent. As if embers had been pressed too deep to finish dying.

They had been there since the night before.

Men had started calling it the mountain bleeding.

Gunnar let them. Fear liked names. Names made it linger.

“Kaedric said the tunnels were sealed,” Soran said. “But that - ” He nodded toward the glow. “That’s spreading.”

“They’re sealed,” Gunnar said.

The wind lifted his words and set them down wrong.

“The mountain doesn’t notice doors,” he added, after a moment.

A horn wailed below - long, drawn out. Then came the answer: engines dragged forward, men shouting themselves broader, boots beating a rhythm the snow could not quite smother.

Gunnar drew his sword.

The blade drank what little light there was. Only when he shifted his grip did the runes along the fuller catch a faint blue gleam, like frost remembering a different season. The steel felt wrong. Too cold. As if it had been lying outside and only now recalled skin.

“Archers,” he said. “Oil.”

The wall moved. Buckets sloshed. Pitch thickened as it cooled. Torches flared, then bent. Snow hissed when heat touched it, sharp and hungry.

The first ladder struck stone.

Then another.

Then more.

“Loose.”

Arrows fell. Men cried out. Fire spilled and crawled. Ladders burned and kept coming.

Soran’s axe took a hand at the wrist. Blood steamed for a breath, then crusted. He kicked the body away. “They’re climbing faster than we can burn them.”

“Then burn badly,” Gunnar said, and stepped into the line.

He moved where gaps opened. Took a spear from a man whose fingers had gone white. Set another man’s feet where they needed to be. He spoke only when necessary. Panic listened better to orders than to hope.

A boy fumbled his spear, hands useless with cold.

Gunnar struck his gauntlet against the boy’s helm. Not hard. Enough.

“Hold,” he said. “Or fall.”

The boy held.

For a breath, the snow thinned. Gunnar saw movement beyond bowshot - a man standing alone, too still to belong to a charge. His boots did not sink. His hands lifted.

Darkness drew toward them, not falling but gathering, as if the storm had found a mouth.

“Down!”

The sky split.

Not flame. Not lightning.

Something between struck the wall. Stone tore. The parapet ceased to be.

Gunnar hit hard. Grit filled his mouth. His ears rang with a sound that had nothing to do with pain.

When the world steadied, there was a hole where the wall had been.

Through it came shields. Then men. Then something taller, moving with a smoothness that ignored joints.

“Breach!” Soran roared. “Hold it!”

Gunnar rose and went forward because backward had ended.

Steel rang. Bodies struck stone. Men died with sounds that carried surprise, as if they had expected ceremony.

The Strigoi came last.

Taller than men. Black iron armor that smoked where snow touched it. Red light burning behind narrow slits.

One seized a defender and tore him open like cloth.

Gunnar moved. His blade found the seam beneath the arm.

The runes flared.

Not heat.

A cold so sharp it cut inward.

The creature shuddered. Frost webbed across its throat where blood should have run. It collapsed, twitching, head rolling loose across stone.

Gunnar stared for a fraction too long at the pale sheen spreading where life had been.

Soran crashed into him. “You’re hit.”

“So are you.”

Soran grinned, teeth red. “Good.”

A horn sounded from the inner wall.

Three short. One long.

The sound landed in Gunnar’s chest and stayed there.

Collapse.

He had argued against it. Watched his mother choose access over men. Now the wall was failing, the valley was burning, and choice had narrowed to timing.

“Soran,” he said.

Soran nodded once and vanished into smoke.

Gunnar held the breach until his arm went numb and then past numbness into something simpler. Men pressed behind him. Men fell beside him. Snow changed color and stopped pretending otherwise.

Then the ground rolled.

A deep surge passed through the valley, as if something vast had shifted its weight.

Molten slag poured into sealed routes. The lower slope ignited. Snow screamed into steam. The sound was not agony so much as ending.

Enemy and ally vanished together.

The mountain did not pause to decide.

The shockwave threw Gunnar back. Stone cracked under his shoulder. Blood filled his mouth.

He dragged himself upright and looked down.

Half the valley burned.

Not orange.

A pale, incorrect light crept along the ground, sinking into snow as though the earth accepted it. Frost spread outward in thin, luminous veins where heat should have fled.

Smoke climbed into the storm, thick and black.

“Fall back!” Gunnar shouted. “Inner wall!”

Men moved because voices still answered him.

He stayed until the last crossed, sword low, arms shaking with effort he refused to count.

Then a voice behind him.

“Commander.”

Soran emerged from smoke, dragging something that scraped stone.

Gunnar reached him and saw the beam - wood driven through Soran’s side, blackened where it entered. Each breath shifted it.

“We’ll get you inside.”

Soran’s hand locked around his wrist. His grip was still iron.

“No.”

He pressed a small disc into Gunnar’s palm. Bone. Frostholt’s sigil. Warm. Wet.

“For her,” Soran said.

“Don’t.”

“Tell her,” Soran breathed. “The fire’s still ours.”

His eyes went slack. The light left them slowly.

Gunnar stayed until the body stopped pretending.

Snow melted on his face and froze again.

When he stood, he did not look down. He pocketed the token like a debt he was not ready to weigh.

He walked the wall.

Behind the fortress, the mountain glowed.

The pale veins had widened, pulsing in a rhythm that ignored weather and war alike.

Gunnar laid his hand on the stone.

The wrong pulse answered. Deep. Attentive.

He withdrew it and sheathed his sword with care.

“The fire’s still ours,” he said, because silence felt louder.

The mountain rumbled low in reply.

Almost gentle.

As if agreeing for now.
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Chapter 4  -  The Weight of Stone
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Dawn broke without warmth. What light reached Silverpeak thinned as it fell, as if the sky had little to spare. It touched stone and slid away. The storm had moved on in the night, but its quiet remained - packed tight, heavy enough to press on the ears. No birds tested it. The world held itself, unwilling to finish exhaling.

Lyris stepped onto the eastern parapet. Frost snapped under her boots, sharp and dry. Below, the valley lay faceted and still. Where Kael’s host had surged and blackened the snow, nothing moved now. Men and horses stood as they had fallen, banners fixed mid-snap, faces caught between effort and surprise. When the wind shifted, it worried the ice and drew out a sound like fine glass turned in a palm.

She had imagined victory before. Noise. Heat. Something that kept moving.

This had stopped.

Her breath fogged once and vanished. She leaned on the stone and let the cold take her hands. Beneath the frost, thin blue lines ran through the parapet - irregular, branching, as if the stone had learned a new grain overnight. They did not flare. They persisted.

“Your Grace.”

Halric’s steps scraped behind her. He bowed without ceremony. His armor held a split along the pauldron. His cloak had burned through at the shoulder and been stitched badly. He smelled of smoke and old sweat.

“They’re counting who can stand,” he said. “Less than three hundred. Some breathing. Some still deciding.”

“And Kael?”

“Gone. The storm took his front whole. The rest broke south before dark.”

He paused, then added, “Tracks in the ice. Men dragging wounded toward Seawindia. Nothing moving now.”

Lyris kept her eyes on the valley. Dawn had caught there and turned red, held fast by ice. “He’ll live,” she said. “Men like him don’t spend everything at once.”

Halric’s jaw set. “He left ten thousand dead.”

“Death doesn’t instruct,” she said. “It only interrupts.”

The wind combed powder across the frozen ranks. A banner tore loose and fell. When it struck, it burst apart. The sound rang longer than it should have.

Halric crossed himself with two fingers. “The men are calling it a miracle.”

“Are you?”

“I think whatever answered last night wasn’t listening for prayers.”

She turned from the parapet. Her cloak whispered against frost. “Dig fire pits in the square. Melt what will melt. Bring the wounded inside. Burn what cannot be carried by dusk.”

He nodded.

“If this is a miracle,” she said, already walking, “we’ll bury it properly.”



The day broke itself on work.

By midmorning, the inner court rang with iron and the dull complaint of tools against ice. Bodies did not come free easily. Armor had fused to frost; leather tore before it yielded. When they broke loose, flesh followed pale and stiff, veins dark as ink pressed beneath skin. Healers wrapped their hands before touching anything, then wrapped them again.

Halric took the gatehouse and the shouting that belonged to it. “By rank,” he called. “Ours left. Theirs right. Don’t mix them. Pitch ready.”

Men moved with care that bordered on superstition. The stillness made them listen too hard. Some swore the ice whispered. When the sun reached its brief height, the ground shivered - small, contained. Enough to send a dozen men back toward the walls. Halric felt it rattle his teeth.

Near dusk he found the queen again. She stood beside one of the great pyres. Smoke dragged itself into the low sky and stayed there. Her hair had gone pale overnight, as if frost had settled and decided not to leave. Only the roots still remembered black.

“They’re saying your blood called the storm,” he said. “That the mountain knows you.”

She watched the fire eat inward. “Then let it forget me.”

“The priests want to name it.”

“They always do.”

He studied her profile. The faint blue at her wrist pulsed once, then steadied. “You’re not the same.”

She didn’t answer. The smoke thickened and made his eyes sting.



Night came down heavy and did not lift.

The pyres burned low, light trapped under smoke. Men circled the heat pits, palms turned out, as if asking leave. No one sang. Prayers thinned and broke, lost to stone.

Lyris walked the walls because stopping felt like being found.

Below, the valley lay unchanged. Moonlight stripped color from everything. Armor looked like bone. Ice like cut glass. Faces angled
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