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Chapter 1: The Shattering
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The ice screamed when it broke.

Lyris had heard that sound three times in her life, and each time it meant someone was about to die. The glacial shelf beneath the Frostwatch Tower fractured with a noise like a thousand mirrors shattering at once, high and sharp enough to pierce through the howling wind that never stopped in the Eternal North. She pressed herself against the tower's outer wall, her fingers finding purchase in the ancient stone worn smooth by centuries of frost, and watched the hunting party scramble across the breaking ice field two hundred feet below.

They were too far out. Even she could see that from here, and she'd spent her entire twenty-three years learning to read the ice the way other people read books. The Morning Frost was unstable this season, weakened by the strange warmth that had been creeping up from the southern kingdoms, melting what should never melt. The hunters should have known better. They did know better. But the winter elk had been scarce for three months now, and hungry people made desperate choices.

Another crack split the air. A section of ice the size of a small house tilted, then plunged into the black water beneath. Lyris counted the figures on the remaining shelf. Seven. No, six. Someone had already gone under. The cold up here didn't give you time to drown. Your heart stopped first, seized by water so frigid it felt like liquid knives in your chest. She'd pulled enough bodies from the ice breaks to know exactly what their faces would look like. Surprised. Always surprised, as if they couldn't believe the North had finally claimed them after all those years of survival.

The tower bells began their toll, deep bronze notes that carried for miles across the frozen waste. Three rings meant catastrophe. Five meant war. Two meant death on the ice, which in the Frostlands was practically a daily occurrence, hardly worth the effort of ringing at all. But someone always rang them anyway, as if the sound could hold back the inevitable for just a few moments longer.

Lyris pushed away from the wall and made her way along the tower's exterior walkway, her boots finding the path by memory rather than sight. The wind tore at her fur-lined cloak, trying to pry her loose and send her tumbling down to join the hunters in their frozen grave. She'd walked this path a thousand times. She could do it blind, deaf, and half-dead from cold. Which was fortunate, because that's exactly how most people ended up after a winter shift on Frostwatch duty.

The guard station jutted out from the tower's eastern face, a small stone box that offered exactly zero protection from the elements and a perfect view of everything you didn't want to see. Kael was already there when she arrived, his broad shoulders blocking most of the narrow doorway. He didn't turn around, didn't acknowledge her presence, just kept his dark eyes fixed on the scene below.

They'd grown up together in the tower's shadow, learned to walk on ice before they could properly walk on solid ground, survived their first Long Dark in the same emergency shelter when they were barely old enough to remember it. She knew the set of his jaw meant he was calculating odds, running through rescue scenarios in his mind, discarding each one as impossible.

"Don't even think about it," she said.

"I'm not thinking about anything." His voice was rough, scraped raw by too many years of breathing air cold enough to freeze your lungs.

"You're thinking about going down there."

"The ice won't hold a rescue team." He finally looked at her, and she saw the frustration burning in his eyes, the helpless fury that came from being trained your whole life to save people and then being forced to watch them die because the simple mathematics of survival said you couldn't help without dying yourself. "We send people down there, we just add bodies to the count."

Lyris moved to stand beside him, close enough that their shoulders touched. Down below, the remaining hunters had formed a tight cluster on the most stable section of ice they could find. It wouldn't matter. The Morning Frost was breaking up in a pattern she recognized, the way the cracks spread like veins through frozen flesh. They had maybe ten minutes before that entire section went under. Probably less.

"How many?" she asked.

"Seven confirmed on the ice. One already under. Could be more in the water we can't see."

"The elk?"

"Gone. Scattered when the ice started breaking. Smart animals, elk. Smarter than us, apparently."

The wind shifted, bringing with it the scent she'd been dreading. Frost-burn. That particular combination of ozone and ice that meant the temperature was dropping fast, faster than natural, fast enough to freeze exposed skin in seconds. She'd smelled it only once before, during the Great Freeze seven years ago that had killed a quarter of the tower's population in a single night.

"That's not normal weather," Kael said quietly. "That's working."

Working was what they called magic up here, as if it were something you did with your hands rather than something you pulled from the bones of the earth itself. The Frostlands had always been touched by the old powers, the ancient cold that existed before humans came north and decided to build their stubborn little settlements in places that actively wanted them dead. Most people had just enough working in their blood to keep themselves alive in the worst weather, to sense when the ice was safe and when it was hungry. But this was something different. This was intentional.

"Someone's pulling heat from the air," Lyris said. She could feel it now, that wrong sensation of warmth being dragged away, stolen by invisible hands and fed into something she couldn't see. "Someone down there is working, and they're strong enough to drop the temperature across the entire break zone."

"That'll just freeze the water faster. Might give them a bridge."

"Or it'll freeze them where they stand." She grabbed his arm before he could move toward the tower's descent stairs. "You can't save them, Kael. Not this time. That working is too strong, and whoever's doing it isn't in control. You can feel it. It's wild. Desperate."

He yanked his arm free, but he didn't move toward the stairs. She'd learned to read him as well as she read the ice, knew the exact moment when he accepted the truth he didn't want to face. His shoulders dropped half an inch. His jaw unclenched. His hands stopped forming fists at his sides.

"I hate this place," he said, soft enough that the wind almost carried it away. "Every single day, I hate it a little more."

"Everyone hates it here. That's why we stay. Only the people who hate it enough to stay angry survive the North."

They stood together in silence and watched the working below intensify. The air around the trapped hunters began to shimmer with ice crystals, small at first, then larger, then large enough that Lyris could see them from two hundred feet away. The temperature was dropping so fast now that the hunters' own breath was freezing before it left their mouths, coating their faces with frost, sealing their lips shut, filling their throats with ice.

Three of them collapsed in perfect unison, frozen statues that fell like trees and shattered when they hit the ground. The remaining four lasted maybe thirty seconds longer. One of them was still moving when the ice finally solidified around him, locking him in place mid-reach, his hand extended toward the edge of the break zone, toward safety that had been close enough to see but too far to grasp.

The working cut off as suddenly as it had begun. The temperature stabilized. The wind resumed its normal howl, no longer carrying that ozone scent of stolen warmth. And eight people were dead on the ice, frozen solid in postures of running and reaching and dying, preserved forever in the moment of their last desperate choice.

"I need to go down there," Kael said. "We need to bring them back."

"Not until we're sure the working is done."

"It's done. Can't you feel it? Whoever was doing it, they're either dead or exhausted."

"Or waiting."

He looked at her sharply. "You think someone meant to do that? Someone killed them on purpose?"

"I think someone was working powerful enough to drop the temperature forty degrees in thirty seconds, and that kind of power doesn't come from panic. That comes from training. From practice. From knowing exactly what you're doing and doing it anyway." She turned away from the guard station window, unable to look at the frozen hunters any longer. "We need to report this to the Commander. This wasn't an accident."

"Everything's an accident up here. That's the whole problem with living in a place that wants us dead."

"The Frostlands want everyone dead equally. They don't play favorites. But this was targeted. Specific. Someone looked at those hunters and decided they needed to die right now, right there, and then made it happen." She started back along the exterior walkway, moving fast now, her mind already racing ahead to what came next. "And if someone can do it once, they can do it again."

Kael followed her, his heavy boots making the walkway shake with each step. "You think we've got a rogue worker in the tower?"

"I think we've got something worse than that. I think someone's figured out how to pull the old cold, the real cold, the kind that froze the world before the kingdoms came. And if I'm right, eight dead hunters are just the beginning."

The tower proper was warmer than the exterior, but only in the sense that your skin didn't immediately freeze to any surface you touched. The interior walls wept with condensation that turned to ice overnight, creating fantastic sculptures that the morning shift had to chip away before they blocked the corridors entirely. Lyris had spent half her childhood with an ice pick in her hand, clearing passages, and she still had the calluses to prove it.

The main hall was chaos when they entered. Word of the break had spread fast, and now every off-duty hunter, scout, and worker in the tower was crowding the space, demanding information, offering theories, arguing about rescue procedures that everyone knew were pointless. The noise was overwhelming after the wind-swept silence of the exterior walkway. Lyris pushed through the crowd, ignoring the hands that grabbed at her cloak, the voices that shouted questions she couldn't answer.

Commander Thorne was exactly where she expected him to be, standing at the great map table in the center of the hall, his scarred hands braced on the table's edge as he studied the carved ice formations that represented the territory around the tower. He was old by Frostlands standards, nearly fifty, his face so weathered by cold and wind that it looked like cracked leather. But his eyes were sharp, missing nothing, and when Lyris approached he looked up at her with an expression that said he'd been expecting her.

"Report," he said. No preamble. No acknowledgment of the eight dead hunters whose bodies were currently decorating the Morning Frost. Just the single word, delivered in a tone that expected immediate compliance.

"Eight confirmed dead on the break zone. One under the water, possibly more. The ice fractured in an unstable pattern, but that's not what killed them." She met his eyes directly, refusing to look away even though protocol said she should. "They were frozen by working. Someone pulled enough heat from the air to drop the temperature forty degrees in thirty seconds. The hunters didn't drown. They froze solid where they stood."

Thorne's expression didn't change, but something shifted behind his eyes. Recognition, maybe. Or confirmation of something he'd already suspected. "You're certain it was working?"

"I've lived here my entire life. I know the difference between natural cold and worked cold. This was worked, Commander. And it was powerful. Stronger than anything I've felt since the Great Freeze."

"The Great Freeze was a natural event." His voice was flat, brooking no argument.

"That's what we were told. But I was sixteen years old, and I stood on that same guard station and smelled the same ozone scent, felt the same wrong pull of heat being stolen from the air. If the Great Freeze was natural, then I'm the Queen of the Southern Kingdoms." She leaned forward, lowering her voice so only Thorne and Kael could hear. "Someone in this tower is either strong enough to kill eight people with a thought, or they're working with something they can't control. Either way, we have a problem."

Thorne was quiet for a long moment, his scarred fingers tapping a slow rhythm on the map table. Around them, the crowd's noise had subsided into a tense murmur, everyone watching their Commander and waiting for orders that would tell them what to think, how to react, whether to be afraid or angry or both.

"You're relieved of your watch duty," Thorne said finally. "Both of you. I want you to investigate this quietly. No announcements, no public accusations. Talk to the workers in the tower, find out who's been practicing, who's been showing new talents, who might have the strength to pull off what you described." He paused, his gaze shifting to something over her shoulder. "And talk to Vespera. She'll know if anyone's been drawing on the old cold."

Lyris felt her stomach drop. "Vespera hasn't left her quarters in three years, Commander. She doesn't speak to anyone."

"She'll speak to you. You're her blood."

"Being her niece doesn't make me special. It just makes me the closest target when she's in one of her moods."

"Then I suggest you approach carefully." Thorne straightened, his voice rising to address the entire hall. "The Morning Frost has claimed eight of ours today. We'll hold the mourning ceremony at sunset, as is our custom. Until then, everyone returns to their duties. The North doesn't stop killing just because we're grieving, and neither do we stop surviving. Dismissed."

The crowd dispersed slowly, reluctantly, people breaking off into small groups that would spend the rest of the day speculating and spreading rumors that would be wildly inaccurate but emotionally satisfying. Lyris waited until the hall had mostly cleared before turning to Kael.

"You talk to the workers. I'll handle Vespera."

"You sure you want to do that alone? Your aunt has a reputation for being, and I'm being generous here, completely unstable."

"She's not unstable. She's just angry. There's a difference." Lyris started toward the tower's upper levels, where the private quarters were located. "Besides, if she decides to freeze me solid, at least you'll have a suspect."

"That's not funny."

"It's a little funny."

Kael caught her arm before she could reach the stairs. "Be careful, Lyris. If your aunt really is connected to this, if she's the one who killed those hunters, then confronting her alone is the kind of stupid that gets you added to the body count."

"Vespera didn't kill anyone. She might be powerful enough, but she's got no reason. She gave up on the world three years ago when her daughter died in the Long Dark. She barely remembers to eat anymore, let alone scheme about murdering random hunters." She pulled her arm free gently. "But she'll know who did it. She can feel workings from half a mile away. If someone in this tower is pulling the old cold, she's already aware of it."

She left before he could argue further, taking the tower stairs two at a time, her legs burning from the climb but her mind focused on what came next. Vespera's quarters were at the very top of the tower, in a section that had been sealed off and declared off-limits to everyone except the Commander himself. The official story was that Vespera needed isolation to manage her grief. The real story was that she'd grown so powerful over the years that being around normal people was dangerous for everyone involved.

The door to the sealed section was locked with three separate mechanisms, each one keyed to a different form of working. Lyris pressed her palm flat against the first lock and felt the ice beneath her skin respond, recognizing her blood connection to Vespera, allowing her passage. The second lock required a specific pattern of temperature manipulation, warming and cooling the metal in a sequence that took her three tries to remember correctly. The third lock was pure brute force, a wall of frozen air that she had to push through with her own working, feeling the cold resist her and then finally, grudgingly, give way.

The corridor beyond was dark and so cold that her breath froze solid in the air, creating tiny sculptures that hung suspended for a moment before shattering on the floor. Ice coated every surface in thick, smooth layers, turning the stone walls into something organic and alien. This wasn't normal Frostlands cold. This was the old cold, the deep cold, the kind that existed in the spaces between stars.

Lyris walked carefully, testing each step before committing her weight. The ice here was slick enough that one wrong move would send her sliding into a wall hard enough to break bones. At the end of the corridor, a single door stood open, pale light spilling out into the darkness. She'd been here only once before, the day after her cousin died, and the memory of that visit was enough to make her consider turning back.

But eight people were dead, and more would follow if she didn't get answers.

She stepped through the doorway into Vespera's quarters and immediately understood why her aunt had chosen isolation. The room was impossibly large, far bigger than the tower's dimensions should have allowed, stretching away into a frozen distance that hurt to look at. Ice formations grew from floor to ceiling like a forest of crystalline trees, each one unique, each one containing a memory frozen in perfect clarity. Lyris could see them if she looked closely enough, images of people and places and moments trapped in the ice, preserved forever.

Vespera herself sat in the center of the room, cross-legged on a platform of solid ice, her eyes closed, her silver hair spread around her like a cloak. She was still beautiful despite her age, despite the grief that had hollowed out her features. Beautiful in the way that glaciers were beautiful, in the way that things that could kill you were often the most stunning.

"I wondered when you'd come," Vespera said without opening her eyes. Her voice echoed strangely in the vast room, coming from every direction at once. "I felt the working on the Morning Frost. Felt the heat being pulled, felt the lives ending. Felt you standing at the guard station and deciding to blame me."

"I'm not blaming you, Aunt. I'm asking for your help."

"Same thing, in the end. Help requires blame. Blame requires guilt. Guilt requires caring enough to feel responsible. I stopped caring three years ago when they brought my daughter's body back from the Long Dark, frozen so solid she shattered when they tried to move her." Vespera opened her eyes, and Lyris saw that they had changed, turned completely white, filled with the same ice that covered every surface in the room. "I felt every moment of her death, you know. Felt the cold creeping into her bones, felt her heart slowing, felt her last thought as she realized she was too far from safety. I felt it all, and I couldn't do anything to stop it. So I stopped feeling anything at all."

Lyris took a careful step forward. The ice formations around her seemed to shift and breathe, responding to her presence. "Someone in this tower is using the old cold. Someone powerful enough to kill eight people in thirty seconds. If you felt the working, you know who it was."

"I know lots of things. I know the ice is older than the kingdoms. I know the North was here first, will be here last, and everything in between is just borrowed time. I know that the warmth from the south is melting things that should stay frozen, waking things that should stay sleeping, and everyone is too busy trying to survive to notice that we're all standing on the edge of something vast and hungry." Vespera tilted her head, studying Lyris with those unsettling white eyes. "I know you're afraid of becoming like me. Afraid that if you get strong enough, if you pull deep enough from the old cold, you'll lose yourself the way I lost myself."

"I'm not afraid of power. I'm afraid of losing control."

"Same thing. Control is an illusion we tell ourselves to feel better about the fact that the North decides who lives and who dies, and all our working and all our strength means nothing in the end." Vespera stood in one fluid motion, the ice platform beneath her feet rising to meet her, carrying her across the room until she stood directly in front of Lyris. Up close, she was even more unsettling, her skin so pale it was nearly translucent, veins of blue and white visible beneath the surface. "But you came here for answers, and you're stubborn enough to freeze to death waiting for them, so I'll tell you what you want to know. The working on the Morning Frost didn't come from inside the tower. It came from outside, from something old that's been sleeping beneath the ice and is now waking up. Something that used to have a name, before names were a thing we bothered with."

Lyris felt cold settle into her stomach that had nothing to do with the temperature. "The old stories. The things that lived here before humans."

"Not stories. History. The Frostlands weren't empty when we came north. We just convinced ourselves they were because the alternative was too terrifying to accept." Vespera reached out and touched Lyris's cheek with fingers so cold they burned. "There are things sleeping in the deep ice, girl. Things that dream in temperatures low enough to stop time itself. And the warmth from the south is waking them up, one by one, melting the ice that's kept them contained for ten thousand years. What killed those hunters wasn't a person. It was the dream of something ancient reaching up through the ice and remembering how to be awake."

"That's impossible."

"So was the Great Freeze, until it happened. So was me turning myself into this." Vespera gestured at her transformed body, at the room full of frozen memories. "So was your cousin surviving three days in the Long Dark before the cold finally took her. Impossible is just what we call things that haven't killed us yet."

Lyris pulled back from her aunt's touch, her cheek burning with cold. "If what you're saying is true, if there are things waking up beneath the ice, then we need to warn everyone. Evacuate the tower, head south before winter really sets in."

"And go where? The southern kingdoms are already drowning in refugees from the coastal flooding. They won't take more northerners, especially not ones who bring stories of ice monsters and ancient evils. We made our choice when we decided to live in the Frostlands. We accepted that the North would eventually claim us. This is just happening faster than we expected." Vespera turned away, drifting back toward her ice platform. "But if you want to save people, if you want to fight against the inevitable, then you need to learn to pull from the old cold yourself. You need to get strong enough to meet what's waking up and convince it to go back to sleep."

"I don't know how to do that."

"Yes, you do. You've always known. You just haven't been desperate enough to try." Vespera settled back onto her platform, closing her eyes again. "The old cold is in your blood, same as it's in mine. Deeper than working, older than the kingdoms, strong enough to reshape the world if you let it. But using it means changing, becoming something other than human. And once you change, you can't go back. Trust me on that."

Lyris stood in the frozen room for a long moment, watching her aunt disappear into whatever meditation or trance allowed her to survive in this impossible space. Eight people were dead. More would follow. And the only solution was to become the very thing she'd been afraid of her entire life.

She left without saying goodbye, retracing her steps through the dark corridor, sealing each lock behind her. By the time she reached the tower's main levels, she'd made her decision. Not because she wanted to, but because the alternative was standing by and watching everyone she knew get picked off one by one by something ancient and hungry that had just remembered how to be awake.

Kael found her in the training hall, standing in front of the ice wall where they practiced their working. He took one look at her face and stopped in the doorway.

"That bad?"

"Worse. Vespera says the working wasn't human. Says there are things sleeping beneath the ice, and they're waking up." She pressed her palm against the ice wall, feeling it respond to her touch, feeling the cold flow into her skin. "She says the only way to stop them is to get strong enough to fight them on their own terms. Which means pulling from the old cold. Which means becoming like her."

"That's not an option."

"It's the only option. Unless you've got a better plan for fighting things that can freeze eight people solid in thirty seconds."

Kael crossed the room to stand beside her. "So what do we do?"

"We prepare. We train. We get as strong as we can as fast as we can, and we hope it's enough when whatever's waking up finally breaks through the ice." She looked at him, seeing her own fear reflected in his eyes. "And we accept that we might not survive this. That becoming strong enough to fight might mean losing ourselves in the process."

"I've survived twenty-five years in the Frostlands. I'm not about to let some ancient ice monster be the thing that takes me down." He placed his hand over hers on the ice wall. "We do this together. We get strong together. And if we start losing ourselves, we pull each other back. Deal?"

"Deal."

They stood together in silence, hands pressed against the ice, feeling the old cold flowing through the wall and into their skin. It was colder than anything Lyris had ever touched, cold enough that it should have frozen her solid instantly. But instead it felt almost welcoming, like coming home after a long journey, like finding something she'd been looking for her entire life without knowing it was missing.

The ice wall began to glow with a pale light, responding to their combined working. Frost spread across the surface in complex patterns that looked almost like writing, like some ancient language that Lyris could almost but not quite read. The temperature in the training hall dropped twenty degrees in seconds, then another twenty, then stabilized at a level that should have killed them both but instead felt perfectly comfortable.

"That's not normal," Kael said quietly.

"Nothing about this is normal. But we're doing it anyway." Lyris pulled more from the old cold, feeling it flow through her blood, feeling it change something fundamental in her chest. Her heart slowed, her breathing deepened, and her senses expanded until she could feel every ice formation in the tower, every worker pulling heat from the air, every life struggling against the North's endless attempt to extinguish them all. "Can you feel that? Can you feel everything?"

"I feel it. It's too much. There's too much information, too many lives, too much cold." His hand tightened over hers. "Lyris, we need to stop. This is too fast, too strong."

"We can't stop. Not until we're strong enough." She pushed deeper into the old cold, past the point where pain should have forced her to release it, past the point where her human body should have given up and frozen solid. She was dimly aware of Kael shouting something, aware of the ice wall shattering under their combined working, aware of the training hall filling with a cold so intense that the air itself began to crystallize.

And then she felt it. The thing beneath the ice, the ancient presence that had killed the hunters. It was vast and hungry and dreaming of a world covered in ice from pole to pole, dreaming of a time before warmth, before life, before anything existed except the perfect stillness of absolute zero. It felt her touching the old cold and turned its attention toward her, reaching up through miles of frozen earth with something like curiosity.

The contact lasted only a moment, but it was enough. Lyris saw what it had seen, felt what it had felt, understood what it wanted. The ancient thing didn't hate humans. It barely registered their existence. They were just heat sources that needed to be extinguished, warm spots on a canvas that was meant to be uniformly cold. Killing them wasn't cruelty. It was maintenance, cleaning up a mess that shouldn't exist.

She pulled back from the old cold with a gasp, breaking contact with Kael and stumbling away from the shattered ice wall. Her body was shaking, not from cold but from the sheer enormity of what she'd just touched. The training hall looked different now, felt different, as if she were seeing it through new eyes that registered temperature and energy flow more clearly than color or shape.

Kael was on his knees, frost covering his face and hands, his breath coming in short, sharp gasps. "What was that? What did you do?"

"I touched it. The thing beneath the ice. I felt what it wants, how it thinks." She helped him to his feet, noting distantly that her hands were colder than the ice around them. "It's not evil, Kael. It's just old. So old that concepts like good and evil don't apply. It just wants the world to be cold again, the way it was before life complicated everything with heat and movement and change."

"Can we stop it?"

"I don't know. Maybe. If we get strong enough." She looked down at her hands, watching frost form and dissolve on her skin in rapid cycles. "But Vespera was right. Using the old cold changes you. I can already feel it. I'm not entirely human anymore. Neither are you, probably."

Kael examined his own hands, seeing the same frost patterns. "So what do we do now?"

"Now we report to Commander Thorne. We tell him what's waking up beneath the ice, what it wants, and what we need to do to stop it." She started toward the training hall door, her footsteps leaving frost prints on the stone floor. "And then we figure out how to save the Frostlands from something that's been waiting ten thousand years to reclaim its territory."

The mourning ceremony was held in the tower's great hall at sunset, though sunset in the Eternal North was more of a general dimming than an actual event. The eight frozen bodies had been brought up from the Morning Frost and arranged in a circle, each one positioned as if they were running toward the center, reaching for something they'd never quite grasp. It was traditional to display the dead this way, to remind everyone that running from the North was pointless, that it would catch you eventually no matter how fast you moved.

Lyris stood at the back of the hall, watching Commander Thorne deliver the traditional words about sacrifice and service and the honor of dying in the pursuit of survival. She only half-listened, her attention focused on the crowd around her, on the workers and hunters and scouts who'd gathered to mourn their friends and family. One of them might know something useful. One of them might have felt the ancient presence the same way she had, might have information that could help her understand what they were facing.

But all she saw were tired people trying to hold onto their grief without letting it overwhelm them, trying to honor their dead without dwelling too long on the fact that they'd be joining them soon enough. The Frostlands didn't allow for extended mourning. You grieved quickly and efficiently, and then you got back to the business of staying alive.

The ceremony ended with the traditional burning, each body placed on a pyre of precious southern wood that cost more than most people earned in a year. It was wasteful and extravagant and absolutely necessary, because letting bodies stay frozen was an invitation for the old cold to claim them, to turn them into something other than human, something that might wake up hungry and confused and dangerous.

Lyris watched the pyres burn and thought about how thin the line was between honoring the dead and protecting the living. Thought about how everything they did in the Frostlands was a negotiation between necessity and humanity, between survival and surrender. Thought about the ancient thing beneath the ice that didn't understand any of these complicated human considerations, that just wanted everything to be cold and still and perfect.

A hand touched her shoulder, making her jump. She turned to find Emberly standing beside her, the tower's chief healer, a woman in her forties with kind eyes and hands that never stopped moving. They'd worked together during the last Long Dark, pulling survivors from collapsed shelters, doing everything they could to save people who were already halfway frozen.

"You look like you've seen a ghost," Emberly said.

"Something like that."

"Commander Thorne says you and Kael are investigating what happened on the Morning Frost. That it wasn't just an accident." Emberly's hands twisted together, a nervous gesture that Lyris had never seen her make before. "I need to tell you something. About my daughter, Thessaly. She's been having dreams."

Lyris felt that cold settle back into her stomach. "What kind of dreams?"

"Dreams about ice. About things sleeping beneath the surface. About a voice that calls to her in a language she doesn't understand but somehow knows." Emberly's voice dropped to a whisper. "She's been sleepwalking. I found her last night standing on the exterior walkway, balanced on the edge, her eyes open but not seeing anything. She was so cold, Lyris. Colder than she should have been, colder than natural. And when I brought her back inside, she said it wanted her to jump. Said it was calling her home."

"Where is she now?"

"Locked in our quarters. I gave her something to help her sleep, but I don't know how long it'll work. And I don't know what to do if the dreams keep getting stronger." Emberly gripped Lyris's arm with surprising strength. "If there's something out there calling to her, if there's something trying to take my daughter, I need to know how to fight it."

"I'm working on that. But I need to talk to Thessaly. I need to know exactly what she's hearing, what it's saying to her."

"She's fifteen years old. She's terrified."

"I know. And I'm sorry. But if that thing beneath the ice is reaching out to her, if it's trying to use her somehow, then she might be the key to understanding how to stop it." Lyris softened her voice, trying to sound more
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