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Introduction

The kingdom of Elloria lies cradled in endless winter, where the sun seldom lingers and
the long nights cling, thick as velvet. Palace walls of glacial stone peer out over a
world clothed in white, and its people are bound by tradition as rigid and unforgiving
as the frost. Within the heart of the Silver Palace, every breath steams in the cold,
echoing the chill in the great halls where succession is as much a battlefield as any
open war.

It is here that Princess Kaelin walks among shadows, a second-born child whose name
seldom passes the lips of courtiers or bards. Her brother, Crown Prince Ren, was cast
in the mold of a hero: decisive, beloved, groomed for the throne since infancy. Kaelin
was expected to merely abide, a quiet presence on the periphery of power, thriving on
the solitude of library alcoves and snowy gardens where whispers of ancient magic
still cling to the air. For in Elloria, magic is taboo—outlawed since the Purge, when wild
sorcery nearly tore the kingdom apart. The wounds of those times fester yet, feeding
the court's suspicion of anything unexplainable or unnatural.

The rules of succession are clear, etched in ice and royal blood: the throne passes to
the eldest heir, trained in statecraft and armored in duty. The king, a stern figure worn
thin by the burdens of rule and the shadow of relentless winter, is sustained only by
legacy and hard-won allies. Tension thrums beneath the palace’s immaculate veneer;
neighboring lords circle like wolves at the kingdom'’s frozen borders, and rumors of
war sweep over the land like a gathering blizzard. Yet the gravest dangers have
always lain within, among the courtiers and kin who murmur in candlelit corridors and
strike in silence.

Kaelin's isolation is both curse and shield. The queen, cautious and proud, keeps her
at arm’s length, wary of the dangers that come from favoring the overlooked. Her
father, consumed by royal duty, sees only his legacy’s preservation; his grief remains
cold as the stones beneath his feet. In a kingdom where trust is fragile and every
alliance may hide a dagger, Kaelin moves like a ghost amid her own family—a silent
observer in a palace obsessed with power, legacy, and secrecy.

Yet beyond the palace windows, the world stirs with restless change. Whispers of
ancient powers, long thought purged, curl through the snowy streets. Old
stories—banished for centuries—resurface in the midnight hush, spoken only in the
confidence of shadows. The looming threat of war presses in from without; old
alliances strain beneath the weight of ambition and fear. Every snowflake, every echo,
every tightened word feels portentous—a warning that something will soon shatter.
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The fragile stillness is destined to break. With a single act of violence, everything
Kaelin has known will be swept into chaos. As the winds of betrayal and magic gather,
she will be forced to choose: stand silently in the snow, or risk everything—for her

family, her kingdom, and the forbidden power waking within her veins. The winter may
have made her invisible. But it never made her powerless.
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CHAPTER ONE: Blood on the Snow

The morning began as many in Elloria did: cloaked in a brutal silence, the kind only
deep winter could produce. Kaelin had been in the Royal Library, nestled amongst
tomes whose ancient bindings cracked like old bones, tracing the forgotten lineages of
lesser noble houses. It was a habit born of necessity; the library offered solace, a quiet
refuge from the cloying politeness and sharp-edged ambition that permeated the rest
of the Silver Palace. Here, the only dust was from forgotten knowledge, not whispered
secrets.

She was engrossed in a particularly dry treatise on grain yields during the Obsidian
Famine when the first scream pierced the arctic air. It was a woman’s cry, high-
pitched and ragged, laced with an almost unbelievable agony. Kaelin’s hand, poised to
turn a brittle page, froze. Such raw despair was rarely heard within these hallowed,
guarded walls. Her heart, accustomed to the quiet rhythm of scholarly pursuit, began
to hammer against her ribs.

A second scream followed, this one a man's guttural roar, cut short by a sickening
thud. The library’s heavy oak doors, usually kept ajar, slammed shut with a
reverberating boom, as if the very palace itself recoiled. Kaelin pushed back her chair,
sending it scraping loudly across the polished marble floor, and moved to the tall
arched window overlooking the central courtyard. Her breath hitched.

The snow, pristine moments before, was now defiled. A dark, spreading stain pulsed
crimson against the blinding white. Figures milled about, indistinct at first, then
coalescing into a chaotic tableau of guards, servants, and horrified courtiers. A
collective gasp rippled through the gathered crowd below, a sound that carried the
weight of unspeakable horror even through the thick glass.

Then she saw him. Lying still, impossibly still, in the center of the crimson stain, was a
body. Its familiar silhouette, even from this distance, sent a jolt of ice through Kaelin’s
veins. Tall, broad-shouldered, draped in the rich blue and silver of the Crown Prince’s
formal riding cloak. No. It couldn’t be. Not Ren. Her brother, vibrant and boisterous,
the very embodiment of Elloria’s future, could not be lying lifeless in the snow.

A maid, her apron stained, stumbled away from the body, retching violently into a
snowdrift. One of the King’s elite guards, Sir Gareth, knelt by the fallen figure, his head
bowed, his usually stoic posture slumped in defeat. He reached out a gloved hand, as
if to touch the body, then pulled back as if burned. The silence that followed the initial
screams was even more terrifying—a suffocating blanket woven from shock and
disbelief.
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Kaelin felt a sudden, dizzying lurch, as if the ground beneath her feet had vanished.
Her vision tunneled, the edges blurring into a fuzzy gray. She pressed a cold hand to
her mouth, stifling a gasp that threatened to escape. Ren. Gone. The thought was a
shard of ice in her chest, sharp and excruciating. Despite their differing paths, Ren had
always been a constant, a fixed point in her world. He was the future, Elloria’s
strength, its very hope. And now... now he was a broken doll in the snow.

Footsteps pounded in the corridor outside, a frantic, disorganized clatter unlike the
usual measured tread of the palace guard. Shouts erupted, muffled but urgent. “The
King! Find the King!” and “Seal the gates! No one in, no one out!” The commands
were sharp, authoritative, yet underpinned by a frantic edge. This wasn't merely an
incident; it was an upheaval.

Kaelin knew, with a chilling certainty that settled deep in her bones, that her life, and
the life of Elloria, had irrevocably changed. The rules had been rewritten in blood on
the snow. No longer would she be the quiet, overlooked princess. Ren’s death ripped a
hole in the carefully constructed hierarchy of the court, leaving a void that would
surely be filled by chaos and desperate ambition.

A surge of panic, cold and sharp, constricted her throat. She had always relied on
Ren’s presence, his undeniable claim to the throne, to keep her safely in the shadows.
He was the lightning rod, drawing all attention and expectation. Now, with him gone,
the spotlight, however unwelcome, would swing inevitably towards her. She, the quiet
second-born, was now closer to the throne than she had ever dared imagine. The
thought was terrifying.

Her mind, usually so orderly and analytical, raced, trying to grasp the implications.
Ren was not merely dead; he had been assassinated. In the very heart of the palace.
This was not a tragic accident, not an unfortunate illness. This was deliberate. A
dagger through the heart of the royal family, aimed not just at the prince, but at the
very stability of Elloria. Who would dare? And why?

A fresh wave of commotion below drew her attention back to the window. Two figures,
shrouded in heavy furs, emerged from a side entrance, moving swiftly towards the
body. King Theron, his usually ramrod-straight posture now stooped, his face a mask
of profound shock and grief, and Queen Elara, her usually impeccable composure
shattered, her hand clamped over her mouth to stifle a cry.

Kaelin watched, her breath misting on the cold glass, as her father collapsed to his
knees beside Ren’s body, his shoulders shaking with silent sobs. Her mother, the
formidable Queen, stood rigid, her eyes wide and unseeing, staring at the crimson
stain as if it were a harbinger of doom. Their grief was a raw, visceral thing, stripped
bare for all the court to witness.
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The palace, once a bastion of order and rigid protocol, was now a hive of terrified
whispers and hushed movements. Guards, usually impassive, looked shell-shocked.
Servants huddled in corners, their faces pale. The very air thrummed with unspoken
questions and simmering fear. If the Crown Prince could be struck down so easily, who
was safe?

She backed away from the window, her legs trembling, and leaned against a towering
bookshelf, the rough spines of ancient books digging into her back. Her mind, despite
the shock, began to churn with a desperate need for answers. This wasn’t just about
her family’s loss; it was about the kingdom. Elloria, already teetering on the brink of
war with its neighbors, could not withstand this kind of internal fracture.

The rules of succession were clear, yes, but the execution of a Crown Prince in his own
courtyard? That shattered all precedents. It invited challenge. It invited anarchy. And
with her father so clearly incapacitated by grief, who would hold the reins of power?
Who would stop the wolves from circling, not just from beyond the borders, but from
within the very walls of the palace?

A sudden, sharp knock echoed at the library door, making Kaelin jump. For a moment,
she was rooted to the spot, her heart hammering. Had they come for her already? Was
she a target? She took a deep, shaky breath, trying to steady herself. Her hands, she
noticed, were still trembling.

The knock came again, more insistent this time. “Princess Kaelin? Are you there?” It
was the voice of Lady Lysandra, her mother’s lady-in-waiting, usually a paragon of
calm and collected grace, but now edged with a barely contained hysteria.

Kaelin pushed off the bookshelf, forcing her limbs to move. “Yes, Lysandra. I'm here.”
Her voice came out thin and reedy, betraying the turmoil raging within her. She
moved to the door, her hand hovering over the cold brass handle. This was it. The
official summons. The moment her life truly began to unravel.

She pulled the door open to find Lysandra standing there, her face ashen, her eyes red-
rimmed. Behind her, a contingent of guards stood at attention, their faces grim.
Lysandra took Kaelin’s hand, her grip surprisingly strong, her fingers cold as ice.
“Princess,” she whispered, her voice cracking. “The King... the Queen... they await you
in the Royal Antechamber.”

Lysandra’s eyes flickered to the courtyard visible through a nearby archway, then
quickly back to Kaelin’s face. There was a desperate urgency in her gaze, a silent plea
that transcended mere grief. It was a warning. Kaelin’s skin prickled. There was more
to this than just the murder. Something else was amiss. A deeper current of fear ran
beneath Lysandra’s sorrow.
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As Kaelin allowed Lysandra to lead her from the library, her gaze swept one last time
over the familiar shelves, the comforting order of knowledge. It felt like a lifetime ago
that she had been lost in the history of grain yields. Now, history was being made,
brutal and unforgiving, and she was no longer merely an observer. She was

irrevocably a part of it. The frozen heart of Elloria had shattered, and the shards were
razor-sharp.
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