HEIR TO THE THRONE

The walls were frozen, ornately sculpted from ice by fey magic, but
the room itself was only chilly, kept warmer than it should have
been by blue fire in the hearth. A small chandelier hung from the
ceiling, providing most of the light, but its magical flames flickered
in a way that became disorienting if stared at for too long. The
windows were high set on the walls and not barred, but more magic
in the form of translucent barriers kept them sealed. Similarly, the
door entering the chamber, decorated in the fashion of the winter
palace, was also locked with magic. Several beds had been
crammed into the chamber and haphazardly placed against the
walls. The mattresses were thin, laid flat on ice slab frames, and
furs that smelled slightly off were piled on the foot of each bed. A
table had been set with food—stale bread, cold meats, root
vegetables, table wine, and bland cheeses—preserved from spoilage
by enchantment. Along one wall, a fountain trickled with fresh
water. The other door in the room led to a modest privy and tub
that filled with lukewarm water when one sat inside of it. It was a
gilded prison, better than the castle dungeon but meticulously
designed to be only comfortable enough for the current occupants.
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Days earlier, Katria Summers and Nemiriel Starweaver had been
bound to the Dreaming by Gaimraith, the Blood Queen of the Fey.

When they should have returned to the Realm of New Zygaxia, they
instead awoke—still in their dreamwalker forms, but cut off from
the Soulforge. Sorcerers in service to the Blood Queen were ready
for their arrival, and each was quick to find their hands and legs
caught in ice that rose from the floor to greet them.

The Queen, still wearing the guise of Jocham Von Raphael, stood
upon a raised platform with one arm extended. Jocham's wand
rested against her palm, blood dripping onto the stone floor.



Gaimraith appeared to have just completed the spell that had
brought them here. A pleased smirk on her face. With a wave of her
hand the crowns of her prisoners were cast onto the floor.

The Blood Queen stepped off the platform, crushing Nemiriel's
crown beneath her heel—the symbol that denoted the elf maiden as
heir to the Throne of Great Eldrak, the most powerful elven
kingdom in New Zygaxia—Ilike it was nothing. The Blood queen
looked down to consider it for a moment. The item was similar to
one she had seen before, thousands of years prior as her thoughts
recalled the last time she had faced off against another member of
the same royal family. Silhouettes flickered through the Blood
Queen's mind: the Winter Heir of a long-forgotten age standing
beside a paladin-queen wreathed in autumn magic. Recalling the
memory, she touched Jocham’s cheek lightly, as though feeling for
a scar that was not present on the king’s face that she wore. Her
attention then turned to the other crown, the one of the Winter
Heir, the chained crown, twice now it had brought her back from the
brink of defeat, from the threshold of oblivion. Magic pulsed around
it, her own sister’s love that bound their souls as one.

She picked up the crown, then her gaze lifted to regard the two
women. Jocham'’s eyes, her gaze, was as cold as still winter air.

Katria stood wide-eyed, stunned as though a piece of her soul had
been severed the moment the crown left her head. It was like being
plunged suddenly into polar waters and she felt the cold for the first
time in many years. The crown that was so carefully hidden with
her during the War of the Accords to protect the winter fey, that
was to mark a new era of enlightenment, and sanctified by the face
of her friend Jocham that the monster in front of her wore. It had
been used against her as a weapon. Yet she barely felt the cold. Her
thoughts were consumed by anger. A rage that rivaled the madness
of the Blood Queen.



Nemiriel wore the expression of a trained royal diplomat, betraying
no emotion beyond a well-practiced air of boredom with the current
situation. It was an expression the Blood Queen knew well.

Gaimraith smiled with something approaching pride as she tried to
imagine turmoil hidden beneath that composed exterior—the urge
to comfort Katria, or to drive a dagger through her opponent's eye.

Though, in fairness, the queen suspected that latter desire might
have been her own projection.

“Disarm them.”

A simple command that sent the sorcerers, eyes glowing with
detection magics to take the pouches and bags from their prisoners.
Another took their walking staffs from where they had landed in the
chamber, while a third reached out with magic made of starlight,
plucking the memory crystals from the brow of Katria, then
Nemiriel in turn. They were then each fitted with a manacle that
would suppress any other talents that the dreamwalkers might
have considered using to escape.

The Blood Queen carefully wrapped the wound on her palm with a
handkerchief while she spoke.

“King Jocham would like to express his deepest sorrow for putting
you in this situation Katria. He always had a soft heart for broken
things, no matter how much pride or power I tried to teach the
mongrel. Once upon a time I considered the mutt my most powerful
pawn on the board, but that was another lifetime.”

Before either Katria or Nemiriel could protest, they felt their voices
silenced by the manacles.

The Blood Queen snapped, “I have heard enough Dreamwalker
insults and posturing for six lifetimes.”

Her voice calmed again.



“Here is what is going to happen. You are now my guests for the
foreseeable future. The Winter Campus has been fortified. I fully
expect Queen Amara to make a bleeding-heart speech before the
House of Lords within the next day. Then the fools of Summer will
assume control of Croithir's military and march on Winter. My
Knights wait at the border with a message for Solstice, that you will
both be executed if even the faintest glimmer of Summer Magic so
much as strikes a patch of snowy ground.”

“And do not expect your foreign allies to aid you. They are likely
occupied sorting through conflicting missives and dealing with
envoys I have dispatched to represent Fey interests at the courts of
our Dreamworld neighbors—bearing letters that describe attempted
coups, all signed in Jocham's own hand. By the time that they
muster enough courage to disregard my representatives and sort
the truth, it will not matter. The Seeds of Winter have been planted.”

And with that, the two Dreamwalkers were sent to their gilded
prison cell.

Days passed with little interaction beyond the occasional visit from
a guard, never the same one twice.

Then, one day, the cell door burst open.

A bearded Winter Fey dressed in rags was hurled inside. He struck
the frozen floor hard and did not move. The door slammed shut
behind him.

Katria and Nemiriel rushed to his side. As they rolled him onto his
back, both froze.

It was Knight Commander Cheffield. ~



