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    To the Coven: those who know the truth is always found in the darkest corners of the library.
Step quietly beneath these Gothic spires and read the only history that matters—the one written in wicked hunger and deep, forbidden Lore. We are conspirators now.
P.S., Skip to Chapters Two and Five if you need to know which secrets break first.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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"Did you see that?"

Vesta’s voice was swallowed by the wind, but the question wasn't for anyone else. It was a plea to the Universe that her eyes were deceiving her. Her fingers, stained with ink and flux, tightened around the frost-etched railing of the high balcony. She was the Runesmith of the Alchemical District, a master of heat and warding, but she had never seen cold like this.

Below, the capital of Argentis sprawled in its usual chaotic, industrial glory. Brass towers belched steam into the twilight, the smog turning the setting Sun into a purple bruise. Cobbled streets teemed with merchants, their shouts a dull roar from this height. The city was a living machine, powered by the rhythmic, vibrating hum of the Great Aether-Furnace—the artificial heart beating beneath the stones, pumping mana and warmth through miles of copper veins.

But the rhythm had skipped.

The Furnace’s glow, usually a steady, arrogant pulse of amber light that defied the Northern Winters, flickered.

Once. A stutter in reality. Twice. A gasp for air.

Then, it died.

The silence hit first. It wasn't just quiet; it was the sudden amputation of sound. No more deep, tectonic thrumming. No hiss of pressurized mana moving through the subterranean pipes. The omnipresent vibration that rattled teacups and settled in the marrow of every citizen ceased instantly.

Then the cold came.

It didn't drift in like a weather front. It struck like a physical blow, a hammer of absolute zero dropping from the stratosphere.

The Runesmith’s breath crystallized mid-air, turning to jagged ice dust before it could leave her lips. The moisture on her corneas froze, stinging like needles. Frost spiderwebbed across the brass railing beneath her grip, creeping up the leather of her gloves and onto her sleeves in jagged, rapid-fire lines, audible cracks echoing as the metal contracted. Across the skyline, steam pipes burst in unison—a chorus of metallic screams as their insides flash-froze, expanding and rupturing the iron skins.

"Maker's teeth."

Vesta stumbled back into the workshop, her boots skidding on the sudden sheet of ice coating the balcony floor. She slammed the heavy glass doors, but the frost was already blooming on the inside of the pane, opaque and thick as wool.

The hearth in the center of her workshop—still lit with mundane wood—seemed pitiful now, its orange flames shrinking, cowed by the unnatural chill seeping through the stone walls. It wasn't just cold; it was an atmospheric vacuum, sucking the heat out of the world.

She threw open her supply chest, hands shaking so hard her knuckles rapped against the wood. She grabbed the first rune-stone she could find—a chunk of basalt etched with the glyph for Ignis.

"Come on," she hissed, her teeth already chattering, a skeletal percussion in her jaw. She pressed the stone against the doorframe, whispering the activation phrase. “Ignis. Vesta. Defend.”

The rune flared—a weak, sputtering spark of red—then died, its energy devoured. The stone turned grey and crumbled to dust in her hand.

"No. No, no, no."

Outside, the first screams started.

The Aether-Furnace's death wasn't just a mechanical failure. It was a collapse of the laws of physics that held the Empire together. The city's heartbeat had stopped mid-thump, and now the veins were freezing over.

She forced herself to the window, scraping a peephole through the ice. The scene below was a tableau of horror. The cobbled streets had turned slick as glass. She watched a merchant abandon his cart mid-transaction, his mouth open in a shout that produced no sound, only a cloud of ice. He fell to his knees, clutching his chest, and didn't get up. He just... stopped. His skin turned the color of bruised plums in seconds.

A steamcoach, its boiler over-pressured by the sudden thermal shock, veered wildly. It slammed into a storefront, the boiler rupturing not in a geyser of instant ice shards that shredded the terrified horses.

I have to move.

The thought was instinctual. Her workshop, her sanctuary of research and solitude high in the Alchemy District, was now a tomb. The capital’s heat had been borrowed time, a false summer fed by the Furnace’s stolen magic. Now, Winter had come to collect its debt with interest.

The Runesmith grabbed her heavy, fur-lined travel cloak, fingers stiffening into claws as she fought the silver clasp. Her breath came in ragged bursts, each exhale hanging like a dagger in the stagnant air. She bypassed her research notes—years of work on theoretical mana-dynamics—and went for the survival kit. Runes, not paper. Flasks of alchemical fire, not ink.

She burst into the alley behind the workshop, her breath burning her lungs like inhaled glass.

Bodies already littered the frozen cobblestones. A child sat against a rain barrel, clutching a half-eaten pastry, fingers fused to the icing. A city watchman lay mid-stride, face locked in a scream that would never finish, his halberd frozen to his palm. The unnatural cold wasn't just killing them. It was preserving them. Statues of the moment the world ended.

She ran.

The cold bit through her boots, through the wool of her trousers. It felt less like temperature and more like pressure, a crushing weight trying to stop her heart. She kept her head down, vision narrowing to the frantic scramble ahead—merchants abandoning gold-strewn stalls, nobles trampling their own silks in a desperate bid for the lower city gates.

A carriage horse reared in front of her, panic wild in its eyes. Its nostrils streamed frozen blood, red icicles forming instantly on its muzzle. It tried to turn, slipped, and shattered.

It didn't thud. It shattered.

The beast hit the street and broke like a ceramic doll stuffed with rubies, frost-glazed organs spilling across the road with the sound of breaking china.

Vesta didn't stop to vomit. There was no heat left in her body to spare for retching.

The city gates loomed, their massive iron hinges squealing under rapidly forming ice. A bottleneck of terrified humanity crushed against the archway. She shoved past a woman trying to pry her own infant from where its tears had cemented it to her tunic. The Runesmith’s glove caught on a jagged piece of armor, tearing free with a wet snap—skin left behind on the frozen metal.

She barely felt it. Pain was a luxury. Survival was mandatory.

She sprinted through the archway just as the gate’s hydraulic mechanisms groaned into rigidity behind her, sealing the screaming city inside its icy coffin.

Beyond the walls, the blizzard wasn't weather. It was an entity.

The snow moved in grasping tendrils, curling around ankles, seeking gaps in armor and fur. The wind wasn't a howl; it was a voice, whispering in a language of cracking timber and dying breath.

She had stolen a horse from a tether outside the gate—a heavy draft mare that had lasted three miles. Three miles of white-out hell where the only direction was away.

But the mare was dying. Vesta could feel the animal's rhythm faltering beneath the saddle, the hitch in its gait as its muscles began to freeze mid-motion.

She rolled clear just as the horse collapsed. The impact knocked the wind out of her, burying her face in snow that burned like acid. She looked up to see the mare’s legs snap, the sound distinct over the gale.

But it was what she saw in the tree line that made her blood run colder than the air.

Shapes. Lurching between the pines. Things that shouldn't stand upright in winds that snapped oak trunks like kindling. They were grey, indistinct, moving with a jerky, puppet-like cadence. One turned its head towards the road.

Empty sockets gleamed with the same sickly, pale-blue glow as the dead Furnace’s core.

She scrambled to her feet, stumbling towards the only structure visible in the twilight blizzard. The Alchemical Lodge.

It stood on a crag overlooking the pass, a silhouette of defiance against the storm. Half cabin, half industrial bunker, its brass ventilation pipes shrieked as the contracting metal warped under the cold's fist. It was a research outpost, abandoned seasons ago, or so the records claimed.

She didn't knock. She threw her weight against the reinforced door, the wood groaning but holding. She backed up and kicked the latch, channeling the last dregs of her personal mana into her boot heel.

Crack.

Splinters of enchanted oak exploded inwards. She tumbled into the darkness, the door slamming shut behind her, propelled by the wind.

Silence.

No, not silence. The sound of breathing.

Inside, the air stank of burnt herbs, stale tobacco, and panic. Glass vials rattled in their racks as the building groaned under the wind’s assault.

A shadow moved—quick, feral—from the corner of the room.

Before she could raise her hands, cold steel pressed against her jugular.

"Drop the satchel."

The voice was gravel wrapped in velvet. Low, dangerous
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The world froze, but their passion burned.
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