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The first snow came three days early that year, and Ashenfeld greeted it the way it greeted every first snow: with the same tired complaint passed from doorway to doorway, too cold, too soon, too inconvenient for anyone with somewhere to be. But at the Meridian Institute, standing at the edge of the Northern District behind its wall of gray-mirrored glass, snow was never simply weather. It was a reminder.

Lucien Ardenne stood at the window on the eighth floor, watching the flakes drift down into the courtyard below. Junior staff crossed the paved yard in small, hurried clusters, umbrellas doing little against the crosswind, laughing each time a gust caught them square in the face. Lucien didn't smile watching them. One hand was tucked into the pocket of his coat; the other kept finding its way, without his permission, to something beneath his shirt collar, a small silver pendant shaped like a snowflake, hung on a thin chain he hadn't taken off in six months.

He wasn't aware of the habit. Or perhaps he was, and had simply decided not to think about it, the way he'd decided not to think about a great many things since his grandfather's funeral.

On his desk, a stack of regional temperature anomaly reports waited, untouched. Ordinarily this was the part of the job that steadied him, numbers didn't lie, didn't withhold anything from you if you knew how to read them. This morning the columns of data might as well have been written in a language he'd never learned. His mind kept sliding back to the briefing room, to the temperature that had dropped for no reason anyone could explain, to the look Fuyutsuki had given him afterward, flat as always, and yet carrying something underneath the flatness that he couldn't name.

"Daydreaming again."

The voice came without warning, and Lucien nearly flinched before he caught himself. He turned to find Kaia Wynter already in the doorway of his office, two steaming cups in her hands, her auburn hair damp from the snow she'd just walked through, a few strands stuck to her cheeks, which had gone pink from the cold.

"I was thinking," Lucien said, turning back to the window.

"Thinking hard enough that your hand won't let go of that?" Kaia stepped inside without being asked, a habit he'd stopped objecting to some time ago, and set one of the cups down on his desk, right beside the untouched reports. She glanced at the papers, then back at him, one eyebrow raised, as if to say I know you haven't touched a single one of these. "Hot chocolate. Not poison, I promise. Though I'm tempted, some mornings."

Lucien lowered his hand from the pendant as fast as he could, caught in the act. "I wasn't holding anything."

"You were holding it thirty seconds ago." Kaia perched on the edge of his desk, one leg swinging loose, her eyes, bright green, always a shade too sharp for his comfort, fixed on the place beneath his collar where the pendant sat hidden. "I've been watching for three months now. You touch it whenever you're anxious. Or whenever a room goes cold for no reason. At first I thought it was just a nervous tic, everyone's got one. But it's too consistent to be nothing."

"This room is cold, Kaia. It's winter."

"Not that kind of cold." She leaned in a little, her voice dropping, not a whisper, something more private than that, the register people used when they meant a thing only for the person in front of them. "The kind that comes from inside. Like this morning, in the briefing with Fuyutsuki-sensei. The temperature in that room dropped two degrees in under a minute, and none of the vents were even running. I checked the control panel myself after you left. Everything was off."

Lucien said nothing. His jaw tightened, barely, but Kaia, who had spent years learning to read the smallest gestures from colleagues who preferred hiding problems to admitting them, saw it anyway, and knew she'd just touched something real.

"You imagined it," he said, though even to his own ears the denial sounded thin.

"I didn't imagine a thermometer, Lucien." She picked up her own cup and drank, unhurried, her eyes never leaving his face. It wasn't an accusing look. It was closer to the look of someone assembling a puzzle and enjoying the process, the way a child studies something new and can't quite stop staring at it. "I'm curious, that's all. And you know I won't stop until I find out, that's not a threat, that's just a fact about me."

Lucien exhaled, the corner of his mouth almost lifting despite himself. "I know. It's what makes you the best field analyst in the division. It's also what makes you the most exhausting."

"Thank you," Kaia said lightly, as if it had been a compliment rather than an insult. "I'll take that as one."

He didn't tell her about the earlier briefing, the way Reika Fuyutsuki had gone very still when the numbers came in, the particular quality of the silence that followed. He wasn't sure yet what it meant, and he'd learned a long time ago that admitting to not understanding something felt worse than simply not saying anything at all.

Six months. That was how long it had been since he'd stood in the cemetery on the eastern edge of the city, watching frost settle over freshly turned earth, a pendant identical to the one now hidden beneath his shirt pressed into his palm by a lawyer he'd never met before that day. Your grandfather left specific instructions, the man had said, not quite meeting Lucien's eyes, as though he too found something strange in the request. He wanted you to have this before anything else was settled.

Edrick Ardenne had never explained the pendant. Not in eighty-one years of living, not in the twenty-six that had overlapped with his grandson's life. He had simply worn it, every day, tucked beneath his collar the same way Lucien wore it now, and answered every childhood question about it with the same unhelpful smile.

Kaia slid off the edge of the desk and reached for the stack of reports, flipping through the top page with the easy familiarity of someone who had done this a hundred times before. "You've got the Kaldrek regional data mixed in with the coastal readings again."

"I know."

"You don't usually make that mistake."

"I know that too." He took the cup she'd brought him and drank, more to have something to do with his hands than because he wanted it. The chocolate was too sweet, the way she always made it, though he'd never once told her to change it.

A knock at the doorframe interrupted them, one of the junior researchers, a woman named Priya whom Lucien recognized but had never learned much about beyond her habit of arriving fifteen minutes early to everything. "Director Vantress wants you both in the main conference room. Twelve o'clock, floor twelve. She said to bring nothing, just yourselves."

Kaia's eyebrows went up. "Nothing? That's new."

"That's what she said." Priya was already retreating down the hall, her footsteps quick against the tile, the way everyone moved when summoned by Vantress on short notice.

Lucien looked down at the reports still spread across his desk, the anomalies he hadn't yet made sense of, and felt something cold settle low in his stomach, not the pendant's cold, not yet, but something close enough in shape that he touched the chain at his collar without thinking, and this time didn't bother taking his hand away when Kaia noticed.

She didn't say anything about it. She only picked up her own cup, and waited for him by the door.

The main conference room occupied the twelfth floor, ringed with glass that gave onto a city already going white with the morning's fall. Snow had settled over the rooftops in the distance, turning Ashenfeld into a pale, uniform landscape that looked, from this height, almost innocent, as though the city below held no forty-year-old secret about to come due.

Reika Fuyutsuki was already seated at the head of the long table, back straight in the particular way it always was, hands folded over a closed document folder, her expression giving away nothing beyond the cold professionalism that kept most junior staff from meeting her eyes for longer than three seconds at a stretch. Her black hair was pulled back without a single strand out of place, as though even her appearance answered to the same discipline she brought to her work.

"Sit," she said, without looking up, as Lucien and Kaia came in.

Kaia took the chair beside Lucien. Lucien chose the seat slightly out of the direct path of the window light, a habit Kaia had noticed before, though she'd never said anything about it, only filed it away with the rest of the small things she'd started collecting about him without quite meaning to. She'd noticed how he always picked the dimmer corners of a room, as though too much light left him feeling exposed.

At the head of the table, a woman entered, silver hair swept into a tight knot, a thick folder in one hand, her steps unhurried but carrying a weight that stopped what little conversation remained in the room without her needing to ask for silence. This was Director Aurelia Vantress, head of the Meridian Institute, a woman who rarely came down to field-level meetings unless there was something that, in her own words, "couldn't be delegated."

Lucien had never met her in person before, only from the formal portrait in the main lobby, and from the stories senior staff told with a mixture of respect and wariness whenever her name came up. Something uncomfortable settled at the back of his neck as she sat and opened the folder with a deliberateness that seemed wrong for an ordinary meeting. Beside him, Kaia sat up straighter than usual, the kind of small adjustment that meant, to anyone who knew her well enough, that she felt the weight of this too.

"Lucien Ardenne," Director Vantress began, her voice low but carrying easily to every corner of the room, the voice of someone accustomed to being heard without ever needing to raise it. "You know your grandfather, Edrick Ardenne, was one of the oldest anomaly researchers this institute ever employed."

"I know he was a researcher." Lucien chose his words more carefully than usual. "I don't know the details. He didn't talk much about his work. Not even to me."

"That's because his work wasn't the kind that could be talked about carelessly." Director Vantress drew an old photograph from the folder, a younger man standing before a snow-covered mountain range, a silver pendant shaped like a snowflake hanging at his throat, identical to the one Lucien wore now. She set it in the center of the table, facing him, and for a moment he could only stare at it, recognizing his grandfather's face, younger, straighter-backed, wearing a smile Lucien had rarely seen in all the years they'd shared.

Kaia, seated beside him, felt his body go rigid for a fraction of a second. She said nothing, but her eyes moved from the photograph to his face, watching the way his jaw set, the way his fingers, the same reflex as that morning, began drifting toward his collar before stopping halfway, as though he'd caught himself doing it in front of these particular people and refused to finish the gesture.

"Six months ago, your grandfather passed and left the pendant to you," Director Vantress continued, her tone softening slightly, the way someone's does when they know they're about to deliver something heavy. "Since then, we've recorded seven separate temperature spikes in the immediate area around you. The most recent was this morning, in this room, during the preliminary meeting."

"Seven?" Lucien repeated, his voice barely above a whisper. "Why am I only hearing about this now?"

"Because we needed time to confirm this wasn't sensor drift or a reading error," Fuyutsuki answered, her voice flat, almost clinical, as though reciting the results of a laboratory experiment. "We don't believe it's coincidence. But we also don't report speculation without sufficient data behind it."

"I," Lucien stopped, searching for the right words, and found only an awkward silence where they should have been. He felt every eye in the room fix on him, and for the first time in his years at the institute, he felt less like a researcher and more like a specimen laid out beneath a microscope. He thought of the small nights of his childhood, sitting on his grandfather's lap in front of the fireplace, never once suspecting that the man telling him bedtime stories carried a secret this large.

Under the table, without quite deciding to, Kaia shifted her chair a fraction closer to his, a small movement, one probably no one else in the room would notice, but enough that Lucien felt her presence beside him like an anchor in water that had suddenly turned rough.

"You don't have to explain yourself right now," Director Vantress said, her tone gentling further, though it lost none of its authority. "But you should know this: the pendant isn't only a family heirloom. Edrick called it a key, a connection to something he referred to as the source of the season. He spent the last forty years of his life searching for that source's location, somewhere in the Kaldrek range, and he never found it." She closed the folder in front of her, her fingers resting a moment on the cover, as though weighing how much more was appropriate to reveal today. "His final notes, which we only recovered last month after his house was turned over to the institute, state that the pendant will only 'wake' in the hands of the correct heir. We assumed that meant heir by blood. It's possible there's another meaning we haven't yet understood."

"And now you think the pendant is going to lead me there," Lucien said, his voice sharper than he'd intended, part exhaustion and part an anger he didn't fully understand the source of, anger at his grandfather for keeping this from him, or anger at himself for never asking further. "Like some kind of tracking device."

"Because it reacts to you," Fuyutsuki corrected, her eyes narrowing slightly, the only change in expression she'd shown through the entire meeting. "Not to anyone else who has ever attempted to hold it. We tested the pendant on five members of the research team before handing it over to you after the funeral. No reaction whatsoever. It was only after it had spent several weeks in your possession that it began showing any activity at all."

The room went quiet. Outside the window, the snow thickened into a white curtain that blurred the city below, as though the world outside had deliberately stepped back to make room for this moment.

Kaia, who had held her tongue as long as she could manage, finally spoke, her voice steady and deliberate, like someone who'd been waiting a long time for permission to ask. "So what's the plan? An expedition to Kaldrek?"

"A small team," Director Vantress answered. "Two people, maybe three. We don't want this turning into a large-scale operation until we know what we're actually dealing with. The Kaldrek range is vast, and the terrain is unforgiving even for experienced climbers, to say nothing of whatever anomalous phenomena we haven't documented yet." She looked at Lucien directly, her sharp eyes seeming to weigh how ready the young man in front of her actually was. "You'll lead it, because the pendant is the only real lead we have. Fuyutsuki will oversee from here as liaison, keeping communications and data analysis running smoothly for the duration of the mission."

"And who will accompany him in the field?" Fuyutsuki asked, though her tone suggested she already suspected the answer, as though the question were only a formality that needed to be spoken aloud for the record.

Director Vantress glanced toward Kaia, the corner of her mouth almost forming a smile, the gentlest expression she'd shown all meeting. "Wynter volunteered a week ago, before this meeting was even scheduled. She came to my office in person, which, I'll admit, is rare for an analyst at her level."

Lucien turned to Kaia, startled, his eyes widening slightly. "You knew about this already?"

Kaia shrugged, a small smile pulling at the corner of her mouth, the kind that, looked at closely, hid a trace of nervousness beneath it, like someone caught having done something a little braver than she'd meant to admit to. "I heard a rumor from the archive staff last week, about old research of Edrick Ardenne's suddenly becoming a priority. And I've always been curious about things that don't make scientific sense." She glanced at the pendant, faintly visible now where his collar had shifted open. "You're one of the most illogical things I've ever come across at this institute, Ardenne. Of course I wanted in. I'd already reread three of the old Kaldrek expedition journals before I even knew for certain I'd been assigned."

Something in the way she said it, light, almost joking, but with an honesty she couldn't fully hide underneath the humor, made his chest feel strange. Not the cold he was used to. Something else, warm and unfamiliar, that left him quietly unsettled without knowing why.

The meeting ran another forty minutes, ending with instructions to depart within the week, along with a list of equipment and a safety protocol Fuyutsuki handed over in a separate folder, thick, detailed, without a single unnecessary sentence in it. As everyone began to rise, Fuyutsuki gathered her documents with the same efficient economy of movement she brought to everything, then walked out of the room without a word to either of them, no well-wishes, no warnings, only a cold, functional departure, as though this had been just one of a hundred other briefings on her schedule that day.

Kaia watched her go, one eyebrow raised. "Is she always like that?"

"Always." Lucien gathered the photograph of his grandfather from the table, careful with it, as though afraid of damaging it, his fingers tracing the edges where the paper had already begun to yellow. "Fuyutsuki-sensei never shows what she's thinking. I used to assume she didn't care about any of this, the pendant, the inheritance, any of it. I've worked under her for three years and I still can't read her."

"I think she cares," Kaia said, standing and stretching briefly, the way someone does after sitting too rigid for too long. "Someone who genuinely didn't care wouldn't have bothered correcting the Director in front of the whole room, that the pendant reacts to you specifically, not to anyone else. She just doesn't show it in a way other people know how to read. Some people hide their feelings behind too much warmth. She hides hers behind cold. Same mask, different shape."

Lucien looked at her a moment, mildly surprised by the sharpness of the observation. "You noticed that?"

"I notice a lot of things." Kaia stepped closer, and for a moment the distance between them was smaller than usual, close enough that Lucien could catch the last trace of chocolate on her breath, mixed with the smell of fresh snow still clinging to her hair. "Including you, who's been gripping that photograph since we sat down like it's the only thing left of your grandfather."

Lucien looked down and realized he had, in fact, been clutching the edge of the photograph too hard, hard enough that the corner had begun to bend. He loosened his grip, though the weight in his chest didn't loosen with it. "He's the only family I have left."

Kaia didn't say anything to that right away. She only reached out, briefly, lightly, and straightened the corner of the photograph he'd bent, smoothing it flat with her thumb before handing it back to him. "Then I'm glad you have it," she said. "Even if it comes with seven unexplained temperature spikes and a mountain range nobody's mapped properly in forty years."

It surprised a short laugh out of him, one he hadn't expected, and for a moment the weight in his chest eased just slightly, not gone, but shared, the way a knot pulled too tight finally gets a little room to breathe.

They left the building together, though neither of them had said as much out loud, it simply happened, the way it had happened more often than not over the last few months, some unspoken agreement that the walk to the transit stop was easier with company than without.

Outside, the snow had settled into a steady, unhurried fall, coating the wide plaza in front of the institute in a thin white sheet that hadn't yet been trampled by the evening rush. Streetlamps were beginning to flicker on early, the sky already darkening at four in the afternoon the way it did every winter, and their breath came out in short white clouds as they walked.

"You're quiet," Kaia said, after several minutes of nothing but their footsteps crunching against the fresh snow.

"I'm thinking."

"About the seven anomalies, or about the mountain, or about your grandfather?"

"All three, probably. In some order I haven't sorted out yet." He kept his eyes forward, watching a group of students cross the street ahead of them, laughing about something he couldn't hear. "It's strange. I've spent three years analyzing anomaly data for other people's regions, other people's coordinates. I never once thought I'd become the anomaly."

Kaia was quiet for a moment, considering that. "Does it scare you?"

He almost answered automatically, no, the reflexive deflection he'd used on every uncomfortable question since the funeral, but something about the cold, and the empty street, and the fact that she'd asked without any of the careful softness people usually used around grief, made him actually think about it instead.

"Yes," he admitted finally. "Not the anomalies themselves. The idea that there's a version of my grandfather I never knew, someone who spent forty years chasing something he never found, and never told me why. I keep wondering what else he didn't say. What else I'm going to find out I should have asked him, before it was too late to ask."

Kaia didn't offer him a reassurance that would have meant nothing. She just walked beside him a moment longer, then said, "For what it's worth, I don't think people usually explain the things that scare them most. Not even to the people they love. Maybe especially not to them."

He glanced at her, surprised again by how easily she said things that took him whole days to work out on his own.

"How do you do that?" he asked.

"Do what?"

"Say the right thing. Without making it feel like you're trying to."

She smiled, though something more fragile passed behind it, there and gone before he could name it. "Practice, maybe. Or just paying attention." She didn't explain further, and he didn't push. They reached the transit stop a few minutes later, where their paths split, her building was three blocks north, his five blocks south, and she lingered a moment longer than the goodbye required.

"Get some rest," she said. "You've got an expedition to plan, and I refuse to be paired with someone who hasn't slept in three days. I've seen you do that. It's not a good look."

"Noted."

She was already walking backward, half-turned toward her own street, when she added, "And Lucien, for what it's worth, whatever's waiting for you up in those mountains, you're not finding it alone this time."

He watched her go until the snow and the streetlights swallowed her outline, and found, standing there in the cold with his grandfather's photograph tucked inside his coat, that the ache in his chest had changed shape slightly. Still there. Still heavy. But no longer quite so much like something he was carrying by himself.

That night, in his quiet apartment on the fifth floor of an old building at the edge of the Northern District, Lucien sat at the window ledge, watching the snow still falling outside, gathering slowly along the sill until it formed a thin white line that kept thickening by the hour. The silver pendant lay in his open palm, cold as always, though tonight he studied it longer than he usually allowed himself, the intricate snowflake etching, the fine lines forming a pattern he had never fully understood, as though every curve held some small piece of a secret he wasn't yet ready to read.

He thought of his grandfather, sitting in his old rocking chair by the fireplace, always wearing this same pendant beneath his shirt, never once taking it off, even in sleep. Lucien had asked him once, as a boy, what it meant. His grandfather had only smiled, a smile that, in memory now, felt heavier than it had at the time, like a man holding back more than he could ever say, and told him, "One day you'll know, son. And I hope when that day comes, you won't be alone."

At the time, Lucien hadn't understood. He'd been a child more interested in bedtime stories than in his grandfather's riddles. Now, holding the same pendant in his own hand, with Kaia's face rising unbidden in his thoughts, her smile, the way her eyes narrowed when something caught her curiosity, the boldness with which she walked toward things other people chose to avoid, the warmth in her voice when she'd said you don't have to find all of this out alone, he was beginning, slowly, to understand what his grandfather might have meant.

The pendant flickered faintly against his palm. A silver light, almost too dim to see, like a breath being held. Like something that had slept a long time finally beginning to stir.

He sat with it a while longer, not moving, not entirely sure what he was waiting for. Outside, Ashenfeld kept disappearing under the snow, one rooftop at a time, indifferent to whatever had just woken in his hand.
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