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​THE WHITE DEATH

Kaelen

The air in the Weeping Crags did not just bite; it sought to hollow you out. It was a predatory cold, the kind that waited for a single lapse in concentration before turning blood to slush.

I pulled my heavy wool cloak tighter, the fabric stiff with a thick layer of rime that crackled like breaking glass with every step I took. Underneath the cloak, my leather armor—tooled with the faded crest of the House of Harlaw—felt like an icy weight against my ribs. I reached back, my gloved fingers brushing the riser of my short-bow. The wood was cold enough to stick to the leather, but it was the only thing in this gods-forsaken altitude that felt familiar.

Below me, the Valley of Skoll was nothing more than a smudge of dark green and grey, veiled by the churning mist of the lower passes. Down there, the hearths were burning. My kin were likely gathered in the Great Hall, drinking honeyed ale and boasting of hunts that grew larger with every retelling. They were safe behind the stone walls my ancestors had raised with blood and sweat.

I, however, was a fool chasing ghosts.

"Just a few more leagues," I whispered to myself. My voice was a thin, fragile thing, immediately snatched away by the wind.

I was a chronicler by trade, a woman of ink and parchment, but in the House of Harlaw, being the Jarl’s daughter meant I was also a scout. My father, a man whose heart was as hardened as the basalt cliffs, didn't believe in scholars who couldn't hold a blade. He’d sent me out not just to record the changing of the seasons, but to investigate the "Shadow-Rot" the mountain tribes had been whispering about for months.

I reached a plateau where the wind died down just enough for me to hear the silence. It was an unnatural quiet. Even at this height, there should have been the cry of a mountain hawk or the skittering of a snow-hare. Instead, there was only the oppressive weight of the fog.

I knelt by a cluster of blackened pines at the edge of the plateau. These trees were hardy, built to survive centuries of frost, but they were dying. I leaned in, my breath a steady plume of white vapor. The needles weren't brown or brittle; they were coated in a strange, oily grey film that seemed to pulse with a faint, sickly light.

"The Blight-Frost," I murmured.

I reached out a finger, stopping just short of the bark. My "Truth-Sight"—that strange, inherited intuition that had always made me feel like an outsider among my more literal-minded kin—began to itch behind my eyelids. It wasn't a visual thing, not yet. It was a pressure in my sinuses, a low-frequency hum in my marrow that told me the world was wrong.

This wasn't weather. It was a parasitic magic, an ancient corruption that I’d only ever read about in the forbidden scrolls tucked away in the Stronghold’s cellar. The scrolls said the Blight didn't just kill; it claimed. It took the spirit of the land and replaced it with a hunger that could never be sated.

I stood up, my heart beginning a slow, heavy thud against my ribs. If the Blight had reached the Weeping Crags, it was only a matter of time before it began to seep down the waterfalls and into the valley’s streams. My father would call me a hysterical girl if I returned with only stories of oily needles. I needed proof. I needed to find the source.

I pushed forward, moving toward a narrow ridge that overlooked the Black Basin. The shale shifted beneath my boots, a treacherous sound that echoed too loudly in the stillness. I focused on my breathing, trying to stay centered, but the pressure in my head was growing. The Truth-Sight was flaring now, silver sparks dancing at the edge of my vision.

Danger, it whispered. Not the frost. Something else.

I froze. A few yards ahead, tucked into the shadow of a massive boulder, was a carcass. It had been a mountain elk—a massive, noble beast. Now, it was a horror. It hadn't been eaten by wolves; the meat was still there, but it had turned a translucent, bruised purple. The grey mist of the Blight was pouring out of its open mouth like smoke.

The elk’s head twitched.

My hand flew to my quiver, drawing an arrow with a fluid motion born of years of forced practice. I notched the string, my knuckles white. The beast’s eyes were gone, replaced by twin pits of glowing grey vapor. It shouldn't have been able to move, its throat had been torn out, yet it began to scramble to its feet with a series of sickening cracks as its frozen joints were forced to bend.

"Stay down," I commanded, my voice trembling.

The creature let out a sound that haunted me instantly—a wet, rattling hiss that carried no life in it. It lunged.

I released the arrow. It struck the beast squarely in the chest, the iron tip sinking deep into the corrupted flesh. The elk stumbled, but it didn't feel pain. It didn't bleed. It simply kept coming, a mindless vessel of the frost.

I scrambled backward, reaching for a second arrow, but the terrain betrayed me. My heel caught on a hidden root, and I went down hard on one hip. The elk was hovering over me, the stench of ancient rot filling my nostrils.

Then, the mountain spoke.

A low, guttural vibration groaned through the earth. It started in my feet and surged up through my spine, a sound so primal it felt like the world was being torn apart. I looked past the staggering elk, up toward the overhanging shelf of the Great Peak.

A crack, as loud as a thunderclap, shattered the silence.

The elk froze. Its grey eyes turned upward just as the white wall began to move. It wasn't a tumble of snow; it was a tidal wave. Billions of tons of ice and pulverized stone detached from the mountain, falling in a silent, terrifying grace before the roar finally reached me.

"No!" I screamed, but the sound was swallowed by the approaching wall of white.

I forgot the elk. I forgot the Blight. I turned and ran, my lungs burning as I sucked in air so cold it felt like swallowing needles. My boots slipped on the shale, my fingers clawing at the rock as I tried to reach the lee of the boulder. I made it five steps before the world simply ended.

The edge of the avalanche hit me like a physical blow from a god. I was lifted off my feet, spun into a kaleidoscope of white and grey. I felt the sickening crack of my bow-staff snapping as I was slammed against a stone, the air driven from my lungs in a single, agonizing burst.

Then came the weight.

It was absolute. It pressed down on my chest, my limbs, my face. I was being buried alive in a tomb that was both freezing and suffocating. I tried to move my arms, to create an air pocket as the scrolls instructed, but the snow was like wet concrete, setting instantly around me.

So this is it, I thought, a strange, detached calm settling over me as the oxygen began to fade. The Chronicler dies in the dark. My father will never know I was right.

The cold began to feel like a strange, numb warmth. My vision darkened. But just as I prepared to let go, a sudden, violent heat erupted in the very center of my chest. It wasn't the heat of a fire; it was a golden, electric pulse that felt like a hook sinking into my soul.

It was a pull. A tether.

Somewhere, far above the crushing weight of the snow, something was calling to me. Not with words, but with a raw, predatory roar that echoed through the bond I didn't even know I possessed.

Live, the heat commanded.

I gasped, sucking in a tiny pocket of stale air, my heart beginning to beat with a rhythm that wasn't mine. It was a heavy, thudding cadence—the heartbeat of a wolf.
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​THE SHADOW OF THE LOW-ASH 

​

​Vane

The weight of her across my shoulder was a paradoxical agony. She was light—dangerously so, her frame thinned by the lean seasons of the valley—but the spiritual weight of her presence was like carrying the mountain itself. Every point of contact, from her hip pressed against my collarbone to the way her frozen fingers dangled against my chest, felt like a brand.

My wolf was pacing, a frantic, rhythmic movement in my mind that matched the thudding of my heart. Mate. Mate. Mate. The word echoed with the persistence of a war drum.

I ignored it. I had to.

I began the ascent toward the Weeping Crags’ upper maw. The path was a nightmare of jagged basalt and "black ice"—thin sheets of frozen water that were invisible to the naked eye. But I wasn't using my eyes. I was using the heat-map of the world. I could see the thermal signatures of the rocks, the fading warmth of the earth, and most importantly, the cold, grey void of the Blight-Frost that was beginning to curl around the base of the mountain like a serpent.

"Put... me... down," Kaelen wheezed. Her voice was stronger now, the shock of the avalanche beginning to wear off, replaced by the natural fire of a Harlaw.

"Be silent," I rasped. "Every breath you waste on speech is heat leaving your body. You are three minutes from your blood turning to ice."

I felt her stiffen. She tried to push against my back, her small hands fumbling for purchase on my bare, scarred skin. I heard her breath hitch—not from the cold, but from the realization of what she was touching. She was a Chronicler; she knew the history of the brands. She had likely seen the sketches of the Low-Ash mark in the very scrolls she protected.

The silence that followed was heavy with a new kind of dread.

The wind picked up, howling through the stone "chimneys" of the Crags, a sound like a thousand dying flutes. I stepped over a crevasse, my calf muscles bunching with the effort. I could feel the Blight-Frost monsters now. They weren't far. They were scavengers, drawn to the scent of trauma and broken things. To them, an avalanche was a dinner bell.

A low, rattling hiss echoed from a cluster of boulders a hundred yards to our left.

The Shadow-Walkers, my wolf hissed, his hackles rising in my mind.

I didn't slow down. To fight now, with a half-frozen mate on my back, was a death sentence. I needed to reach the Warding Stones. My shelter wasn't just a cave; it was an ancient site of power, one of the few places where the ley-lines of the mountain still ran pure enough to repel the rot.

"What are those... sounds?" Kaelen whispered, her lips pressed close to my ear. Her warmth blossomed against my neck, and for a fleeting second, the urge to drop to my knees and bury my face in her neck nearly broke my resolve.

"Things that were once elk and wolves," I answered, my voice a low rumble. "Now they are just hunger."

I pushed harder, my lungs burning as I navigated the "Devil’s Staircase"—a vertical scramble that required me to shift my grip on her. I tucked her more securely under one arm, my other hand clawing into the stone. I felt her heart racing against my side, a frantic thump-thump-thump that called to my own blood.

The Truth-Sight. I could feel it radiating off her. It was a silver pressure, a psychic hum that tried to interface with my Shifter-Sense. It was trying to bridge the gap between us, to show me her fear, her courage, and the strange, inexplicable relief she felt being in my arms.

She feels safe, my wolf noted with a dark, possessive pride. She knows we are the apex.

"We are nothing to her," I reminded the beast.

Finally, the cave mouth appeared—a jagged slit in the rock, framed by two weathered pillars of granite etched with runes that predated the Harlaw Stronghold. As I crossed the threshold, a faint shimmer of blue light rippled through the air. The Wards. The rattling hisses behind us faded, replaced by the frustrated scratching of claws on stone.

I stepped into the darkness of the cave, the air immediately turning ten degrees warmer. I didn't stop until I reached the furs near the central fire-pit. I lowered Kaelen onto the thick bear-pelts with more gentleness than I intended.

She collapsed into the furs, her chest heaving, her eyes wide as she took in the cavern. It was a utilitarian space—racks of drying meat, bundles of mountain herbs, and the heavy iron cauldron I used for melting snow.

I turned my back to her, moving to the fire-pit. I struck the flint with shaking hands. The "Bond-Snap" was reaching its peak intensity now. Being in a confined space with her was like being trapped in a room made of lightning. Every time she shifted her weight on the furs, the sound amplified in my ears.

"Vane," she said.

I froze. She had used my name. Not "exile," not "monster," but the name my mother had whispered before the fires took her.

"How do you know my name?" I asked, finally sparking the tinder. The small flame licked at the dried moss, casting long, dancing shadows against the cave walls.

"I recognized the brand," she said softly. I could hear the rustle of her cloak as she sat up. "Vane of the Low-Ash. The Alpha who refused to bow. The man my father said was executed ten winters ago."

I turned, the firelight illuminating the scars that crisscrossed my torso—the map of my failures. "Your father was a liar. But he was right about one thing: the man you are looking at is dead. There is only the wolf now."

"The wolf didn't pull me from the snow," she countered, her silver
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