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CHAPTER 1: The Thesis of Winter
The chill in the lecture hall was a dry, creeping thing, seeping from the tall, mullioned windows to settle deep in the bones. Nia tugged at the sleeves of her cardigan. The wool was useless against this kind of cold. Dr. Sterling, perched at the head of the long table, cleared his throat. A scrape of dry leaves on stone. He arranged his hands into a steeple, a parody of academic contemplation, and let his pale gaze slide over her shoulder, her hair, the wall just behind her. Anywhere but her eyes.
"Dr. Abara," he began, the condescension in his voice a thick, slow ooze. "Your presentation… it is certainly ambitious. One might even say… theatrical."
Nia’s jaw went rigid. Her fingers dug into the wooden edge of the lectern, the grain pressing hard into her skin. Knuckles stood out, tight and white. "Dr. Sterling, my work establishes a direct correlation between winter solstice practices across Proto-Germanic cultures and pre-colonial Yoruba traditions. The pattern is consistent. These were not celebrations. They were appeasement rituals born from a primal fear of starvation, of predators… of the dark."
Sterling gave a little flick of his hand. "Yes, yes, the rigors of antiquity. A harsh time. But to postulate that Saint Nicholas—a figure of global benevolence—is some… domesticated echo of a primordial hunter? It tests the very definition of academic sobriety, wouldn't you say?"
"The 'benevolent' Santa is a Coca-Cola ad from the last century," Nia shot back, leaning toward the microphone. "Before that, you have Odin on his Wild Hunt. You have Frau Perchta, the Belly-Slitter. Figures who demanded tribute to stave off disaster. Not gifts. Not cheer. Survival."
"This is folklore, Dr. Abara, not a horror novel." The edge in his tone was sharper now. A thin wire of irritation pulled taut beneath the polished surface. Good. He wasn't made of stone, then.
"And aren't the truest parts of our history preserved in what horrifies us?" A low, familiar heat uncoiled in her solar plexus. Her grandmother's magic, the Ember Blood, stirring in response to the fight. "We sanitized the tales. We traded blood sacrifices for candy canes, but the hunger of the winter remains. It just wears a better disguise. That urge to gather, to give—it's the same ancient impulse. Huddle together. Share your resources. Survive what comes when the sun dies."
He snorted, a wet, dismissive sound. He took a slow sip of water. "So every Christmas carol is a scream for help? Every twinkling light a ward against monsters?"
"Every tradition is a scar from an old wound, Dr. Sterling. Cultural evolution doesn't erase instinct; it just buries it under layers of new meaning. The need to protect your own against the longest, darkest night—that is the engine. Not charity. Not whimsy." She finally met his gaze, holding it. The warmth in her chest pulsed, steady and hot. "The memory of a powerful, dangerous entity that ruled the cold—that's what I'm excavating. That's the truth."
He sighed, a long, put-upon exhalation for the benefit of the other board members. "And what do you hope to accomplish with this… grim work? Convince children their presents are a bribe to keep a monster from eating them?"
"To decolonize a Eurocentric narrative that profits from its own fictions." A bead of sweat traced a line from her hairline down her temple. She didn't dare wipe it away. "To acknowledge that these myths weren't forged in comfort. They were a response to a genuine, existential terror. And we, as academics, are supposed to be interested in the truth. Not just the convenient parts."
Sterling pushed his chair back. The scrape of wood on the floor was a final judgment. "I believe we have heard enough, Dr. Abara. The board will be in touch." He turned away without another word, the dismissal absolute. A cold weight settled in the air where his attention had been.
Her office was a fortress built of paper and ink, and its walls were closing in. Nia sank into the cracked leather of her chair, the springs groaning in protest. Above her, a fluorescent tube flickered, its incessant, high-pitched buzz drilling into her skull. Hours had passed. The official email hadn't arrived, but Sterling's dismissal had been clear enough. A clean, professional beheading.
Her thesis lay on the desk. Years of work. Years of chasing down a truth that was more than academic. It was the bridge between the woman she was supposed to be and the one her grandmother had raised. Those stories, whispered in the humid, buzzing quiet of a Georgia night, were never just stories. They were warnings. Schematics for a world that vibrated just beneath this one.
Nia had spent a decade trying to pin that world down with footnotes and citations. Her mind, her logic—that was her armor against the things she couldn't explain. The flashes of knowing. The sudden, simmering heat that rose in her blood. The Ember Blood. She hated the name, hated its folksy, unscientific ring. It was a genetic anomaly. A neurological quirk. A liability.
To have this work, her life's work, dismantled by a man like Sterling… it was more than an insult. It was an amputation. This career wasn't a job. It was the structure she’d built to contain the parts of herself that terrified her. Without it, who was she? The woman who heard whispers in the wind? The crackpot with her tales of winter-demons? Exactly the person Sterling saw when he refused to meet her eyes.
A hollow, acidic ache twisted in her stomach. She'd forgotten lunch. The coffee in her mug was a cold, bitter sludge. The thought of packing these books, of dismantling this life she had so carefully constructed, sent a wave of dizziness through her. She pressed her forehead to the cool windowpane. Outside, the first flakes of snow began to drift down, tiny specks of white against the city's grime. A cold certainty crystallized in her gut. She had thrown truth at a wall of dogma, and the wall hadn't even trembled.
The snow was coming down faster now, a dizzying swirl against the darkening sky. Nia watched it, mesmerized by the quiet descent into winter. A soft knock on her doorframe. Another, sharper.
"Dr. Abara?"
She turned. A man stood there, silhouetted against the hallway's dim light. He wore a dark, severe coat that seemed to swallow the light around it. He wasn't campus mail. He wasn't anyone she knew. His gaze was quick, intelligent, and unsettlingly direct. He held out a single, thick envelope.
"Delivery."
Nia took it. The cold bit at her fingertips, a deep, unnatural frost that had nothing to do with the weather. It felt like holding a piece of a glacier. A prickle of heat, her own internal fire, flared in her palm in response. The man’s voice was flat, without inflection. He didn't ask for a signature. He just nodded once, a clipped, formal gesture, and walked away. His footsteps made no sound. He left the scent of pine needles and ozone hanging in the air.
Nia stared at the envelope. It was made of something like vellum, heavy and smooth. A single, stylized 'V' was embossed in silver where a seal should be. No address. No postage. Just her name, written in an elegant, severe script.
Her thumb tore the seal. The paper ripped with a sharp, final sound. Inside, several sheets of crisp, cool paper. The letterhead read: "The Vinter Foundation." She'd heard the name, a footnote in Arctic anthropological studies. Then she saw the numbers, and the air left her lungs in a rush. It wasn't a grant. It was a king's ransom. Enough money to burn the entire Department of Comparative Mythology to the ground and build a new one from the ashes.
She scanned the next page, her heart hammering against her ribs. Project Title: An Applied Study of Insular Solstice Folklore in the Arctic Circle. A direct validation of her thesis. A refutation of Sterling's every sneer. This wasn't a lifeline; it was a weapon. Then her eyes caught the final sentence, underlined twice. Transport departs from a private Chicago airfield in forty-eight hours. Non-negotiable.
Exhilaration curdled into dread. Forty-eight hours. The Arctic. The timing was impossible. The convenience, predatory. This was a trap. A joke. Some elaborate academic prank. But what was the alternative? Adjunct positions, begging for scraps, watching her life's work gather dust. The snow swirled thicker outside her window, a white curtain dropping over the world she knew. It was insane. It was suicide. It was the only way forward. She had to go.

CHAPTER 2: The Flight to Nowhere
The private airfield was a bald patch of tarmac festering at the city's edge. Forty-eight hours. Forty-eight hours since the brittle parchment arrived, since she’d clicked ‘accept’ on a wire transfer that felt like an ending. Her backpack, stuffed with a spare sweater and three first-edition folklore texts, dug a trench in her shoulder.
The jet squatted on the runway, an obsidian dart aimed at the bruised pre-dawn sky. No logo. No tail number she could see. It was an expensive, unsettling void. A man stood by the boarding stairs, a charcoal flight suit hanging on his lean frame. His stillness was absolute, unnatural. He watched her approach, his head canting a fraction of a degree. Nia’s knuckles were white around the strap of her messenger bag. Too late now. A stray coil of hair whipped across her face and she shoved it back.
“Dr. Abara?” His voice was a low grinding of stone, devoid of inflection. Her gaze snapped to his. His eyes weren't just strange in the half-light. They were glacial blue, hard and unyielding as the ice he flew over. Her brain supplied a quick, clinical answer. Custom contacts. Ocular modification for aesthetic purposes. A footnote from a paper she’d skimmed. That was it. Just that.
“That’s me.” The words came out steady. “You’re… the pilot?”
He dipped his chin again and gestured to the jet’s open door. A yawn cracked her jaw; she’d spent the night wrestling with every clause of the Vinter Foundation’s grant. An academic deep-dive into Arctic mythologies. On-site. An obscene amount of money. It smelled like a setup.
The cabin was a sterile womb of cream leather and polished burled wood. Not a magazine, not a stray wrapper, not even a safety pamphlet in the seat pocket. Nia slid into a window seat and wrestled with the overbuilt harness. This had to be the property of some tech mogul who equated privacy with anonymity. That explained the blank fuselage and the unnervingly quiet pilot. Eccentricity. Rich people were just plain weird.
She watched the airfield lights recede. The pilot had not entered the cabin. He had just pulled the hatch shut with a solid, final thump, sealing her inside. The engines spooled, a vibration rising through the floor into the soles of her feet. Something cold trickled down her spine, having nothing to do with the cabin temperature. The palm she pressed against the armrest grew slick. A low, familiar heat coiled in her gut, a symptom she usually dismissed as bad coffee. Lately, it had been a persistent, restless thrumming beneath her skin. She shut her eyes, trying to force the variables into a logical framework. An unusual research trip. Nothing more. Her entire career, her entire self, was built on that kind of order.
The clock on her phone became meaningless. Time was now measured in the slow transformation of the world below, from fractured sea ice to a solid, unending sheet of white. A sterile planet. Her stomach rumbled, a ridiculous, human complaint against the profound emptiness. She had not seen the pilot since Chicago. The complete isolation was starting to fray the edges of her composure.
Then a new vibration started. It wasn't the steady drone of the engines. This was a low hum that worked its way up through the seat, into her bones. It settled in her jaw, a deep resonance that seemed to pulse in time with her own blood. A knot of pressure formed behind her ribs. The familiar heat in her core, the thing she refused to name, flared from a pilot light to a furnace. A tremor started in her hands, her fingertips buzzing.
She leaned against the window, her breath fogging the cold pane. She wiped it clear. The sky was bleeding. Vast curtains of green, violet, and electric blue ripped across the upper atmosphere, twisting like luminous serpents. The Aurora Borealis, yes, but this was a wild, predatory version of the phenomenon. It writhed with a life of its own, colors so saturated they seemed to drip into the darkness. It wasn't a distant light show; the jet was flying straight into its maw.
A breath snagged in her lungs. Her mind raced, rifling through explanations. Coronal mass ejection? Unprecedented geomagnetic storm? No known phenomenon accounted for light so violent, so structured. The humming in her marrow sharpened, hitting a frequency that made her molars ache. Her blood was a hot rush under her skin. A deep, animal instinct screamed at her to brace for an impact. Her hand lifted, pressing flat against the triple-paned window. The glass was so cold it burned, a shock of absolute frost against her skin. Inside her, the fire roared in answer.
Her head whipped around, scanning the empty cabin. “Pilot?” The word was a dry rasp. She tried again, louder. “Are you seeing this? What is happening?”
The cockpit door remained shut. The jet flew on, an arrow aimed at the impossible, shimmering veil. The beat in her chest was a frantic fist against her ribs. She was flying into a category that didn't exist, and the intellectual scaffolding of her life was groaning under the strain.
A high-pitched metallic scream erupted from the cockpit. Nia flinched violently, scrambling out of the harness. Her knees hit the aisle carpet. The jet dropped, a sickening lurch that slammed her stomach into her throat, then surged upward, pinning her against a seatback. Through the small window in the cockpit door, she saw the instrument panel go haywire. Needles spun, screens flashed red, and then, one by one, they went dark. The cabin lights flickered and died, plunging her into a twilight lit only by the storm outside.
The thrumming in her skeleton became a bone-rattling shudder. The steady roar of the engines whined down to nothing. Its absence was a physical blow, a sudden, crushing weight. The plane did not fall. It held its course, pulled forward by some unseen tether, straight into the wall of light.
Color exploded against the windows. Emerald, sapphire, and ruby streamed past not as light, but as something tangible, like being submerged in liquid neon. The pressure against the fuselage made the jet groan, the metal screaming under a strain it was never built for. On the inside of her window, impossibly, frost bloomed. Crystalline ferns of ice spread across the glass, radiating a cold so profound it bit through her clothes. The fire inside her blazed in defiance, a hot, painful knot in her chest.
With a final, bone-jarring lurch, they were through.
The light snapped away. The aurora was still there, a vast, shimmering arch high above. Below it, the sky was a deep, star-dusted indigo. And hanging in that sky were two moons. One was a fat, silver pearl, the other its smaller, dimmer twin. They were both there, undeniably real, casting overlapping shadows on a landscape of jagged, black mountains and a sea of snow-dusted pines.
A laugh, sharp and hysterical, escaped her lips. Two moons. Earth did not have two moons. This was not Earth. The thought was a clean break. Her mind, the carefully ordered library of her intellect, shattered. She had to get to the pilot. She needed an explanation, a single, logical thread, or the last of her sanity would unravel. The heat of her Ember Blood surged, a furious, internal storm. She was somewhere impossible, and the alien light of the twin moons promised a cold, ancient reality beyond her worst theories.

CHAPTER 3: The Crash and the Wolf
The impossible calm held for three heartbeats. Nia pressed her forehead against the cold window, staring at two moons hanging like chips of bone in a violet sky. Her mind, a catalog of atmospheric phenomena, had no file for this. No explanation. A low thrum vibrated up through the floor, a frequency outside the jet’s mechanical register. It set her teeth on edge. A cold prickle traced its way up her spine, unrelated to the failing cabin heat.
Then the sky tore. A soundless rip of pressure. The calm didn't break; it shattered. Wind screamed, not just against the fuselage but through it, a physical violation of physics. The jet slammed sideways. Nia’s temple cracked against the window. Stars smeared. The moons vanished, devoured by a churning maw of sleet and snow. A blizzard from nowhere, a wall of white malice.
The plane was a tin can in a giant’s fist. It dropped. Her stomach flew into her throat. Warning lights strobed across the cockpit, a frantic pulse of red and amber. The pilot fought the controls, his knuckles luminous in the chaos. His jaw was a knot of stone. His eyes, fixed on the maelstrom, held a feral glint. A ripple moved under his uniform sleeve. A flex of muscle that was too long, too dense. His fingers seemed to stretch, nails darkening. Not human. The conclusion landed with the chilling weight of a morgue slab.
“Can’t hold her!” His voice was a raw tear in the intercom. He didn’t look back. His focus was absolute, locked on the vortex of ice. “Krampus. He’s found us.”
Krampus. A name from a dusty footnote, now a physical force tearing her from the sky. Her breath hitched. The plane twisted in a sickening corkscrew. The pilot’s hands strained, the bones shifting under the skin. She saw it. Unmistakable. A flicker of something that ended in a point. A shifter. All her theories, all her suppressed family history, coalesced into this one terrifying point of impact.
He let go of the yoke. The jet surrendered, falling like a dead thing. He tore the cockpit door from its frame with a shriek of metal, unleashing a solid blast of frozen air. “Brace!” The word was a guttural command, not a comfort. He was already gone. No chute. Just a dark shape swallowed by the white rage. He jumped. Left her. Alone. The jet screamed its final protest, the air thick with the smell of burnt wiring as she plunged toward the ice.
Impact was a series of shrieking, grinding concussions. Metal screamed. The world became a tumbling violence of shattered plexiglass and the roar of a dying machine. Nia was thrown forward, the seatbelt a blade across her hips, igniting a fire in her ribs. The airbag punched her, a hot, chemical-smelling fist. Then, a ringing quiet. Cold. The thick stench of jet fuel.
She blinked. The world was canted, wrong. Dangling from the belt, she saw the cabin twisted into a metal pretzel. A dull throb pulsed behind her eyes. A sharp spike of pain in her side with every breath. Her glasses were gone. Everything was a soft-edged blur. Ice crystals already clung to her hair. The wind outside was a low moan, the rage muffled by the deep drift that had swallowed them.
Her fingers, numb and stupid, fumbled with the buckle. It clicked, loud in the dead space. She dropped, landing on a pile of snow and debris that had poured into the fuselage. Her ribs shrieked. She choked back a sob. A metallic taste coated her tongue. She crawled, pushing past sparking wires and bent seats. Powdery snow covered everything. A ragged tear in the fuselage was her only way out. She pulled herself through, every muscle screaming, and collapsed into the deep snow. The blizzard was a suffocating wall of white, visibility zero.
Movement. Quick, darting shapes at the edge of her fuzzy sight. Not snowflakes. Something solid. She tried to push herself up, arms trembling. A high-pitched chittering reached her, like cracking ice. Grey forms began to resolve out of the white chaos. Small. Knee-high. Dozens of them. Their skin was the color of frozen mud, heads too big for their spindly frames. And teeth. Rows of tiny, glinting needles. Her academic brain coughed up the name, a useless piece of trivia in the face of death. Yule Lads.
One lunged. A flash of grey skin, a cold, sharp sting in her ankle. A raw scream tore from her throat. She kicked out, scrambling backward against a jagged piece of the wing. They swarmed, their chittering a rising chorus of hunger. Another bit her calf, a sharp, piercing agony. She kicked again, connecting with a wet crunch. More came. She fumbled for a piece of torn metal, the edge sharp against her frozen palm, and swung it wildly. This was not a dissertation. This was not a myth. These things were real, and they were going to eat her alive.
The shard of metal fell from her useless fingers. She gasped for air that burned her lungs, watching the goblins press in. Their smell hit her—sour meat and damp earth. This was it. A ridiculous death for a woman who had tried to reason with monsters.
A blur of white. Not a sound, just a sudden, violent displacement of air. One of the creatures was gone, its shriek cut short. A hot spray misted Nia’s face. Blood. Her stomach heaved. The thing that had appeared was a storm of motion, a ghost in the blizzard. It was massive, a creature from a forgotten age. A wolf, but a wolf the way a hurricane is a breeze.
It tore through the pack with a brutal economy of motion. Claws, long as daggers, eviscerated two goblins in a single swipe. Jaws snapped with the sound of cracking timber, and another creature was pulped. There was no rage in its attack. Just a cold, lethal efficiency. The remaining goblins broke, their hunger turning to terror, and melted back into the whiteout they had come from.
After the carnage, the quiet was heavier. Only the wind howled. Nia huddled against the wreckage, trembling, the scent of fresh gore thick and metallic. The wolf stood over the mangled corpses, its fur the color of the blizzard itself. It turned its head, slow and deliberate. Blood, shockingly dark, matted the white fur around its muzzle.
It took a step toward her. Then another. Her breath caught, a painful little snag in her chest. Saved from them to be eaten by this. Primal terror, colder and sharper than any ice, seized her. Her body screamed at her to run, to move, but her limbs were locked. She could only stare as the beast closed the distance.
It stopped. Five feet away. Close enough for her to see the plume of its breath, to smell the wildness on it. And its eyes. They were not the flat, predatory discs of an animal. They were molten gold, lit from within, and they were fixed on her. They held not hunger, but a stunning, baffling stillness. Shock. A deep, resounding shock, as if it had found something it had lost centuries ago. A strange heat bloomed in Nia’s sternum, a deep, resonant warmth that pushed back against the cold, against the pain in her ribs. It was an impossible, illogical hum of connection, an answer to a question she’d never known she was asking. Her mind screamed monster, but the fire in her blood whispered kin.

CHAPTER 4: Ironwood Keep
A deep, foundational heat bloomed from the pit of her stomach, a welcome pressure against the memory of ice. Not dead, then. Her eyelids were heavy things, gritty. They peeled open to rough-hewn beams high overhead, swallowed by shadow. The air tasted of pine smoke. Her body was a map of dull aches, a deep throb in her thighs and back, but the gnawing cold had retreated. She was buried in a mountain of pelts—wolf, bear, something dark and shaggy—their weight a comfort, their smell earthy and wild. Beneath it all, a mattress so vast she felt adrift.
She pushed herself up on one elbow. A groan scraped her throat. The motion sent a sharp complaint up her left arm. Bandages. Stark white linen, neatly wrapped around her forearm. A matching dressing was taped just above her temple. Someone had pulled her from the snow. A flash of memory: white fur, a creature of impossible size, and then eyes. Eyes that held a shocking gentleness right before everything went dark.
She forced the image away. The room was solid, real. Dark wood walls, nearly black with age and soot, drank the light from a roaring fireplace. Logs the size of her torso cracked and split, spitting embers onto a stone hearth. Across the room, a heavy chest bound in iron sat like a patient beast. A clay jug and cup rested on a simple table. Thirst was a claw in her throat.
Swinging her legs over the side

