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​Chapter 1 — The Winter That Won’t Die
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Winter had rules in Willowdale.

It wasn’t the kind of thing people argued about anymore, not the way they used to argue about storms—how long they’d last, whether the creek would flood, whether the pines would lose another branch under the weight. This winter wasn’t a visitor. It was a landlord. It let you live here if you behaved.

Rule one: Don’t whistle after dark.

Rule two: Don’t light a third candle.

Rule three: Never, ever speak your own name into the wind.

They called them superstitions out loud, because saying “rules” made it worse. Saying “rules” was like admitting the cold could listen. But everyone followed them the way you followed the habits of a house with rotten stairs—carefully, silently, hoping the wood held.

Mara Vale kept her hands tucked in the sleeves of her coat as she crossed the square. The wool was thin where it mattered, patched twice at the cuffs. The wind found those weak places like a cruel finger. It slid under the fabric and kissed her wrists with ice.

The square should have been loud—market chatter, boots on packed snow, the small constant noises of people pretending not to starve. Instead, it had the hush of a church. The stalls were half-empty. The butcher’s hooks hung bare, swaying slightly, as if something invisible brushed past them. Two children stood at the edge of the fountain with their mouths open, staring at the frozen water like it might break its own skin and spill spring.

Above them, the sky was the color of old pewter. No sun. No blue. Just a thick lid pressed down over the world.

Mara’s breath came out white and fragile. It vanished too quickly, as if even her warmth was being stolen before it could exist.

She passed the sign nailed to the oak post by the well. Someone had updated it again, scratching fresh words into the wood with a knife point.

NO FIRES AFTER MIDNIGHT.
NO SINGING IN GROUPS OF THREE.
NO NAMES OUTSIDE.
The letters were jagged, angry. Whoever carved them had pressed so hard the wood splintered. Some of the older warnings were still visible beneath, ghost-lines layered like old prayers.

Mara didn’t stop to read it because she already knew it by heart. Everyone did. The rules were the only thing in Willowdale that multiplied.

She headed toward her cottage at the edge of town, the one with a roof that sagged in the back corner and a chimney that smoked too thin. A crow watched her from the top of a snow-drowned fence post. Its feathers looked damp, not from water but from the air itself—like the cold had soaked into it. Its beak opened once, silent. No caw. Just the shape of a warning.

Mara kept walking. Don’t acknowledge it. That was another rule, unspoken but understood.

Behind her, a bell rang once. Not the church bell. Too low. Too close. The sound rolled through the square like a stone dropped into a pond—heavy, spreading, making everyone flinch.

A woman at a stall froze with a sack of turnips in her hands. A man mid-step stopped as if his feet had been nailed to the snow. The children by the fountain went very still, as if the winter had snapped its fingers and demanded attention.

Mara’s stomach tightened. The bell wasn’t supposed to ring until the council summoned people. The council didn’t summon people unless it was time to hand out punishments.

The bell rang again.

This time, it wasn’t just sound. It carried sensation—like a sudden pressure behind the eyes, a faint sting in the gums. Mara swallowed and tasted iron.

Around her, the town moved, but not in a normal way. People didn’t hurry. Hurrying was dangerous. Winter punished haste. Instead, they drifted toward the longhouse with the slow obedience of sleepwalkers, heads bowed, shoulders hunched, like they were trying to make themselves smaller in the presence of something huge.

Mara tried to go the other way. She tried to pretend she hadn’t heard. But the wind shifted.

It didn’t just blow. It turned, as if it had made a decision.

A cold gust slammed into her back, hard enough that her boots slid. Snow sprayed her skirts. The wind shoved again, guiding her toward the longhouse, toward the bell, toward the thick timber doors that looked more like a jaw than an entrance.

She clenched her teeth. “Fine,” she whispered—not to the wind, not to anyone. Just into her scarf where the cold couldn’t steal it.

The longhouse was crowded, but no one touched. People stood in careful inches of space, as though proximity invited misfortune. The air inside smelled of wet wool and old fear. Torches burned along the walls, but their flames were wrong—too low, too steady, no dancing. Winter liked stillness.

At the front, the council sat behind a rough table. Five of them. Elder Bram with his mottled hands and his eyes that never blinked enough. Sister Ygraine from the chapel, her mouth always thin, her knuckles always white. Tall Harker who wore a chain of carved bone around his neck like a badge. Two others Mara didn’t bother naming in her mind. Names had power. Names were dangerous.

On the table sat a shallow bowl filled with water.

Not frozen.

That alone was enough to make Mara’s skin prickle.

People stared at the bowl as if it were a miracle, as if it were bait, as if it were a trap. The surface of the water was smooth as black glass. No ripples. No steam. It looked colder than the ice outside.

Elder Bram rose slowly. “Willowdale,” he said, and the word sounded like it was being spoken through cloth. “You know why we’ve gathered.”

No one answered. No one breathed too loud.

Bram’s eyes swept the crowd and landed on a man near the front—Garrick, the cooper’s son. Mara remembered him because he whistled sometimes when he worked, little tuneless blasts through his teeth, like he couldn’t help himself.

Garrick stood stiff, face pale under his beard. His hands were bound in front of him with twine.

Mara felt her throat go dry.

Bram lifted one hand. “A rule was broken.”

A murmur passed through the room like a thin crack in ice. People exchanged glances without turning their heads, the way prey does when it knows a predator is near.

Sister Ygraine leaned forward. “He whistled,” she said. Her voice was soft, and that softness made it worse. “After dark.”

Garrick’s mouth opened, but no sound came out. He looked around as if searching for someone who would say it wasn’t true.

No one met his eyes.

Harker tapped the edge of the bowl once with a bone finger. The sound was small, but it made several people flinch.

“The winter heard it,” Harker said.

Mara’s fingers curled inside her sleeves until her nails dug crescents into her palms. Heard it. Like it was a person. Like it was a judge.

Elder Bram nodded as if Harker had stated an obvious fact. “The winter does not tolerate mockery.”

“I wasn’t mocking,” Garrick finally managed. His voice cracked. “I—I forgot. I was out late. My da needed the barrels finished. It just... it just happened.”

Sister Ygraine’s eyes narrowed, not in anger, but in something colder. “The winter does not care about your intentions.”

Bram gestured. Two guards—thin men with frost in their beards—dragged Garrick forward until he stood before the bowl.

“Water,” Bram said, “remembers.”

Mara had heard this before. She’d never seen it.

Harker took Garrick’s bound hands and forced them down into the bowl.

Garrick jerked. “Gods—!” His teeth chattered once, violently, like he’d bitten into metal.

The water wasn’t just cold. It was alive with cold, biting past skin, past bone. Garrick’s eyes rolled back for a heartbeat, then snapped open wide, the whites showing all around like a frightened horse.

Harker held his hands under.

Mara’s stomach turned as frost bloomed up Garrick’s wrists, crawling in delicate white branches. Not instant freeze, not a simple reaction. This was slow and deliberate, like the winter wanted everyone to watch.

Garrick strained, his shoulders shaking. “Please—please—I’m sorry—”

The frost climbed to his forearms.

Someone sobbed behind Mara, quickly stifled. Crying was another kind of whistle. Winter punished noise that sounded like weakness.

At last, Bram lifted his hand again.

Harker released Garrick.

Garrick fell to his knees, panting. His hands were pulled free from the bowl with a wet sucking sound. Mara expected to see them red and blistered.

They were gray.

Not frostbitten gray. Dead gray. Veins dark under the skin like ink spilled in snow. The fingers twitched once, like something inside was trying to remember how to move.

Bram spoke gently, like a father correcting a child. “Let this remind you. This winter is not weather. It is consequence.”

Garrick stared at his hands in horror. “I can’t feel—”

“Good,” Sister Ygraine said. “Then you will not whistle again.”

The guards hauled Garrick up and pushed him toward the door. He stumbled, sobbing now, unable to hold it in. The sound was thin and frantic.

The torches along the wall flickered for the first time since Mara entered. The flames dipped, as if bowing. As if listening.

Mara’s heart hammered. The winter reacted to him like it was... pleased.

Bram’s gaze returned to the crowd. “We have survived because we obey. Remember what this place was before the rules.”

No one spoke, but Mara felt the shared memory, thick as smoke: green summers, soft rains, earth that gave more than it took. And then the year the snow came early and never left. The year the creek froze solid and stayed that way. The year people started waking up with frost on their tongues.

The year the rules began.

Bram continued. “If you have information—if you have seen someone testing the winter, speaking to it, bargaining—come forward.”

A pulse of fear moved through the longhouse. Speaking to winter. Bargaining.

Mara kept her face blank. She kept her eyes down.

Because last night, alone in her cottage with the wind clawing at the shutters, she had done something she told herself she would never do again.

She had whispered into the cold, not her name—she was not that stupid—but a question.

What do you want?

And the wind, for a heartbeat, had answered.

Not in words the way people spoke. In sensation. In a sudden warmth in her chest that didn’t belong there, followed by a sharp, almost playful chill that crawled up her spine as if a finger traced her bones.

Then her fire had gone out. Not dying. Not dwindling.

Extinguished. Clean. Like a decision.

And on the inside of her wrist, beneath her sleeve, a faint mark had appeared at dawn: a pale sigil like a snowflake drawn with a needle.

Mara touched it now without looking, thumb pressing the skin through fabric. The mark seemed to throb under the pressure, not painful, but aware.

Bram watched the room, waiting.

No one stepped forward.

“Then we proceed,” Bram said, satisfied.

The guards opened the longhouse doors.

A rush of cold flooded in, so sharp it felt like it could cut. The crowd instinctively recoiled. Outside, the snow fell harder, thicker. It wasn’t drifting. It was targeting, whipping toward the doorway as if drawn by scent.

Mara’s breath caught.

Something moved in the storm beyond the threshold. Not a person. Not an animal. A shape that didn’t belong to either category—tall and thin, like a man made of blowing snow and shadow.

No one screamed. No one even gasped loudly. Willowdale had learned long ago that panic drew attention.

The shape didn’t enter. It hovered just beyond the doorway, and Mara felt—without understanding how—its focus slide over the crowd like a searching hand.

When it touched her, she almost flinched.

The air around her changed. The cold deepened. The torches dimmed.

Her mark tingled.

The shape paused. As if it had found something interesting.

Mara stared at the threshold, refusing to move, refusing to show recognition. The shape’s “head” turned slightly, though it had no features. The snow around it swirled in slow spirals, controlled, deliberate.

Then—soft as a breath—the wind inside the longhouse whispered a sound that wasn’t quite a word.

It was close to her ear. Too close.

Mara.

Her blood went cold in a new way—like fear itself had a temperature.

She hadn’t spoken her name outside. She hadn’t spoken it into the wind. She hadn’t told anyone the mark had appeared again.

And yet winter knew her.

Sister Ygraine crossed herself quickly, eyes fixed on the doorway. Elder Bram bowed his head, not in prayer but in deference.

“The winter is watching,” Bram said softly, almost reverently.

The shape shifted, and the storm thickened until it became a curtain. When it cleared a moment later, the threshold was empty.

The guards slammed the doors shut.

A collective exhale moved through the longhouse—careful, quiet, controlled. People began to disperse, not speaking, not looking at one another. They slid out into the gray day like shadows.

Mara stood rooted for a beat too long, her mind buzzing.

Winter had said her name.

Or something had.

She forced her legs to move. She followed the crowd out into the square, her steps measured. Don’t rush. Don’t draw attention. The rules weren’t just warnings; they were camouflage.

Outside, snow swept across the ground in thin sheets, smoothing over footprints as fast as people made them. The world erased itself behind her.

Mara pulled her scarf higher, hiding the lower half of her face. She kept her wrist tucked against her ribs, as if she could hide the mark from the air.

She made it halfway home before she realized something else was wrong.

The crows.

There were more than usual. Dozens of them perched along the fences and rooftops, silent and watching. They didn’t move when people passed. They didn’t squabble. They didn’t peck.

They waited.

As Mara approached her cottage, the wind shifted again—less forceful than before, more intimate. It slid along the side of the house, squeezed through cracks in the boards, and brushed her cheek like a lover’s hand.

Her mark pulsed.

And the snow at her doorstep—perfectly smooth, untouched—began to form a line.

Not a drift. Not a natural curve.

A straight groove, carved as if an invisible finger drew through it.

The line became a symbol.

A crude snowflake. A sigil.

The same shape that waited under her skin.

Mara stared at it, her breath caught halfway between her ribs and her throat. She had seen that sign before in the oldest stories—stories whispered by grandmothers who died with winter in their lungs.

It meant invitation.

It meant ownership.

It meant the winter was done pretending it was weather.

Mara turned her head slowly, scanning the empty street. No one was close enough to have made it. No footprints. No tracks. Just the constant fall of snow and the quiet pressure of being observed.

From the north, far beyond the pines and the hills, a low sound rolled across the land—too distant to be thunder, too deep to be a bell.

A long, patient groan, like an old door opening.

As if something had finally decided to come out.

Mara forced her shaking hand to the latch and pushed into her cottage.

The air inside was colder than outside.

Her hearth was full of ash. No embers. No warmth. She had banked it carefully before she went to the longhouse. She knew it should have held.

But the fire was gone as if it had never existed.

On the table, beside the chipped mug she used for broth, there was a thin layer of frost.

And beneath that frost, written in a delicate, spider-leg script she could not have produced if she tried, was a single sentence.

COME BACK NORTH.

Mara’s mouth went dry.

Her mark burned.

And somewhere beyond her walls, the wind laughed—softly, quietly, like it had teeth.

She shut the door. She slid the bolt. She leaned her forehead against the wood and tried to breathe without making a sound.

Because in Willowdale, the winter had rules.

And now it was giving her one.
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​Chapter 2 — Frost Marks On The Door
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Mara didn’t sleep.

She tried—she sat in the one chair by the hearth with a blanket around her shoulders, staring at dead ash like she could resurrect heat by will alone—but the cottage wouldn’t let her drift. The walls creaked in slow, deliberate intervals. Not settling. Not wind. More like a giant hand testing the structure, learning the shape of her life.

Outside, the storm breathed.

Sometimes it softened so much she thought the world had finally gone quiet. Then it pressed itself against the windowpanes again, whispering through the gaps in the frame with that same intimate cruelty, as if it had lips.

She never lit a third candle. She never spoke her name. She didn’t even pray out loud. In Willowdale, prayers could sound like bargains if you weren’t careful, and winter was the kind of thing that collected debts.

The words on her table—COME BACK NORTH—remained visible even as frost thickened over them again, preserving the message like a bruise under skin. She scraped at it once with her fingernail and stopped. The ice didn’t flake. It resisted. It held on like it belonged there.

At some point the darkness thinned into that miserable half-light the village called morning. The sky looked unchanged—still pewter, still heavy—but the snow’s fall slowed, becoming a fine, persistent sifting like flour over a corpse.

Mara stood. Her legs ached from staying coiled all night. She moved to the window and parted the curtain a finger’s width.

The street was empty.

Not empty like early hours. Empty like evacuation. No dog tracks. No cart ruts. No kids. Not even the usual crow perched on the fence post across the way.

And then she saw it.

Her threshold.

A pale symbol had formed in the snow right in front of her door, a precise imprint as if something had pressed a seal into wet wax. It wasn’t just a snowflake this time. It was more complex—interlocking lines, a spiral at the center, hooks at the edges.

A mark.

A brand.

Mara swallowed. Her wrist burned beneath her sleeve, the hidden sigil pulsing in answer.

She didn’t open the door right away. She listened first. Silence can lie, but it can also warn you when it’s too perfect.

Then, from somewhere down the lane, she heard the sound of a latch being dragged open—slow, squealing—and a muffled gasp.

Mara cracked her door an inch.

Cold knifed in immediately, sharp enough to make her eyes water. She looked left, then right, and saw other doors opening in the row of cottages. Faces appeared in gaps, eyes wide, mouths tight. No one stepped out. Not yet. No one wanted to be the first person to put their boot on whatever the winter had left.

Across the lane, old Mrs. Hett’s door stood open just enough for her to peer out, shawl wrapped around her head like a shroud. Her lips moved as if she was counting under her breath.

Mara leaned forward. “Hett,” she whispered, careful, forcing the sound to die inside the doorway. “What is it?”

Hett’s eyes snapped to Mara. They were glossy, fever-bright. “It’s on all of them,” she rasped. “All the doors.”

Mara’s stomach tightened. “What is?”

Hett lifted a trembling finger and pointed down at her own threshold.

A symbol—different from Mara’s—had formed in front of Hett’s door. This one looked like a circle with a slash through it, surrounded by tiny notches. It reminded Mara of the old midwife’s herb charts, the ones that marked poisonous plants with little skull-like strokes.

Next door, the blacksmith’s cottage had a jagged rune that looked like teeth. Two doors down, the seamstress’s threshold bore a looping knot that made Mara’s eyes slide away as if her mind refused to hold it.

Every home had something.

Not random frost patterns. Not the careless art of weather.

These were made.

The village began to fill with sound—small, restrained, frightened. Doors creaked. Boots scuffed. Someone coughed and then clapped a hand over their mouth as if coughing could summon punishment.

Mara stepped out at last, placing her foot carefully on the packed snow beside the mark, not on it. The cold immediately seeped through her soles like it had been waiting for contact.

She moved to the edge of her threshold and crouched, studying the symbol. The ice composing it wasn’t like normal frost. It was denser, faintly blue at the edges, as if it held a deeper cold than the rest of the world. She reached out and hovered her finger over it.

The air above it tingled.

A static sensation, but colder. Alive. She pulled her hand back quickly, heart thudding.

Behind her, a door slammed.

Mara flinched and looked up to see Garrick—hands swaddled in cloth, face gaunt—stumbling out of his father’s place. He looked like he hadn’t stopped shaking since last night. He stared down at the mark on his own threshold and made a sound that was half sob, half laugh.

“No,” he whispered. “No, no, no.”

His mark was a simple shape: a thin ring.

Just a ring.

It would’ve looked harmless if it hadn’t been pressed into the ice with such perfect symmetry, as if something had measured his life and decided where to place the boundary.

Garrick’s bandaged hands curled toward it instinctively, drawn like a moth to flame. His father, the cooper, lunged from behind and grabbed him by the shoulders.

“Don’t touch it,” the cooper hissed. “Don’t you fcking touch it.”

Garrick’s eyes were wild. “It’s mine. It’s mine. It’s—” His voice broke. “It’s like it knows me.”

Mara’s throat tightened at the word.

Knows.

That was the worst part: the marks didn’t feel like warnings for the village as a whole. They felt personal. Tailored. Chosen.

A ripple of movement passed through the lane as people drifted toward the square. Mara followed, keeping her arms close to her sides, wrist hidden. She felt the mark under her sleeve responding to everything—every gust, every symbol, every frightened breath.

The square looked like a page filled with strange writing.

Threshold after threshold, each building stamped with icy sigils that glinted faintly in the gray light. The chapel. The bakery. The longhouse. Even the well had a symbol carved in frost around its rim, circling the rope like a noose.

People stood in small clusters, not touching, murmuring with their mouths barely open. Their eyes darted constantly from the marks to the sky, as if expecting something to step down from it.

Sister Ygraine appeared at the chapel doors, flanked by two guards. Elder Bram followed, wrapped in a fur cloak that made him look like a walking mound of darkness. Harker was behind them, bone chain visible against his throat, his eyes bright with something Mara didn’t want to name.

Bram’s voice carried without him raising it. “Inside,” he said. “Everyone.”

No one argued.

They filed into the longhouse again, the same careful obedience, only now it had a tremor of panic beneath it. Mara took a place near the back, where the shadows pooled and people were less likely to look her way.

The council didn’t sit this time. They stood.

On the table was the same bowl of unfrozen water, still and black.

Bram’s gaze swept the room. “You have seen the marks.”

A murmur answered him.

Sister Ygraine lifted her chin. “They are not random. They are not accidents. They are sentences.”

The word hit Mara like a slap. Sentences. As in punishment.

Harker stepped forward and placed a hand on the bowl. The water’s surface trembled under his fingers, but only once, like it didn’t want to.

“These are brands,” he said softly. “The winter has chosen.”

A low sound moved through the crowd—fear, anger, disbelief. Mara felt it spread like a sickness. She watched faces tighten. Mouths go dry. Eyes flick toward doors, toward windows, toward escape that didn’t exist.

Elder Bram raised one hand. “Silence.”

The sound died instantly, as if the village’s throat had been squeezed.

Bram continued, “This is what happens when our obedience weakens. When rules are treated like folklore. When someone”—his eyes narrowed as if the air itself had whispered a name to him—“tempts the winter with questions.”

Mara’s pulse jumped.

She kept her gaze down. She let her expression settle into blank fear like everyone else’s. But inside her, a cold anger sparked, brief and dangerous.

Questions weren’t a crime. Hunger was. Desperation was. The winter had made them into animals, and now it was herding them.

Sister Ygraine spoke again. “Some marks are warnings. Some are protections. Some...” she paused, and the longhouse leaned into the silence, “...are claims.”

Mara felt the hair on the back of her neck lift.

Harker’s mouth curved faintly, like he enjoyed the fear. “If your mark is a claim, you will know. The winter will make sure you know.”

As if to prove him right, a scream cut through the room.

It came from a young woman near the middle—Tess, the baker’s niece. Her eyes were locked on the floor as if she could see her own threshold through wood and snow.

“It’s on my house,” Tess choked. “It’s—” She shook her head hard. “It’s the same one my mother had.”

The crowd shifted. People leaned away from her like she carried plague.

Mara’s stomach dropped. “Her mother?”

Tess’s mother had vanished years ago. Not died. Not buried. Vanished. One morning her cottage was empty, her bed cold, her boots still by the door. The villagers had whispered about wolves, about falling through ice, about running away.

But winter didn’t let people run.

Bram’s expression didn’t change. “And what was her mark, Tess?”

Tess swallowed so hard Mara saw it from the back of the room. “A... a spiral,” she whispered. “With hooks.”

Mara’s breath caught.

That was hers.

Not exactly—hers had extra lines, more complexity—but the core was the same: a spiral, and hooks that looked like they were meant to snag flesh.

Tess started sobbing. “I don’t want it. I don’t want it—please—”

Sister Ygraine stepped down from the front and walked toward Tess with measured steps. She placed a hand on Tess’s forehead like she was blessing her.

Tess went still instantly.

Not calm. Not comforted.

Still like a candle snuffed.

Her eyes rolled back slightly, showing white.

Mara’s skin crawled.

Ygraine whispered something Mara couldn’t hear. The air around Tess cooled so fast Mara felt it from yards away. Frost formed on Tess’s eyelashes, tiny crystals catching the low light.

Then Ygraine stepped back, and Tess’s knees buckled. She would have fallen if the people nearest hadn’t caught her—reluctantly, as if touching her could transfer the mark.

Bram addressed the crowd. “You will not scrape the symbols away. You will not burn them off. You will not salt them. You will not pray over them with loud mouths and foolish courage.”

His gaze sharpened. “You will obey.”

Someone in the crowd—an older man Mara didn’t recognize by voice—broke. “This is madness,” he spat. “It’s ice scribbles. It’s—”

The torches flickered hard.

The man’s mouth snapped shut mid-word. Not by choice.

His lips pressed together as if sewn from the inside.

His eyes went wide. He clawed at his own face, nails scraping skin, trying to force his mouth open. No sound came out. Only a faint wetness at the corners, like blood wanted to leak but couldn’t.

The longhouse froze.

Mara couldn’t breathe.

Bram watched the man struggle without a trace of surprise. “The winter does not enjoy being doubted,” he said calmly. “Do you all understand now?”

A chorus of tiny nods, a few whispered yeses.

The man dropped to his knees, tears spilling, muffled sobs trapped behind sealed lips.

Sister Ygraine returned to her place at the front, hands folded as if nothing had happened. Harker’s eyes gleamed. Bram looked satisfied.

Mara’s wrist mark pulsed again—hot, then cold—like a heartbeat that wasn’t hers.

Outside, beyond the longhouse walls, the wind rose.

It wasn’t a blizzard. Not yet. It was a slow, deliberate increase, like an animal standing up.

The building creaked, timbers complaining. Frost spidered across the inside edges of the windows, forming thin lines that looked uncomfortably like writing.

Mara stared at them.

For a brief moment, the lines arranged themselves into a shape she recognized: the spiral with hooks.

Then they melted back into meaningless frost.

Her blood went colder than the room.

The winter wasn’t just marking doors.

It was marking people.

Bram’s voice cut through the rising wind. “Go home. Do not cross your thresholds until noon. Do not invite anyone in. Do not step on the marks. Let the winter see you respect what it has written.”

The crowd moved as one, filing out in rigid silence.

Mara walked with them, head down, heart pounding, trying to look like nothing more than another frightened villager. Outside, the square had become a gallery of ice-sigils, each one a quiet threat.

As she neared her cottage, she saw the mark on her threshold again.

It looked deeper now. More defined. As if it had been pressed harder while she was gone.

And beside it—fresh, delicate, impossible—new frost-script had appeared along the base of her door.

Not a full sentence this time.

Just two words.

MINE. NORTH.

Mara’s breath caught.

Somewhere above, a crow finally cawed once—harsh, late, like a judgment that couldn’t be held back anymore.

Mara didn’t step on the mark.

But she could feel it through the soles of her boots anyway, vibrating faintly, like it was happy she’d come close.

Like it was counting the seconds until she stopped resisting and crossed into whatever it had already decided she belonged to.
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​Chapter 3 — The Missing Warmth
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By noon, Willowdale smelled like nothing.

No smoke. No stew. No damp wool steaming over hearthstones. Just cold air and the faint metallic bite that came when snow sat too long on the same ground, compressing into ice and refusing to move on.

Mara stood at her window and watched the lane with the patience of a trapped animal. The council’s order—don’t cross your threshold until noon—was supposed to be protection. It felt more like a test. Like winter wanted to see who would twitch first.

Across the way, Mrs. Hett’s curtains twitched. A man two cottages down cracked his door and looked out as if the world might lunge at him. Nobody spoke. Nobody waved. They didn’t even acknowledge one another with eyes. In Willowdale, attention was currency, and winter collected it with interest.

At noon exactly, the chapel bell rang—three slow tolls. Not the low council bell. The “permission” bell.

Mara waited ten more breaths anyway. That was another habit the village had grown into: do what you’re told, then add a layer of extra caution, like wearing a second coat.

Finally she pulled her door open.

The threshold mark gleamed faintly, the spiral and hooks pressed into ice like a brand on flesh. It looked hungry. The frost-script at the base of her door—MINE. NORTH.—had thickened, the letters slightly raised, as if the wood itself had grown the message from inside.

Mara stepped around it and onto the packed snow. Cold slid into her boots instantly, not through holes, but through intent—like the ground knew her weight and chose to punish it.

The square was already filling with bodies. People moved with that same careful restraint, like if they hurried the air would notice. Mara joined the flow, heading toward the well, because the well was where news traveled first.

And news was survival.

The butcher stood by his empty hooks, staring at his hands like they didn’t belong to him. The baker’s niece, Tess, sat on the steps of the bakery with a shawl around her shoulders, shaking in a way that had nothing to do with wind. Garrick leaned against a wall, bandaged hands clutched to his chest, eyes hollow.

Mara kept her face neutral. Fear was contagious, but so was suspicion.

At the well, a small crowd had gathered around a bucket of water drawn up minutes ago. The water was not frozen. That should’ve been comforting.

It wasn’t.

A woman dipped a ladle in, lifted it, and blew gently. Her breath fogged. The water didn’t steam. It didn’t even ripple. It just sat there, dark and still, like it didn’t want to be touched.

“Drink it,” someone muttered.

“I did,” the woman said. Her voice was flat. “It tastes like... nothing.”

That shouldn’t have been possible. Water always tasted like something—iron from the well, smoke from the air, the faint mineral tang of the earth. This water was blank, like it had been scraped clean of itself.

Mara leaned closer. The air above the bucket felt wrong. Not colder. Not warmer. Just... absent. Like the space where warmth should live had been hollowed out.

She pulled back, unsettled.

A shout rose from the far side of the square.

Not loud—nobody shouted loud anymore—but urgent enough to make heads turn.

“The fires!” a man cried. “The fires are gone!”

Mara’s stomach dropped.

People began moving, no longer slow, no longer careful. Panic broke the rules for them. The winter didn’t immediately punish. That made it worse.

Mara followed the rush toward the cottages clustered near the river path. Smoke should have been rising from chimneys by now. Midday was when folks reheated yesterday’s broth, boiled water, tried to trick their bodies into believing there was comfort.

But above the roofs, the air was clean.

Too clean.

They reached the first cottage—widow Lorne’s place—and found her standing in her doorway, staring inside like she’d seen a ghost.

“It just... stopped,” she said, eyes wide. “I fed it. I banked it. It was burning. Then it wasn’t. No smoke. No ash. Nothing.”

Men pushed past her and crowded into the small room, boots grinding snow into the floorboards. Mara hung back, watching, listening.

The hearth was empty.

Not “burned out” empty. Not “poorly tended” empty.

Empty like fire had never existed there.

No ash. No coals. No soot smudge. The stones were clean, pale, almost freshly scrubbed. But widow Lorne’s fingers were black with soot from poking at it, trying to find proof she wasn’t losing her mind.

“Someone stole it,” a man said stupidly.

“Stole fire?” another snapped. “How the fck you steal fire?”

A third man—older, voice tight with fear—whispered, “The winter does.”

Silence fell.

Mara felt the sentence settle into the room like dust.

The winter does.

They spilled back outside, checking chimneys, peering into windows. Door after door opened. People shouted now, ignoring the rules, because hunger had its own laws.

Every hearth they checked was the same.

No ash. No coals. No soot. Just clean stone, like a mouth wiped after feeding.

“Where’d it go?” someone sobbed.

Mara turned slowly, scanning faces. She saw it in their eyes: not just fear of cold, but fear of the idea of warmth being removable. Fire wasn’t just comfort. Fire was memory. Fire was proof the world still had balance.

Now the balance was gone.

And the village began to realize a terrifying thing: winter didn’t need to kill them with blizzards anymore. It could just take away the concept of heat and let them die politely.

Mara headed toward her own cottage, heart beating hard. If her hearth had been stolen too—

She pushed through her door.

The air inside was colder than outside again. Not by degrees, but by presence. As if something had been in here while she was gone, breathing cold into her walls.

She went straight to the hearth.

Empty.

Clean.

Not a flake of ash.

Mara’s breath came out sharp. Her hands shook, but she forced them steady. She crouched and ran her fingers along the stones. They were cold, but not normal cold. They felt like they’d never been warmed in their lives.

Like history had been rewritten.

She stood and turned toward her table.

The frost-script that had been there—COME BACK NORTH—was gone.

Not melted. Not smeared.

Gone like it had never been written.

Mara’s skin prickled.

She tugged her sleeve back and looked at her wrist.

The mark was darker today, more defined. The spiral seemed deeper, the hooks sharper. It didn’t look like a faint birthmark anymore. It looked like something had been pressed into her from the inside with intent.

She stared at it, and for a heartbeat, her mind did something strange.

She tried to remember the feeling of sunlight.

Not just “bright.” Not just “warm.” The specific sensation: the way sun hit skin and made you squint and smile without meaning to. The way it smelled outside after summer rain, when earth steamed softly and everything looked new.

Mara pictured it, tried to hold it—

And it slid away.

Not forgotten like an old story. Stolen like a wallet from your pocket. One second there, the next a blank space where it used to be.

Her throat tightened. She tried again, harder, forcing the memory.

A field. Green. Tall grass. Bees. Heat rising from stones—

Blank.

Nothing.

Mara’s heart kicked in her chest. She pressed her palm against her forehead, dizzy. It wasn’t just her. She could feel it—like a shift in the village’s collective mind, a subtle collapse. The air itself carried it: a dullness, a heaviness, like the world had lost a color.

She staggered back toward the door.

Outside, the lane was loud now. People were yelling, crying, cursing. The council’s rules were dead under panic. Mara saw a man trying to light a torch with flint, his hands shaking so hard he couldn’t strike properly.

When the spark finally caught, the torch flared for half a second.

Then the flame vanished.

Not extinguished. Not smothered.

Vanished.

The torch remained intact. The wick remained dry. It was as if the fire had been erased from reality.

The man stared, mouth open.

A scream rose from the crowd.

“We’re fcking doomed!”

Mara moved through the chaos toward the square, drawn by the same instinct that pulled everyone there when something went wrong: if you died, you wanted to die near witnesses.

In the center of the square, Elder Bram stood on the longhouse steps, his fur cloak snapping in the wind. Sister Ygraine stood beside him, lips tight. Harker leaned against a post, arms folded, watching the panic like it was entertainment.

“Quiet!” Bram bellowed, and this time he
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