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  Chapter 1

  
  




The Breath of the Ironwood




The cold did not merely touch the skin in the Valley of Caerthyn; it sought the marrow. It was a predatory thing, ancient and patient, waiting for the fires of the hearth to sputter so it might slip through the chinks in the stone and claim what belonged to it.




Mirean Vale stood at the edge of the Ironwood, her breath unspooling in a jagged ribbon of white mist before her. She was nineteen winters old, though the elders often said she had eyes that had seen the turning of the Great Wheel a dozen times more. She adjusted the heavy woolen shawl about her shoulders, the rough fabric smelling of woodsmoke and dried lavender, but it did little to ward off the unnatural chill of this particular solstice eve.




This winter had been too long. It had overstayed its welcome by a moon and a half, the frost turning from a seasonal guest into a tyrannical landlord. The sheep were bleating in hock-deep drifts, and the granaries were showing the wooden ribs of their floors.




“Go not too deep, Mirean,” her grandmother, Elara, had warned her, her voice cracking like dry parchment. “The boundary is thin tonight. The Kings are restless.”




Mirean looked into the tree line. The Ironwood was a skeletal army, the black trunks of oaks and elms stark against the bruising purple of the twilight snow. She wasn’t here for timber. She was here for the offering. In her hand, she clutched a small knife with a handle of bone, and in her wicker basket lay the few precious things the village could spare: a heel of hard bread, a pour of last autumn’s cider in a clay flask, and a wreath woven from the only green that survived—holly.




She stepped past the tree line. The silence of the forest was absolute. Usually, there would be the snap of a twig, the hoot of an owl, the rustle of a badger. Tonight, the silence was heavy, a physical weight pressing against her eardrums. It was a held breath.




The Oak King sleeps, she thought, her boots crunching loudly on the crusted snow. He sleeps, and his brother has forgotten when to leave.




Mirean moved toward the Old Circle, a clearing a mile in where three standing stones—the Sisters—leaned together as if whispering secrets. As she walked, the forest seemed to watch. The knots in the wood looked like eyes. The wind didn’t blow; it sighed, carrying the scent of metallic ozone and rotting leaves.




She reached the Sisters. The stones were coated in a rime of ice so thick it obscured the Ogham carvings etched by the ancestors. Mirean knelt, clearing a space at the base of the center stone. Her hands trembled, not just from cold, but from a vibrating tension in the air, like the hum of a plucked harp string that wouldn’t stop ringing.




“Lord of the Waning Year,” she whispered, the traditional words tasting strange on her tongue. “We thank you for the rest, for the slumber of the earth. But the cradle is cold, and the seeds yearn to wake. We ask you to yield the Crown.”




She placed the bread and the holly wreath on the stone. She uncorked the flask and poured the cider. The amber liquid hit the ice and steamed.




Crack.




The sound was like a whip-crack, shattering the stillness. Mirean spun around, her knife raised instinctively.




From the shadows of the deepest thicket, a figure emerged. He was immense, towering over the mortal height of men. He was not wearing clothes, but rather, he seemed woven from the forest itself. His cloak was a cascade of pine needles and snow-heavy fur. His skin was the texture of bark, rough and gray, and his beard was a tangled thicket of white lichen and frosted root.




Upon his head sat a crown of holly, the berries bright and shocking as drops of fresh arterial blood.




The Holly King.




Mirean’s heart hammered against her ribs like a trapped bird. This was no mummer from the village dressed in skins. This was the Titan of the Solstice. But he did not look triumphant.




He looked ruined.




He stumbled, crashing against a sturdy elm, shaking snow from its branches. His breathing was a ragged rasp, like wind tearing through a ravine. Mirean saw that his side was weeping—not blood, but a sap that glowed with a dull, freezing blue light.




He was dying, yet he refused to fade.




“Girl,” the Holly King rumbled. His voice was the sound of a glacier calving. “You… offer… yield?”




Mirean found her voice, though it was small against the vastness of him. “I offer thanks for the winter passed. I ask for the return of the Sun. Where is your brother? Where is the Oak King?”




The Holly King laughed, a desolate, cracking sound. He stepped closer, the temperature dropping so sharply that the tears in Mirean’s eyes froze on her lashes.




“The Oak… has not come,” he wheezed, clutching his side. “The cycle… is broken. The wheel… is stuck.”




He loomed over her, his eyes like chips of flint. He reached out a hand, massive and gnarled, fingers ending in points of black wood. Mirean wanted to run, but her feet were rooted to the frozen earth.




“He does not come to kill me,” the Holly King roared, the anguish in his voice shaking the remaining leaves from the canopy. “And if I do not die, the spring cannot be born. I am trapped in my own victory, little weaver.”




He collapsed to one knee, the ground shuddering. He looked at Mirean, really looked at her, and she felt the weight of his ancient, weary consciousness pressing into her mind. He saw the magic dormant in her blood—the legacy of the Vales, who had walked the hedgerows between worlds for generations.




“Find him,” the Holly King commanded, his voice fading to a whisper that sounded like falling snow. “Find the Oak. Or the world remains in my shadow forever.”




He reached into the tangle of his beard and pulled something free. It was not a weapon, nor a treasure of gold.




It was a single acorn, warm and pulsing with a golden light, humming with the heartbeat of a summer that had not happened. He thrust it into Mirean’s hand. The heat of it seared her palm, shocking and alive against the deadly cold.




“The In-Between Child has taken him,” the King gasped, his form beginning to lose coherence, turning into a swirl of snow and wind. “Go to the Silver Lake. Cross the threshold. Wake the Sun.”




With a final, mournful howl that tore through the Ironwood and echoed down into the valley of Caerthyn, the physical form of the Holly King exploded into a blizzard of white powder and dead leaves.




Mirean was left alone in the clearing, the wind screaming around her. The cider flask had shattered. The offering was buried.




She looked down at her hand. The acorn glowed, casting long, dancing shadows against the standing stones. It was a tiny sun, fragile and fierce.




The winter was no longer just a season. It was a cage. And she held the only key.




Mirean shoved the acorn into her bodice, against her heart, and turned back toward the village. She had to run. The frost was closing in, and the wolves—real and spirit—would smell the warmth she carried.




The Solstice had begun, but the dawn was nowhere in sight.
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The Hearth and the Hound


The return journey was not a walk; it was a hunt.


Mirean ran, her boots skidding on the slick, hidden roots beneath the snow. The forest, which had been a cathedral of silence only moments before, had awoken with a malevolent hunger. The darkness was no longer empty. It possessed teeth.


Against her sternum, the acorn burned like a branding iron. It was a rhythmic heat—thump-thump, thump-thump—syncopated with her own frantic pulse. The golden light it emitted bled through the heavy wool of her cloak, casting a strange, oscillating halo around her that illuminated the falling snow in flashes of amber.


She heard them before she saw them. The Cwn Annwn—the Hounds of the Deep.


They did not bark. These were not the farm dogs of Caerthyn, nor the gray wolves that sometimes poached a lamb in high summer. These were creatures of the broken cycle, woven from the starving shadows of the Holly King’s despair.


A low growl, vibrating through the frozen earth, snagged her attention. To her left, two points of sapphire light ignited in the brush. Then two more to the right. They moved with the fluidity of oil, white-furred and gaunt, their ribs showing like the rungs of a ladder beneath taut skin.


Mirean stumbled, catching herself on a blackthorn bush. The thorns bit into her palm, but the pain was distant, dull compared to the searing heat of the acorn.


They want the light, she realized, panic rising in her throat like bile. They want to eat the summer.


A hound lunged from the darkness, jaws snapping shut inches from her cloak. It was huge, the size of a pony, and it smelled of old blood and grave dirt. Mirean screamed, a raw, ragged sound, and instinctively clamped her hand over the glowing lump beneath her clothes.


“Back!” she cried, though she had no magic to command them.


But the acorn responded. As her fear spiked, the seed flared. A pulse of pure, concentrated sunlight erupted from her chest. It was not the pale, watery light of the winter sun, but the fierce, blinding glare of the solstice noon.


The hound yelped, a sound distinctly un-animal, and recoiled as if struck by a whip of fire. The snow beneath its paws hissed and melted into steam. The other eyes in the darkness blinked and retreated, dazzled and burned by the sudden memory of July heat.


Mirean didn’t wait to see if they would recover. She scrambled up a rise, her lungs burning, until the familiar scent of woodsmoke cut through the metallic tang of the frost.


Caerthyn.


The village was a huddle of dark shapes against the snow, the thatched roofs buried under feet of white drifts. It looked less like a home and more like a graveyard of mounds. No one was outside. The fear of the Long Night kept every door barred and every shutter sealed.


She practically fell against the rough-hewn timber of the main gate, slipping




















































































