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    To the Coven: those who know the truth is always found in the darkest corners of the library.
Step quietly beneath these Gothic spires and read the only history that matters—the one written in wicked hunger and deep, forbidden Lore. We are conspirators now.
P.S., Skip to Chapters Two and Five if you need to know which secrets break first.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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The Universe did not scream when it Froze; it Cracked.

It was a sharp, rifle-shot sound that tore Vesta from the heavy, narcotic warmth of sleep—the sound of a world contracting, of iron brittle enough to shatter, of the very air crystallizing under the weight of a godless winter.

She gasped, sitting bolt upright in the nest of furs. The air in the Alchemical Lodge, which had been a humid, pine-scented biosphere only hours ago, now hit her exposed skin like a physical blow. It wasn't just cold; it was vicious. It was a predator that had found the one loose stone in their fortress and was pouring through the gap with silent, lethal intent.

Beside her, Rook was moving before his eyes were fully open.

The Scavenger didn’t panic. Panic was a luxury for the warm and the dead. Instead, his hand shot out, gripping the iron frame of his revolver where it rested on the floorboards, his other arm snapping across Vesta’s chest to pin her back against the warmth of the mattress.

"Quiet," he rasped, his voice a grinder of gravel and sleep.

They froze, two heartbeats hammering in the sudden, suffocating silence of the Hygge bunker.

The Great Furnace, the iron heart of their survival, was no longer roaring. It was wheezing. The blue light of the Spirit-Coal, usually a blinding sapphire star in the center of the room, had dimmed to a sickly, flickering cobalt. The shadows in the corners of the main hall had lengthened, stretching like oil slicks, reclaiming territory they had fought to hold only the night before.

"The pressure," Vesta whispered, the words smoking white in the air before her lips. "Rook, look at the Frost."

It wasn't on the windows. They had boarded those up, sealed them with pitch and prayer. The Frost was on the inside.

Delicate, fern-like patterns of ice were blooming across the rugs they had layered on the floor, creeping inwards from the sealed perimeter of the room towards their central nest. It was a beautiful, geometric creeping, eating their sanctuary inch by inch.

Rook swore softly, a creative blasphemy involving the frozen tits of a saint. He threw off the heavy bear pelt, the sudden loss of his body heat making Vesta shiver violently. He stood up, naked but for his scars and the weapon in his hand, a Titan of bronze skin standing defiant against the encroaching white.

"The generator," he said, striding toward the central console, ignoring the way his bare feet must have been screaming against the freezing floorboards. "The intake valve is icing up."

Vesta scrambled to follow, grabbing a wool blanket and wrapping it around her shoulders like a toga of the Apocalypse. She reached the console just as the furnace gave a sickening shudder—a metallic cough that rattled the copper pipes running along the ceiling.

She tapped the glass face of the barometer. The needle wasn't just low; it was buried against the stop pin.

"This isn't weather," she murmured, her mind racing through the Academy texts she had been forced to leave behind in the study. "This is aetheric compression. The cold Snap isn't just dropping the temperature; it's increasing the atmospheric density. It's trying to crush the house."

"I don't care about the physics, Runesmith," Rook growled, grabbing a heavy iron poker and shoving it into the grate to agitate the coals. "I care about the fire. If this goes out, we're just meat in a freezer."

He was right. The Thermodynamics of the Soul—the grand theory that heat was simply divine memory—felt very abstract when your breath was freezing to your eyelashes.

"Feed it," Vesta ordered, her voice snapping into command mode. "I need to check the containment ward on the threshold. If the pressure has warped the doorframe, the seal might be fractured."

She didn't wait for a response. She moved towards the archway that led to the abandoned hallway, the boundary between their life and the creeping death.

The air grew colder with every step. By the time she reached the heavy oak door they had sealed last night, the temperature was lethal. The thermal paste they had applied—the glowing orange resin mixed with salamander salts—had turned a dull, lifeless grey.

And there, right in the center of the door, was the source of the sound that had woken her.

The wood hadn't just cracked; it had bowed inwards. The immense pressure from the hallway—the accumulated weight of the freezing air in the abandoned parts of the house—was pushing against the door with hydraulic force. A hairline fracture ran down the center of the oak panel, and through it, a razor-thin ribbon of white vapor was hissing into the room.

It looked like gas. It smelled like the void—ozone, old dust, and the absolute absence of life.

"We have a breach!" Vesta yelled, backing away as the vapor curled around her ankle, biting through the wool sock like acid.

Rook was there in seconds. He didn't bring tools; he brought mass. He slammed his shoulder against the door, bracing it against the invisible ocean pressing from the other side.

"Get the brace!" he shouted, the muscles in his back corded and straining. "The crossbeam! Now!"

Vesta ran to the pile of scavenged lumber in the corner. She grabbed a four-by-four oak beam, the wood rough and heavy, splintering against her palms. She dragged it across the rugs, adrenaline masking the weight.

Together, they wedged the beam against the center of the door, jamming the other end into a groove in the floorboards. Rook grunted, driving it home with a savage kick of his heel.

The door groaned, protesting the war between the Ice outside and the Iron Will inside, but it held. The hissing stopped.

Rook leaned his forehead against the wood, his breath coming in ragged, white clouds. His skin was pale, drained of blood by the cold, but his eyes were burning.

"It's hunting us," he whispered. "The Ice. The storm. It knows we're in here."

Vesta reached out, placing her hand on his bare shoulder. He was shivering—a fine, high-frequency tremor that ran through his entire frame. It was terrifying. Rook didn't shiver. Rook was the mountain. If the mountain was shaking, the earthquake was here.

"It knows we're warm," she said softly. "Thermal tropism. The Zero Day entity craves heat the way a drowning man craves air. We are the last breath in the lungs of Argentis, Rook. Of course it's squeezing."

He turned to look at her. In the dim, dying light of the furnace, he looked less like a survivor and more like a ghost haunting his own life. The scars on his chest stood out in stark relief, pale ridges of tissue that remembered pain even if the rest of him tried to forget.

"We can't hold the whole room," he said, his voice flat. "Look at the corners."

Vesta looked. He was right. The Frost was advancing faster now. The corners of the main hall were lost, consumed by shadows and glittering Ice. The effective "livable" space of the bunker had shrunk from twenty feet to ten.

The copper pipes overhead let out another groan—a low, resonant note like a cello string being tightened past its breaking point.

"The water lines," Rook noted, tilting his head back. "If they freeze, they burst. If they burst, the coolant loop for the furnace fails."

"And if the loop fails, the core overheats and melts down," Vesta finished. "And we die in a flash of alchemical fire instead of Ice."

"Pick your poison," Rook muttered.

He stepped away from the door, walking back towards the center of the room. He didn't go to the furnace this time. He went to the bed of furs and blankets.

He began to strip the blankets off the outer edges of the pile—the scavenged quilts, the velvet drapes. He piled them in the very center of the room on the rugs, creating a mound of fabric that looked less like a bed and more like a burrow.

"What are you doing?" Vesta asked.

"Consolidating," Rook said, not looking up. "We're losing the room, Vesta. The air volume is too high. The furnace can't heat this much empty space against this much pressure. We have to reduce the surface area."

He looked up then, and the look in his eyes stopped her breath. It wasn't fear. It was a predatory calculation.

"We go under," he said. "We build a cocoon to nest in. We trap the heat. We don't come out until the pressure drops."

"Under?" Vesta looked at the pile of furs. It was suffocatingly small. "Rook, the carbon dioxide—"

"I'll leave a vent," he snapped, impatience flaring. "But if we stay out here, standing on the rugs, we'll be hypothermic in an hour. Your lips are already blue."

Vesta touched her mouth. Her fingers were numb. She hadn't
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