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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 door to the Alchemical Lodge did not open onto the world Vesta remembered. It opened onto a void.

The wind hit them first—a physical blow, screaming with the voice of a thousand shattered bells. It didn't just strip the heat from her body; it tried to strip the name from her soul. Vesta gasped, the air turning to needles in her lungs, and instinctively recoiled.

A hand, heavy and iron-hard, gripped the back of her leather harness.

"Don't look at the horizon," Rook roared over the gale, his voice a grounding tether in the chaos. "Look at my boots. Only my boots."

He stepped out, a dark silhouette against the blinding, churning white. Vesta forced her legs to move, stepping over the threshold. The moment her boot touched the snow, she felt it—the hunger. The Zero Day Frost wasn't just temperature; it was a predatory intent rising from the earth, sensing the fragile, beating drum of her heart.

She slammed the door shut behind them, sealing the tomb of the lodge, and turned to face the whiteout.

They were tethered together by a length of braided climbing rope, a lifeline stretching between the Scavenger and the Runesmith. Rook moved with a hunched, predatory grace, cutting a path through the waist-deep drifts. Vesta followed in his wake, her head bowed against the wind, her world reduced to the rhythmic crunch of his boots and the grey leather of his coat.

The three miles to Station Four were not a distance. They were an eternity.

The forest had been transformed into a cathedral of glass. Massive pines, once green and breathing, were now encased in coffins of clear ice, their branches bowed to the ground in weeping arches. As they passed, the wind knocked two branches together. The sound was not the dull thud of wood, but the sharp, ringing chime of crystal shattering—a beautiful, deadly music that underscored the apocalypse.

Vesta’s goggles frosted over every few minutes, forcing her to wipe them with a clumsy, mittened hand. Through the blurred lenses, she saw shapes in the snow.

Statues.

They passed a carriage that had run off the road. The driver sat on the box, whip raised, face turned to the sky in a rictus of eternal screaming. The Frost had preserved him perfectly, down to the panic in his eyes, now clouded milky-white. The horses were shattered mounds of ruby and ice.

"Keep moving," Rook’s voice crackled back to her, rough and uncompromising. He didn't look at the dead. He couldn't afford to.

But Vesta looked. She saw a woman kneeling in the snow, arms wrapped around a bundle that was too small to be anything but a child. The grief, frozen in time, hit Vesta harder than the wind. This was the failure of her caste. The Runesmiths, the Architects, the Masters of the Furnace—they had built a world dependent on a mechanical heart, and when it stopped, they had left the innocent to turn to glass.

Heat is divine memory, the treatise had said. To freeze is to be forgotten.

"I won't forget you," she whispered into her scarf, the words freezing instantly in the weave.

The cold began to breach her defenses at the first mile marker. It wasn't a seep; it was an invasion. It found the microscopic gaps in the leather bindings Rook had tied, slipping in like icy water. Her fingers went numb first, then her toes. Then, the shivering stopped.

That was the danger. Rook had warned her. When you stop shaking, the cold has entered the blood.

She stumbled, her boot catching on a buried root. She fell to her knees, the impact jarring her teeth. The snow felt... soft. Welcoming. It whispered to her that it would be easier to just lie down. To sleep. To become a statue like the woman with the child.

The rope went taut.

Rook was there in a second, hauling her up by the harness. He grabbed her face between his gloved hands, shaking her.

"Vesta!" he barked, his face inches from hers. His eyes were wild, steel-grey fires burning behind his goggles. "Look at me! Name the rune for Fire. Name it!"

Vesta blinked, her mind sluggish, wading through syrup. "I... I don't..."

"Name it!" He slapped her cheek—not hard enough to injure, but hard enough to sting, to bring blood rushing back to the surface.

"Ignis," she gasped, the pain clarifying her thoughts. "Ignis. Vesta. Defend."

"Good." Rook didn't let go. He leaned in, pressing his forehead against hers, the hard plastic of their goggles clacking together. "We are halfway. The depot is just past the ridge. You do not stop. You do not sleep. You march, Runesmith, or I will carry you, and I will be pissed about it."

A spark of indignation flared in her chest—a tiny, defiant ember. "I can walk," she snapped, her voice weak but steady.

"Then walk."

He turned back to the storm, but he shortened the tether, keeping her closer, within the radius of his own struggle.

They crested the ridge twenty minutes later. Station Four sat in a shallow valley, a sprawling industrial complex of brick and brass. Or it had been. Now, it was a ruin. The roof of the main warehouse had collapsed under the weight of the snow, the iron girders twisted like ribbon.

"Stay close," Rook warned, drawing his iron-framed revolver. The cold had made the metal brittle; he handled it with care. "Scavengers might have hit it before the freeze."

They descended into the depot. The silence here was different—it was the silence of a tomb that had already been looted. Crates were smashed open, their contents scattered and frozen. Vesta’s heart sank. If the Spirit-Coal was gone...

"The main reserve," she rasped, pointing a shaking hand towards a reinforced bunker at the rear of the yard. "It's underground. Protected by a localized hazard seal."

They reached the heavy iron door of the bunker. A wheel-lock mechanism, coated in three inches of ice, barred their way.

Rook holstered his gun and grabbed the wheel. He strained, his boots slipping on the ice, the cords of his neck standing out. It didn't budge.

"It's fused," he growled, stepping back, breath heaving in white plumes. "We need heat to crack the seal."

Vesta stared at the wheel. She had no mana left. Her core was empty, drained by the cold. But she was a Runesmith. She understood the language of the world, even when it was screaming.

She reached into her satchel and pulled out a small vial of alchemical solvent—acid meant for etching glass. "It's not heat," she muttered, her fingers clumsy as she uncorked it. "But it eats."

She poured the solvent over the hinges. It hissed, a chemical reaction that sent up choking green smoke. The ice turned to slush, then to steam.

"Now!" she cried.

Rook threw his weight against the wheel again. With a shriek of tortured metal, the seal broke. He spun it, the gears grinding, and hauled the heavy door open.

Darkness yawned before them, smelling of sulfur and stale, dry air.

They descended into the bunker, the wind’s howl fading to a dull murmur. Rook struck a flare, the harsh red light illuminating rows of empty racks.

"Empty," he said, his voice flat.

"No," Vesta whispered, moving deeper. "Not the racks. The floor."

She knelt by a grate in the center of the room. Below, in the darkness of the sub-basement, a faint blue glint caught the flare light.

"The auto-feeders jammed," she realized, a hysterical laugh bubbling in her throat. "The coal never made it to the distribution level. It's all down there."

She pointed to the abyss beneath the grate. The sub-basement wasn't just a storage area; it was a dark, industrial throat that swallowed the light of the flare. The main lift platform was wedged sideways twenty feet down, its hydraulic pistons ruptured and frozen into a twisted sculpture of failure. There was no way to call it up. No way to make the machine do the work.

"We have to go down," Rook said, his voice echoing in the shaft. He tested the rusted iron ladder rung bolted to the concrete wall. It snapped off in his hand with a sharp ping, clattering into the darkness below. "And we have to haul it back up. By hand."

It took them an hour of grueling, muscle-tearing labor just to rig a makeshift hoist using their climbing rope and a rusted overhead beam. Rook descended into the dark, rappelling past the jagged wreckage of the lift, while Vesta manned the friction brake, her numb fingers screaming as she played out the line. When he finally secured the first crate, the real agony began. They hoisted the canisters up one by one, hauling against gravity and friction. They were heavy—cylinders of lead-lined brass filled with refined Spirit-Coal. High-grade. Volatile. Salvation
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