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WITH FINGERS TREMBLING and freezing within her red gloves, even with the boost of all the heat her internal nature could provide, the Luminator struggled to get the door open on the small split-level cottage built on the rim of Sapphire Lake, a ten-minute walk from the edge of Borealis University. 

A cold fog was thickening her thoughts, which currently flowed along like a muddy stream. Though she shook her head, she could not clear the thick, congested feeling. 

There was something unnatural about this cold. 

The scent of the freezing forest and lake smelled overly frost-bitten, as if the snow sprites had not just nibbled on the edges of reality but had actively chomped down hard, and refused to release their prey. Everything had a look and a feel tinged with grayness like frostbite, and edged in white. 

Great trees standing tall around the lake postured as if they were the giants who actually owned the place, and the Luminator would have been glad to let them have it entirely. A couple of enormous pines grew close enough to the cottage that the branches—heavy with snow—nearly brushed the cottage’s side. 

The Luminator had reflected the first time she’d seen the place that the cottage had been nestled into an existing gap as well as possible—but there hadn’t been much of a clearing there to begin with.

The builders had probably not taken any trees down to widen the gap for the cottage, which had probably been a wise move. 

This part of the woods was typically especially wild and unusually awake. 

Even the trees could have opinions. 

But today, the usual alertness of this place had also been replaced with the same sleepy, sluggish feeling. Which was so out of the ordinary that it contributed to the sense that something here was wrong. 

Despite being wedged in between trees, the side of the cottage that faced the road didn’t need to be wide to begin with, as the upper-level rooms went in a straight line all the way back, and the lower level was located below the lake. 

The upper half of the house suited the occupant when she chose to use legs and entertained land creatures; the lower half was for when she chose her tail. 

The Luminator’s breaths hung heavy on the late afternoon air: a cloud with each exhale. It was so cold the air caught in her lungs. Her black hair was tied back in a thick ponytail that left her ears exposed beneath her hat, so they were also freezing. Tiredness made her body sag with the depletion she felt whenever she faced the rare temperature below the range which she could happily tolerate. Her feet within her thick winter boots felt completely numb; her knees ached. 

Her fingers were shaking harder as she futilely knocked against the door, as hard as she could, for the third time. She noticed that the noise this time was softer than the first two times she had knocked—and that her strength was fading. She felt as if she were wasting away—as if only the warmth of her heart and core kept her alive, and even that seemed to be dulling. 

It was so rare for her to be frozen out like this, even in extreme cold, that it hadn’t crossed her mind to consider it a possibility when she’d bundled into her warmest things, thrown a couple of items into her robe’s pockets that may come in handy, and hurried out to check on the cottage. 

If she’d realized it would be this cold before she’d left her workroom, she may never have come. Usually even the coldest days around Breadcove Bay gave the Luminator little trouble—she was, after all, a being birthed from fire. But today, on the fourth day of a terrible cold snap, the Luminator struggled to grapple with even such simple a matter as the frozen door. She couldn’t feel her hands. Her face felt like a frozen mask, and she could feel a cough coming on from deep inside her lungs.

Not good. 

Not good. 

She sensed downward into the ground for the great heat below the surface, seeking to call up reserves of warmth to support her, but something below the ground here was slippery like oil and disorienting. She pulled her consciousness right back up into herself as soon as she realized that whatever barrier was there wouldn’t let her through. 

There was no additional heat to be had. 

So there wasn’t much time. 

If fuel of her internal flame were to start sputtering—if it risked going out—the Luminator could be looking at the end of herself. 

Even in her cold, muddy thinking, she had enough of a sense of self-preservation to be careful. She could spare perhaps two minutes more at the door, and then if she failed to open it, she must turn back for her own sake, and pray that she could make it back to her workroom in time, and that the cottage occupant would survive somehow on her own. 
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