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Ashes That Never Cool
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The fire had been burning for ninety-seven years.

No one remembered who lit it. No one dared to extinguish it. It sat at the center of the village square, encased in a stone hearth blackened by time, its flames flickering with a strange, bluish hue that never dimmed, never cooled.

Children were warned not to touch it. Elders bowed their heads when they passed. Every year, on the longest night, the villagers gathered around it in silence, offering a single word each - never more, never less.

Tonight, the wind howled through the valley, carrying the scent of snow and something older. The fire danced higher, as if sensing what was coming.

Mara stood at the edge of the square, her coat pulled tight, her breath visible in the frigid air. She had returned after ten years away, drawn not by memory but by the letter her brother had left behind.

“When the fire calls your name, do not answer - unless you’re ready to know why it never dies.”

She stepped closer. The flames leaned toward her, unnaturally. The heat was intense but it did not burn - it pressed against her skin like a question.

The villagers watched from their windows, curtains barely parted. No one joined her. No one spoke.

Mara knelt beside the hearth. Her brother’s name was etched into the stone, fresh and sharp. He had died last winter. But the ashes from his funeral had never cooled.

She reached into her coat and pulled out a small vial - his ashes, still warm.

The fire flared. The wind stopped. The village held its breath.

And the hearth whispered her name.
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The vial of ashes trembled in Mara’s hand, although the night air was still. The fire leaned toward her, its bluish flames stretching unnaturally, as if reaching for what she carried.

From the shadows, doors creaked open. The villagers emerged one by one, their faces pale, their eyes fixed on her. They did not speak at first. They only watched, as though waiting for her to make a choice.

Finally, the elder stepped forward - a stooped woman with hair white as frost, her voice brittle but sharp. “You should not have brought him here.”

Mara’s throat tightened. “He asked me to. His ashes... they never cooled.”

The elder’s gaze flicked to the vial, then back to the fire. “Because he was chosen. As we all will be, in time.”

The villagers murmured, their voices blending into a low hum. Mara felt the weight of their words pressing against her chest. “Chosen for what?” she demanded.

The elder pointed to the hearth. “The fire does not burn wood. It burns us. Every soul who dies here feeds it. That is why it never cools.”

Mara’s breath caught. She looked at the vial, at the warmth radiating from the ashes. “You mean... this fire is alive?”

The elder’s eyes glowed faintly in the firelight. “Alive, and hungry. It remembers every word, every offering, every death. And now it remembers you.”

The flames flared, casting long shadows across the square. The villagers bowed their heads, whispering her name in unison.

Mara staggered back, clutching the vial. The fire leaned closer, its heat pressing against her skin like a hand.

And in the crackle of the flames, she heard her brother’s voice: “Do not answer. Unless you’re ready to know why it never dies.”

––––––––
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Mara’s hand trembled as she held the vial above the hearth. The bluish flames leaned toward it, stretching unnaturally, as if the fire itself were reaching for her brother’s remains.

The villagers stood in silence, their faces pale, their eyes fixed on her. The elder’s voice broke the stillness: “Once given, there is no return.”

Mara’s breath caught. She thought of her brother’s warning, the words etched into her memory: Do not answer. Unless you’re ready to know why it never dies.

She loosened the cork. A faint warmth spilled from the vial, unnatural in the winter air. The ashes glowed faintly, as though alive.

The fire roared.

She tipped the vial, letting a single grain fall into the flames. The hearth flared violently, the bluish fire shifting to crimson for an instant. The villagers gasped, bowing their heads.

From the crackle of the flames, a voice rose - her brother’s voice, unmistakable, echoing through the square.

“Mara...”

Her knees weakened. “You’re alive?” she whispered.

The fire hissed, its flames twisting into shapes - faces, hands, fragments of memory. Her brother’s voice grew louder, desperate. “Not alive. Not gone. We are the fire. Every soul feeds it. Every death keeps it burning.”

The villagers chanted softly, their words weaving into the flames: “Ashes that never cool. Ashes that never cool.”

Mara staggered back, clutching the vial. The fire surged higher, demanding the rest of the ashes. Her brother’s voice pleaded: “Do not give me to it. If you do, I will never leave. None of us will.”

The elder stepped forward, her eyes glowing faintly in the firelight. “It is the way. The fire must be fed. Or it will consume us all.”

Mara’s heart pounded. She stood at the edge of the hearth, torn between obedience and defiance, knowing that whichever choice she made would bind her forever to the truth of the fire.
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The fire roared higher, its bluish flames twisting into crimson tongues that licked the night sky. The villagers pressed closer, their chant rising in unison: “Ashes that never cool. Ashes that never cool.”

Mara clutched the vial to her chest, her knuckles white. Her brother’s voice echoed from the flames, desperate, pleading: “Do not give me to it. If you do, I will never leave.”

The elder’s eyes glowed faintly in the firelight. “It is the way. Every soul must feed the hearth. That is why it never dies. That is why we endure.”

Mara’s heart pounded. She looked at the villagers - faces hollow, eyes resigned - and realized they were not guardians of the fire. They were prisoners of it. Bound to its hunger, generation after generation.

“No,” she whispered, her voice trembling but firm. “I will not feed it.”

The chant faltered. The villagers froze, their candles flickering wildly. The elder’s face twisted in shock, then fury. “You cannot refuse. The fire will take what it is owed.”

The flames surged, stretching toward Mara, heat pressing against her skin like claws. The vial burned in her hand, the ashes inside glowing brighter, hotter, alive.

Her brother’s voice rose above the crackle: “Run, Mara. Run before it claims you too.”

She staggered back, clutching the vial, her breath ragged. The villagers advanced, their eyes hollow, their voices breaking into a desperate chant: “Ashes that never cool. Ashes that never cool.”

The fire screamed, a sound like a thousand voices trapped within its flames. The ground trembled, fissures spreading outward from the hearth.

Mara turned and fled into the mist, the vial clutched tight against her chest. Behind her, the fire roared, the villagers’ chant echoing through the valley.

And for the first time in ninety-seven years, the hearth was denied its offering.

––––––––
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Mara ran until her lungs burned, the vial clutched tightly against her chest. Behind her, the villagers’ chant echoed through the valley, rising and falling like the tolling of bells. The fire’s roar followed, louder than the wind, louder than her heartbeat.

She stumbled into the old quarry at the edge of the village, where the earth was scarred and silent. The mist hung heavy, muffling sound, but the vial pulsed with heat in her hand - her brother’s ashes alive, demanding release.

The ground trembled. The fire was coming.

Mara fell to her knees, staring at the vial. Her brother’s voice whispered from within, faint but urgent: “You must choose. Feed it, and I remain forever. Defy it, and the fire will consume us all.”

Her tears blurred the world. “I can’t lose you again,” she whispered.

The wind stilled, the mist parted. The fire appeared - no longer bound to the hearth but spilling across the quarry like a living tide of flame. Faces flickered within it, countless souls trapped, their mouths open in silent screams.

The elder’s voice carried on the wind: “Give him to the fire. It is the way.”

Mara rose, trembling, clutching the vial. She looked at the fire, at the souls writhing within it, at the endless hunger that had bound her village for nearly a century.

“No,” she said, her voice breaking but resolute. “It ends tonight.”

She hurled the vial into the quarry’s depths, away from the fire. The glass shattered against stone, scattering the glowing ashes into the mist.

The fire screamed. Its flames convulsed, twisting violently, faces dissolving into smoke. The villagers’ chant faltered, breaking into cries of fear. The ground split, fissures swallowing the hearth’s ancient roots.

And then, silence.

The fire collapsed, its bluish flames extinguished, its hunger broken. The mist swallowed the quarry, leaving only the faint glow of cooling ashes scattered across the stone.

Mara stood alone, breath ragged, tears streaking her face. The warmth in her chest faded, replaced by a hollow ache. Her brother’s voice was gone.

But the fire was gone too.

For the first time in ninety-seven years, the village square was dark. The hearth was cold. The cycle was broken.

Mara turned back toward the village, knowing the people would curse her, fear her, perhaps even hate her. But she also knew the truth: she had freed them.

The ashes cooled at last.
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The Archivist of Souls
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