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Prologue — The First Flame
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The old boarding house on Primrose Street had long since gone silent. Its windows stared blankly into the night, black and glassless, as though the house itself had forgotten how to breathe. Only one room, hidden behind a warped oak door at the end of the second-floor corridor, was still alive.

Dust clung to the air like fog. The wooden floor creaked under the slow steps of the girl who had just moved in—a student, barely nineteen, still carrying the scent of new notebooks and library dust on her clothes. Her name was not important yet. What mattered was the object she carried, wrapped in yellowed linen like a relic: an antique candelabrum, its brass darkened to green, heavy as a promise.

It had been given to her with a smile she did not understand. “A gift for your new room,” her aunt had said, pressing the package into her hands. “Keep it safe. It has... history.”

She placed it on the desk by the narrow bed, brushing away curls of plaster that had fallen from the cracked ceiling. Seven branches rose from its base, curling like withered fingers. Seven empty sockets waited. And though she hadn’t touched a match, though she hadn’t even thought of fire, one candle was already there. White. Unblemished.

Her throat tightened.

The room held its breath with her.

And then, as if obeying some command older than words, the wick caught flame.

It burned too quietly for fire, its light golden but edged in something colder, something that shimmered like frost. The girl stumbled back, her knees striking the bedframe. She wanted to blow it out—yet her lungs locked in her chest. The flame was not hers to extinguish.

The walls dissolved.

She was standing barefoot on cobblestones slick with rain. The scent of horse sweat, wet iron, and smoke pressed against her. Gas lamps sputtered along a narrow street, their light bending as if reluctant to reveal what waited at the far end. A man’s shadow stretched across the stones, his breath quick, uneven, ragged. He ran.

Someone followed.

She felt both bodies at once—the hunted and the hunter. The raw panic in the chest of the man, the cold determination in the heart of the pursuer. Her own body trembled, but it wasn’t hers anymore. It was his, stumbling, slipping, crashing against a wall as footsteps closed in.

A knife flashed.

She screamed—his scream, not hers—as steel found flesh. The echo rang through the street, through her bones, through the firelight itself. Blood spread across the cobblestones like spilled ink. And then the flame flickered.

The vision snapped.

She was back in her room. The candle still burned, steady and cruel. The man’s last breath still clung to her throat.

She pressed her palms to her eyes. Her body knew what her mind refused to name: it hadn’t been just a dream. She had felt his death, lived it as though she’d been carved into the story herself.

The candle hissed softly, like it knew her secret.

And then she saw it.

Six more branches, waiting. Six more flames yet to come.

The first candle would burn until it burned itself out. And when the next one lit—because it would, she knew this now—it would not be a choice. Each flame would take her deeper into tragedies that did not belong to her, yet claimed her all the same.

She looked at the brass beneath the candlelight, at the twisting base engraved with symbols she could not decipher. Her aunt’s words returned like a whisper crawling across her skin. It has history.

The shadows pressed closer around her. The air tasted of blood and smoke.

And deep in her chest, beneath the pounding of her heart, another truth stirred, sharp and merciless:

When the seventh flame rose, there would be no way back.
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Chapter One — The Gift
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The dormitory had a way of flattening every sound into a thin, constant hush, as if the building were a seashell and the city a patient ocean just beyond. By October, the radiators breathed their wet metallic breath, the windows filmed over with the pale sweat of rain, and hallway lights hummed the same brittle note until dusk. Elena had learned the rhythms quickly—when the showers were less crowded, which vending machine ate coins and which took pity, where the cleaning staff kept an extra roll of paper towels, and when the night porter would allow a package after hours if you asked softly enough. She had learned, too, the ways a place could be full of people and still make you feel like an unclaimed suitcase left by a bench.

Her roommate, Daria, had gone home for the weekend. The room felt larger without her perfume and her law textbooks and the clatter of her phone calls, as if someone had slipped a finger under the edge of the world and lifted it a fraction. Elena liked Daria—at least, she liked that Daria always knew what she was doing and seemed unbothered by the fact that other people did not. The girl had arrived with her life already pre-arranged: internships, a study plan, a polite boyfriend who worked in a bank. Next to her, Elena felt like a phrase waiting for its verb.

The rain had begun before noon and had not stopped. It stitched the sky to the roofs and the roofs to the gutters and the gutters to the street in a gray, glistening seam. Elena had spread out her literature notes on the desk beneath the window and told herself to read them, and then to read them again, to confirm that the second reading would make anything stick. The margin of the first page collected a forest of pencil marks. The second page remained clean as a sermon.

When the knock came—a courteous knock, three taps, a breath, a fourth tap—she thought it was a neighbor asking for a charger. It turned out to be the porter with a box in his hands and water shining on his eyebrows like small commas.

“Petrova?” he said, peering over the top of the package. “Sign here.”

She wiped her palms on her jeans and signed with the pen he offered. The cardboard was soft at the corners, the brown paper too tidy for something pulled through the weather. There was no return address. There was no sender’s name. But the shape of the box—a long oval nested in a rectangle—was promising, like the outline of an instrument or an oddly shaped loaf of bread.

“From your aunt?” the porter asked, not to know but to say something. People preferred it when a package belonged to a story.

“My aunt,” Elena said, and found the lie already waiting inside the truth. She had only one relative who still phoned her on holidays and sent her postcards of museums she had never visited, and that aunt had a gift for appearing in Elena’s life in ways that felt more like a riddle than a visit.

Back in the room, the box sat on the desk like a guest deciding how long to stay. Elena boiled water for tea, then forgot to pour it; she locked the door, then checked that she had locked it; she texted Daria (“package arrived, I’ll keep it on my side”) then erased the message before sending it, embarrassed by the need to announce small things. The rain sharpened. The window flickered with the yellow reflections of cars turning in the street below. It was almost five and already getting dark.

She slid her thumbnail under the tape and peeled away the paper. Inside, between tissue as thin as breath, lay an object that carried its own shadow with it. Brass, dulled with age; heavy in a way that made her wrists recall it long after she set it down; shaped with the asymmetrical elegance that meant hands had made it, and hands had used it, and no machine had ever been expected to love it.

A candelabrum. Seven arms arched from a thick, knotted base, all of them curling inward just enough to suggest a secret being told quietly. The stems bore tiny engravings in the brass, a pattern that was not quite floral, not quite script, as if vines had learned an alphabet and chosen to whisper rather than bloom. At the base, where the weight settled into three wide feet, someone had carved a border of small, repeating symbols, the kind your eyes might learn by accident if you stared long enough.

She set it on the desk and stepped back. The dorm room seemed different with it there—like the square of air above the desk had found a center of gravity. In the window’s reflection, the brass looked like something dredged up from a deep river and polished only enough to remember what it was.

There was a folded slip of paper caught between the layers of tissue. Her aunt’s handwriting was unmistakable—tall, slanted letters that always looked as if they were leaning into the future.

For your new beginning, it said. This is from the house in Primrose. It should be yours now. Keep it safe. And never leave the candles unattended.

No signature. No “love.” No explanation. The house on Primrose Street had been part of family talk the way the word “winter” was part of talk about weather—you said it and expected everyone to know what it meant. Elena had been there once, small enough that the doorknobs were at shoulder height and the wallpaper seemed to be keeping a hundred flowers alive by will alone. That was the day she first realized adults could stand in a room with you and refuse, carefully and fully, to tell you anything.

She smelled brass and old linen and dust where the paper had slept. She lifted the candelabrum again and felt the cold bite through her palms. It had the wrong temperature for something that had just been in her hands. She laughed once, softly, at herself. You are making a story out of metal, she thought. That is what you do when you are lonely. You give names to objects and wait for them to answer.

The kettle clicked off. She poured the tea and set it by the window. Steam laced the glass and then slipped away. Across the courtyard, another dorm room shone with the blue light of a television; a boy in a hoodie gestured at something only he could see while another, somewhere off-screen, laughed. Voices wormed through the wall from down the hall—someone arguing about politics, someone burning something in the kitchenette. In the waterlogged world outside, headlights moved like low stars grazing a dark field.

The idea of calling her aunt came and went like a small animal testing the air. What would she ask? Why this, now? What is a new beginning and why do you think I need one? Why do you write warnings as if I’m always a step behind them?

She searched the bedside table for candles and found none. In the kitchen down the hall there would be a communal drawer of everything—elastic bands, loose screws, a roll of aluminum foil with teeth marks where someone had tried to tear it by hand—but this didn’t feel like a communal problem. Anyway, she wasn’t going to light anything. The note was a warning about caution, not an instruction to find matches. And yet the phrase never leave the candles unattended paced a small circle in her mind and then another, like a cat considering the warmest place on a couch. Unattended. Which implied attending. Which implied flame.

She pulled a chair close and sat with her hands folded. The brass lifted the room’s hush into itself. She could feel the weight of the object in her muscles even now, even at a distance, the same way you can feel the weight of a person who has just left the bed where you are still warm.

At seven, the storm found a deeper throat. Thunder rolled over the rooftops and the radiators answered with their shuddering cough. The overhead light, which always made the room look like a waiting room, surrendered to the desk lamp, which could be persuaded to cast shadows in more flattering places. Elena took the candelabrum in both hands, turned it quarter by quarter, tracing the tiny engravings with a fingertip. At the right angle, the pattern along the base resolved into a rhythm, not quite letters but not noise. She caught herself mouthing something. She stopped, embarrassed, though no one was there to see.

At eight, she decided to step into the corridor for hot water and to give the room the chance to be without her for a minute. The elevator thunked past floors with the half-hearted effort of old machinery. The kitchenette smelled like curry and toast and someone’s experiment with cinnamon in coffee. Two first-years were hunched over their phones, comparing pictures of a cat that had clearly chosen one of them over the other. Elena nodded, refilled her mug, listened to the storm cross the roof and drag its chair across the sky.
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