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Scene 1: The Hearth That Wouldn't Die
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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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Scene 2: The Whispering Hearth
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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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