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Incandescence
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THE FIRST SPARK WAS small enough to ignore.

It lived beneath her sternum, a warmth no different from the flush of embarrassment or the heat of summer pavement through thin shoes. Elara noticed it on the Tuesday before finals, standing in line for coffee, when the barista's hand brushed hers and the air between them shimmered—just for a breath, just for a blink.

"You okay?" The barista—Marcus, she remembered now, because he always drew little stars on her cup—was frowning at her.

"Fine." Her voice came out strange. "Just. Tired."

She took her coffee and fled.
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THAT NIGHT, SHE DREAMED of embers.

Not fire—not yet. Just embers, floating in the dark like lazy fireflies, except they fell upward instead of down. She reached for one and it burned through her palm without pain, without mark, settling somewhere deep inside like a seed finding soil.

She woke with her hand pressed to her chest and her heart beating in a rhythm that wasn't quite hers.
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THE SECOND SPARK CAME three days later.

She was in the library, third floor, the quiet zone where even whispers felt like shouting. Her textbook blurred in front of her—something about cellular respiration, mitochondria, the powerhouse of the cell—and she pressed her fingers to her temples, trying to press the knowledge in.

That's when the light gathered.

It started at her collarbones, a soft gold bleeding through her shirt like sunrise through curtains. She stared down at herself, frozen, as the light spread outward—down her arms, across her ribs, pooling in her palms.

What—

A student two tables over sneezed.

The light vanished.

Elara grabbed her bag and left without checking out her books.
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SHE SPENT THE NEXT week cataloging.

Not in a notebook—that felt too dangerous, too permanent—but in her mind, a private archive of strangeness:

Item: When she's angry, the temperature in the room rises. Not enough to notice, unless you're paying attention. Unless you're her, and you can feel the heat radiating off your own skin.

Item: When she cries, steam rises from her tears.

Item: Candles flicker when she walks past. Not toward her. Away. Like they're bowing.

Item: She hasn't been cold since that Tuesday. Not once. Not even in the shower, not even when she stands in front of the open freezer debating ice cream.

Item: There's something living in her chest. It has a heartbeat. She can feel it push back against her ribs when she lies on her left side.
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THE WHISPER STARTED on Sunday.

Not a voice—she wasn't crazy, she kept telling herself, she wasn't crazy—but something beneath voice, something that lived in the space between thoughts. It didn't use words. It used knowing.

You are not what you thought, it said without saying. You are what we were. You are what we will be.

"Who are you?" she whispered into her empty apartment.

The something in her chest pulsed. Warm. Almost amused.

We are the spark. We are the threshold. We are the star that remembered your name before the sun learned to burn.

Elara pressed her palm flat against her sternum and felt it—a heat that wasn't fever, a pulse that wasn't her heart, a light that wasn't visible but was there anyway, glowing beneath skin and bone and everything she'd ever believed about herself.

Incandescent, the not-voice whispered. You are incandescent. And you are only just beginning.

Outside her window, a shooting star fell upward into the dark.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Threshold
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EVERY POWER HAS A DOORWAY.

Hers appeared on the last day of finals, in the parking lot behind the science building, when Kyle Hassler decided to be Kyle Hassler.

Elara had known Kyle since freshman orientation. He was the kind of person who took up space without earning it, whose voice carried even when he wasn't talking, whose hands found their way to shoulders and waists and the smalls of backs without invitation. She'd watched him reduce girls to giggles and blushes for three years, always wondering what they saw in him, always grateful he'd never turned that attention her way.

Until now.

"Hey." His hand closed around her wrist as she walked past. "Elara, right? You're in my bio class."

She tugged. His grip held. "I'm in a hurry."

"Always in a hurry." He smiled, and it didn't reach his eyes. "Come on, finals are over. Celebrate with me."

"I have plans."

"What plans?" He stepped closer. Too close. She could smell coffee on his breath, and something else—something sharp and chemical that made her stomach turn. "Come on, just one drink. I've been watching you all semester. You never go to parties. You never do anything. Don't you want to do something?"

Don't you want to do something.

The words landed wrong. They landed where he didn't mean them to land, in a place she'd spent years fortifying against boys like him, against hands that grabbed and smiles that lied and the particular way men's voices changed when they stopped asking and started taking.

"No." Her voice came out steady. Good. "Let go of me, Kyle."

His grip tightened. "I wasn't asking."

Something inside her snapped.

Not broke—snapped, like a rubber band pulled too taut, like a branch bending past its limit. The snap echoed through her chest, through her bones, through the air between them.

The temperature rose.

Kyle's eyes went wide. "What the—"

Light poured from her skin. Not softly this time, not gently—it erupted, gold and white and something beyond both, flooding the parking lot like a second sun. Kyle's hand released her automatically, his face twisted in shock and fear.

He stumbled backward. Tripped. Fell.

And Elara—

Elara stepped.

Not forward. Not away. Through.

The world opened in front of her like a door she'd never seen, a threshold made of light and heat and the particular geometry of becoming. She walked through it, and the parking lot vanished, and Kyle's shouted curses vanished, and everything she'd ever known vanished—

And then she was somewhere else.
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IT LOOKED LIKE HER apartment.

Same couch. Same coffee table with the ring stains from cheap mugs. Same window overlooking the same parking lot where, presumably, Kyle was still picking himself up off the asphalt.

But it wasn't her apartment.

The light was wrong—golden where it should be white, alive where it should be still. The air smelled different: smoke and honey and something ancient, something that had been burning since before humans learned to make fire. And on the coffee table, where her remote usually sat, there was a feather.

It was longer than her forearm. It was made of flame.

Elara stared at it.

The feather stared back—not with eyes, but with presence, with the same not-voice that had whispered to her in the dark.

Welcome, it said. You have crossed the threshold. You have become the question. Now you must become the answer.

"I don't understand."

You will. You are trembling.

She looked down at her hands. They were shaking. Of course they were shaking. She'd just—she'd just walked through reality and ended up in a version of her apartment that wasn't hers and there was a feather made of fire on her coffee table.

"What am I?" The words came out small. Smaller than she wanted. Smaller than she'd been since she was a child, afraid of the dark, afraid of what lived in the space between her bed and the closet door.

The feather pulsed. The not-voice softened.

You are what burns. You are what remains. You are the spark that becomes the inferno, and the inferno that remembers it was once a spark. You are phoenix.

"Phoenix." She tested the word. It felt strange in her mouth. Too big. Too old.

Yes. And you have only just begun to burn.

Elara reached out. Her fingers hovered over the feather, close enough to feel its heat, close enough to see the way the flames moved like
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