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Flickering Beginnings

The first light of dawn slipped through the cracked shutters of the Everlight cottage, painting the floorboards with thin ribbons of gold. Liora Belwyn stood in the doorway of her grandmother’s attic, the wooden steps creaking under the weight of a dozen years’ worth of dust and secrets. She pulled the worn, lace-trimmed dress tighter around her shoulders, feeling the cool breath of the old house settle into her skin.

“Careful, child,” a voice croaked from the stairwell. It was Grandmother Maeve, her once-sharp eyes softened by the passing of time, a small smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “The attic is a kingdom of memory. Don’t let curiosity become a storm.”

Liora forced a grin, the way she always did when Mae’s teasing tone made her feel both cherished and chastised. “I’m just looking for the old trunk, Grandmother. The one you said held the things you never wanted to part with.”

Mae’s chuckle was a low, warm rumble. “Ah, the trunk. It’s been there longer than any of us. If you find it, you may also stumble upon a few things better left untouched.”

The attic was a cathedral of forgotten things. Boxes stacked like solemn tombs, tapestries faded to the color of old parchment, jars of herbs and moth-eaten mittens that whispered stories of winters past. A single window, warped by years, let in a muted gasp of sky, and the air smelled faintly of pine and old paper.

Liora’s fingers brushed over a stack of leather-bound journals, each cover embossed with a different sigil of her family’s lineage of witches. She ran her thumb over a pressed violet, a token of a love long ago, before her hand found something else—something warmer.

A half-burnt candle lay nestled in a cracked porcelain dish, its wax blackened like a blister, a wick curled in a permanent dance of smoke. The flame was gone, but the candle’s surface held a faint, uncanny glow as if it remembered its own fire. Liora’s breath caught.

“Grandma, what is this?” she whispered, her voice barely rising above the attic’s hush.

Mae emerged from the shadows, a silver strand of hair escaping the bun at the nape of her neck. She leaned on her wooden cane, the knotted wood worn smooth from years of use. Her eyes, bright as a moth’s wing, fell on the candle as though she’d been waiting for this moment.

“That,” she said slowly, “was my mother’s. It is called the Whispering Candle, though most of us have called it a folly. It survived the fire that took the west wing of our home twenty-seven years ago. The flames spared this little thing, as if it were a heart refusing to surrender.”

Liora pushed the candle closer, feeling the faint heat that seemed to emanate from the wax itself. “What does it do?”

Mae’s gaze flickered, a quick flash of something heavy—and perhaps a hint of grief—crossing her features. “Legend says the candle carries a promise. If lit with pure intent—if the lighting heart is honest and unclouded—its flame will whisper what the heart most dearly wants. Some say it grants wishes; others think it simply reveals them.”

A shiver traveled down Liora’s spine, equal parts exhilaration and trepidation. She had always known that magic lived in the crannies of Everlight, in the lullabies mothers sang to sleeping children and in the way the river sang to the stones. But this... this was a tangible piece of that myth.

“May I?” she asked, barely daring to speak.

Mae’s eyes softened. “You may, Liora. But remember, the candle has a long memory. Its flame does not forget what it has seen, and it does not grant wishes lightly.”

Liora nodded, feeling the weight of the old woman’s words settle upon her like a gentle snowfall. She lifted the candle, feeling the cool wax against her palm, and descended the attic stairs, each creak of the wood echoing the beat of her heart.

The kitchen was a warm, buttery mess of steam from the kettle and the scent of fresh bread. Rowan Thorne, Liora’s best friend since childhood, was already seated at the table, his elbows propped on the worn wooden surface, sketchbook open before him, a half-drawn portrait of a girl with braids spilling onto a moonlit river.

He looked up, his blue eyes brightening the moment they landed on Liora. “Whoa, is that...?”

Liora set the candle in the middle of the table, the wax catching the morning light. “It’s the Whispering Candle. My grandmother says it can reveal a heart’s deepest longing if you light it right.”

Rowan frowned, curiosity lining his features. “You’re not serious, are you? That sounds like a story Mom used to tell us before bedtime. Like the one about the moon that fell into the well.”

Liora smiled, a small, nervous twist of her lips. “I’m serious. I thought... maybe we could try?”

Rowan leaned back, his chair scraping softly against the floorboards. He ran a finger across the sketchbook’s pages, as if gathering courage from the lines he’d drawn. “I guess it can’t hurt. What’s the worst that could happen? The candle just tells us what we already know. Or—”

He stopped, his gaze snagging on the candle’s faint glow. It seemed to pulse, as if the wax were breathing. “Or it could... be something else.”

Liora sat down opposite him, her fingers hovering lightly over the wick. “Do you ever... think about what you want most, Rowan? Not the big things—like becoming a renowned artist or traveling the world, but the small, secret things? I think that’s what the candle is about.”

Rowan’s eyes lingered on the candle for a heartbeat, then softened. “All the time.” He paused, a shy grin playing at the edges of his mouth. “I guess I want... I don’t know... to be seen, maybe. Not just as the kid who can sketch the river, but as someone who can hear what the river is trying to say. To understand its language.”

Liora’s heart thumped, and she realized the candle’s warm sheen seemed to respond, a little brighter, as if approving the honesty spoken between them. She glanced at her grandmother’s warning, but there was a pull, a magnetic tug that felt inevitable.

“Okay,” she whispered, “let’s do it together.”

They placed the candle’s porcelain dish on a small wooden board an inch away from the furnace’s ember, the kitchen’s only source of heat. Rowan fetched a matchbox from a drawer, the flint scratching gently as he prepared the match. Liora took a deep breath, feeling the air fill her lungs, hear the faint rustle of the old house settling around them.

“Remember,” Mae’s voice echoed in Liora’s mind, “the flame works only when the heart is pure. No hidden motives, no selfish yearning.”

Rowan’s eyebrows lifted. “Pure... you mean, like, no strings attached?”

Liora nodded. “Exactly.”

She closed her eyes, feeling the cool wood of the table beneath her palms, the hum of the old house, the scent of yeast and pine. She thought of the mornings spent with her grandmother, the feel of hand-woven blankets, the smell of fresh herbs drying on the windowsill, and of the way her chest fluttered when Rowan laughed. She tried to empty her mind, but a small, stubborn voice inside whispered a secret longing she had never told anyone—an echo of something that felt more like hope than desire.

The match hissed as Rowan struck it. The tiny orange ember sputtered to life, then flared, casting a trembling glow over the candle. Liora leaned forward, her breath catching at the sight. The wick—blackened, fragile—caught the flame instantly, as if eager to awaken.

A soft, crackling sound rose, not from the fire, but from the candle itself. The wax seemed to shiver, the light inside it deepening to a sapphire hue. The room dimmed, shadows stretching outward, and a low murmur rose like wind rustling through leaves.

“Liora...” the candle’s voice whispered, gentle as a sigh, “what do you seek?”

Liora’s eyes flew open, and she stared at the candle in disbelief. The flame danced, casting the shape of a tiny heart upon the wax before it flickered and vanished, leaving behind the steady glow of the wick. Rowan’s mouth fell open, his sketchbook forgotten on the table.

For a moment, everything seemed suspended—time holding its breath. The candle’s voice continued, now a soft echo that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. “A heart’s deepest longing is a quiet river under a moonlit sky. Speak, child of Everlight, and let the flame hear your wish.”

Liora swallowed, her throat suddenly dry. She tried to form words, to speak aloud the feelings that swirled inside her—a wish for connection, for an unspoken understanding with Rowan, for the chance to step beyond the safe boundaries of their childhood. But the words clung to her tongue, heavy as stone.

Rowan leaned forward, eyes bright, his hand hovering over the candle’s base. “It’s asking us, Liora. We have to say something.”

She looked at him, the familiar curve of his jaw, the soft, thoughtful crease of his brow, the way his hands always moved when he thought. It struck her like a sudden wind—she had never voiced what he might have been hearing from her, even if he had heard it in his heart. She realized now she had been waiting for a voice—any voice—to tell her what she knew deep inside.

She cleared her throat, feeling the candle’s light pulse in response. “I... I wish for the courage to say what’s in my heart,” she said, her voice trembling but gaining strength. “To not hide behind friendship, to let the world know what I feel for him—”

She looked at Rowan, the words making her blush hotter than the summer sun on her back. The candle seemed to exhale, a gentle sigh of flame, as if acknowledging her confession. The blue hue softened to a warm amber, enveloping the little kitchen in a comforting glow.

Rowan’s hand moved before his mind could stop him. It settled on the edge of the candle dish, his fingers lightly grazing the warm porcelain. “Liora,” he said, his voice equally soft, “I have felt it too... we’ve been dancing around this for years. I think—”

He stopped, his lips parting as if the candle’s presence made the words too precious to release. The candle’s flame brightened for a heartbeat, then steadied, casting elongated shadows of the two of them onto the stone floor.

The whispering voice returned, barely audible now, like wind through a chapel’s rafters. “The heart’s longing is revealed. But be warned, child of Everlight: every gift is a seed. One planted may bloom as a garden—or a thicket in the mind.”

Mae’s warning lingered in Liora’s mind then, a soft admonishment that seemed to rise from the candle’s fire. She felt a sudden chill, a ripple of unease that surged beneath the excitement. “What does that mean?” she asked, trying to keep her tone light, though a tremor prickled her fingertips.

The candle’s flame flickered, casting a thin line of light that stretched across to the far corner of the kitchen, where an old wooden chest sat. Shadows gathered around it, swirling like a small vortex of dust.

“The candle does not give without taking,” the whisper answered. “A desire granted may awaken the old pacts. Keep your wishes pure, and the flame will guard you. Let not the shadow of longing become a burden too great.”

Rowan’s brow furrowed, his hand moving to the sketchbook, picking up a charcoal pencil pensively. “We should be careful,” he muttered. “You know how the town likes its stories. Everlight’s got a habit of turning whispers into rumors.”

Liora nodded, feeling the weight of the candle’s newly settled guard. She glanced at the ember, now a steady orange heart, deeper than any flame she had ever seen. The candle’s glow seemed to pulse like a beating heart, each throb echoing a promise and a warning.

Mae’s voice drifted again, a soft sigh that seemed to emanate from the walls themselves. “The candle chooses its keeper. If you hold it with honesty, it will light your path. If you wield it with selfish intent, the night will find you.”

Liora reached out, hesitating only a breath before touching the base of the wick. The heat rose up her fingers, warm, alive, like a living thing that recognized her touch. She felt a surge of responsibility—an understanding that this ancient object was not a toy but a conduit for something far greater than she had imagined.

When the candle’s flame finally settled into a calm, steady glow, the kitchen felt different—subtly altered as though the very air breathed a little softer. Liora and Rowan sat, shoulders touching, eyes locked. For a moment, the world outside the cottage seemed a distant echo; all that mattered was the flickering candle and the tentative
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