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	PROLOGUE:

	Out there, the storm was anything but natural. The snow wasn’t merely falling; it was attacking London without a shred of mercy. The flakes drove like glass needles against the rooftops, as if they were alive and knewexactly who they were hunting. They scratched at the cracks, desperate to find a way inside and steal what little warmth remained in the city.

	And then there was the wind. Its whistle sounded like nothing anyone had ever heard before. It sounded suspiciously like a human voice. A starving voice, a ravenous whisper prowling through the city’s narrow alleys.

	In a small hidden room, shielded by layers of insulation spells that were rapidly crumbling, a woman held her baby tight. Martha Candlewick was at the very end of her strength. At her feet, lying on the floor, was her wand; it was carved from hawthorn wood with a core of salamander wool fiber, but now it was completely useless, utterly spent. The only light came from a solitary candle on the nightstand. The flame flickered desperately, fighting to stay lit in air that grew thicker and more frigid with every passing second.

	Martha gazed with all her love at the little boy in her arms. The baby wasn’t crying. His eyes were wide open, a rare ash-gray color, with a gaze far too alert for a newborn. But what was truly frightening was that he didn’t seem cold at all. While Martha shivered from head to toe and her breath formed white clouds in the air, the child’s body was warm, radiating a soft, steady heat.

	Yet she knew the truth: her son wasn’t generating heat; he was taking it from the outside. He was stealing it. She could feel it in her own arms, right where the baby’s skin touched hers. It was as if the child were slowly drinking her life away, siphoning her strength from the inside with every breath.

	"My little one... my little spark," Martha whispered, her lips already blue from the cold. "You’re so hungry..."

	Her lament was cut short by a brutal blast of wind slamming against the window. The glass cracked with a violent snap, and a line of frost began creeping across the pane, tracing patterns that looked like long, skeletal fingers.

	They had found him. Martha didn’t need to hear them to know that the Ice King and his shadow hounds were out there. They had tracked the surge of heat from her son—a boy born not to bring light, but to devour the winter.

	"I won’t let them have you," she said, her voice suddenly turning hard, filled with relentless rage, "and I’m not going to let you consume yourself either."

	With clumsy fingers numb from the cold, she pulled an object from her pocket: an ancient silver locket, heavy and freezing to the touch. It was a magic-insulating artifact she herself had stolen from the Academy’s forbidden archives not long ago. When she opened it, there was nothing inside but total darkness, like the bottom of a black well.

	Martha pressed the metal directly against the baby’s chest.

	"This is going to hurt, Thomas," she whispered, pressing a tender kiss to her son’s forehead. "But it’s the only way to hide you. I have to put your fire to sleep so you can live."

	Feeling the icy silver near his heart, little Thomas flinched with a spasm and instinctively clenched his reddened little fingers. Then Martha began to sing. It wasn’t a lullaby; it was an ancient counter-spell, a harsh, heavy melody originally created to seal volcanoes and quell forest fires.

	Lie still, O fire, beneath the ground, keep the gold of your breath inside. Let ash become your quiet shroud, from this fierce wind your embers hide.

	Close now the great volcano’s eye, let mountain stone be cold and deep. The shadow hounds will pass on by, and never see what’s here asleep.

	Cool down the pulse beneath the skin, dark silver, be his sturdy wall. Sleep, honey spark, locked safe within, live silent, hidden from them all.

	As the final note of the song died on her lips, the room plunged into pitch darkness. The candle on the nightstand went out all at once, as if someone had stolen all the air from the room. All the heat the baby had been absorbing was sucked forcefully into the locket. Feeling that flow of warmth slip away from him, the child let out a short sob, a tiny cry choked by fright, curling up in his mother’s arms as the emptiness washed over him.

	The locket snapped shut with a metallic click, a sharp sound that sliced through the silence of the room. Now, little Thomas was cool; he had the normal temperature of any other baby in the dead of winter. That ravenous need for warmth had fallen asleep, trapped behind the silver.

	"There now..." Martha sobbed, slipping the silver chain around her son’s neck. "No one will know what you are, my love... not even you, until the day comes for you to wake completely."

	At that exact instant, the door shattered inward into a thousand pieces. The air turned so terribly freezing that it hurt to breathe. A figure made of pure shadow and shreds of mist floated inside, filling the room with a bone-chilling darkness. The baby, completely exhausted, had already fallen fast asleep.

	Martha Candlewick leaped to her feet, planting herself firmly between that dark creature and her son. She didn’t have her wand. She didn’t have a shred of warmth left in her body. But she had a mother’s love: the only force in the entire world that no cold, no matter how ancient, can ever freeze.

	"You will not touch him!" she screamed, standing her ground before the creature.

	The shadow let out a horrible laugh, a sound identical to thick ice cracking open in the dead of night.

	Terrified, Martha wrapped the boy in a thick blanket with trembling hands. Gathering the last trace of magic she had left, she cast a desperate transport spell. In the middle of that panic, she could only think of a single destination: a corner full of ash and oblivion, a place so miserable that no one would ever think to look for a treasure there.

	The baby vanished into thin air at the exact instant the shadow lunged at them.

	Martha was left alone in the gloom. She smiled, closed her eyes, and simply let the cold take her. She departed in peace, certain that in some corner of London, her little spark was sleeping safely, waiting for the day it would be his turn to wake.

	


CHAPTER 1: 

	That Tuesday, day never broke over London. In truth, day hadn’t truly broken over the city for many years. The sun was barely a pale, dull smudge in the sky, like an old, dirty coin buried under the ice—a reflection that no longer gave off warmth, serving only as a reminder that summer had once existed.

	At the Soot Orphanage for Indigent Boys, the cold wasn’t just the weather outside; it was another tenant. It slipped uninvited through the cracks of the old windows, seeped beneath doors rotted by dampness, and ended up settling straight into the chests of the thirty boys sleeping huddled together in the main dormitory. For most of them, the cold was an enemy that ached all the time.

	For Thomas Candlewick, however, the cold was something that simply couldn’t touch him—someone else’s nuisance that stopped at the threshold of his skin, unable to understand why it couldn’t freeze him. At twelve years old, Thomas already knew that while the other boys saw winter as a monster gnawing at their toes, to him it was just a wall of transparent air that did nothing at all.

	Thomas had hair the color of damp ash and gray eyes that gleamed in a strange way, as if holding onto the last trace of afternoon light. While the other orphans huddled against one another beneath torn blankets, shivering and whimpering in the middle of their nightmares, Thomas sat on the edge of his cot wearing only a thin linen shirt. His skin wasn’t pale or bluish; it had the healthy flush of someone who had just finished a good bowl of hot soup.

	"Up, Candlewick!" a voice barked from the doorway.

	It was Mrs. Gristle, the headmistress of the orphanage—a tall, skinny, bony woman with a sour face that looked frozen in a permanent scowl of bitterness. She hated all the children equally, but she held a special contempt for Thomas, something that bordered on fear. It infuriated her that the boy was never cold. It drove her mad to think that the meager money she had for coal was spent trying to warm the other twenty-nine orphans, while that blasted boy didn’t need so much as a splinter of wood to stay warm.

	"I’m already up, Mrs. Gristle," Thomas replied in a calm voice. When he spoke, his breath didn’t form a single cloud of vapor in the freezing air; it never had.

	"You’re on scavenging duty," she snapped grudgingly, tossing a rough burlap sack at his feet. "And you’d better not come back with rotten little twigs. I want matches with heads on them, Candlewick—matches that actually strike. If you don’t bring back at least a pound of usable material, you’ll sleep in the cellar without supper."

	Thomas nodded silently and picked up the sack. His trade, like that of most orphans his age in that winter-trapped London, was spark-scavenging. He had to walk the avenues and filthy alleys searching for matches that wealthy gentlemen tossed to the ground after lighting their pipes—matchsticks that hadn’t burned all the way down. With any luck, those spent sulfur tips could be scraped clean, dipped again in a cheap chemical mixture, and resold for a few coins.

	It was a miserable business of gathering crumbs, yet vital in a world desperate to cling to any trace of fire. When Thomas stepped out onto the street, the wind hit him hard... or rather, it hit all around him. The boy felt the push of the gale, but not that rabid cold that split everyone else’s faces open. It was as if he carried a lit furnace inside his chest, a secret engine creating an invisible shield over his skin.

	He walked briskly down streets covered in frozen black mud, beneath gas streetlamps that barely managed to shine through the capital’s thick gray fog. Thomas had keen eyes for the trade; he could spot the glint of spent sulfur in the middle of the filth with astonishing ease.

	"One... two... a half..." he counted under his breath as he crouched down.

	His quick, precise fingers rescued the tiny bits of wood from the frozen mire. He had been walking for hours, stretching his route toward the wealthier neighborhoods near Kensington, where rich gentlemen could afford the luxury of tossing away half-used matches.

	Near a sewer grate billowing thick clouds of steam, Thomas caught a flash of light. It wasn’t wood; it didn’t have the dirty brown color of ordinary matches. It was a pure silver gleam.

	Intrigued, he stepped closer. The object was wedged between the frozen cracks of the pavement; he pulled hard, and the piece came free with a clean snap. It was a matchstick, no doubt about it, but made of pure metal, long and slender. Its head wasn’t red phosphorus, but a bright white paste that looked like a liquid pearl.

	Common sense told him to pocket it immediately; something like that could be worth a small fortune on the black market, or at least guarantee him weeks of hot meals. Yet Thomas felt an irrational impulse, a strange vibration that started at his fingertips and traveled up his arm until it settled in his chest. It wasn’t greed; it was something much deeper. It felt like a calling.

	Without thinking twice, he struck the head of the silver match against the sole of his boot.

	The flame that sprang from the metal wasn’t orange or yellow; it was a deep blue, almost indigo, with a blinding white center. And the strangest thing of all was that it didn’t flicker. Despite the fierce wind blowing through the alley, the flame stood perfectly straight, rigid and solid, like a tiny dagger of light.

	Thomas cupped his hand to shield it out of pure instinct, but stopped immediately. That fire didn’t burn outward; on the contrary, it seemed to pull the cold from the surrounding air into its own center. The snow around his boots didn’t melt—instead, it froze even faster, hardening like glass.

	"Curious..." he murmured.

	Thomas felt an immediate jolt, a kind of invisible hum inside his body, as if that blue fire had recognized something within him.

	Suddenly, a strange shadow stretched across him. It didn’t come from any nearby building or any passerby; it was literally a patch of pure darkness on the ground advancing with clear intent, moving against the direction of the streetlamps.

	For the first time in his twelve years of life, Thomas felt something close to real cold. Not on his skin—he felt it straight in his soul.

	Out of pure instinct, Thomas shook his hand to put out the match, but the fire wouldn’t go out. He blew on it hard, yet the blue flame didn’t even waver in the air. Meanwhile, the shadow kept closing in, creeping across the frozen ground with a terrifying slowness.

	Gripped by a sudden panic he couldn’t quite understand, Thomas shoved the lit match inside the small tin box where he kept his best finds and slammed the lid shut.

	The moment it clicked closed, the blue light vanished. Without that spark to hunt, the towering figure seemed to lose its strength. It slowly came apart, like a drop of black ink dispersing in a puddle of water. It slithered up the brick walls, shrinking until it merged completely with the ordinary shadows of the alley. A calm, unsettling silence remained.

	Thomas took a step back. There was a lump in his throat that kept him from swallowing, and his stomach was churning violently. Spinning on his heels, he slipped in the snow, but he didn’t care; he scrambled to his feet and ran for his life.

	He rounded the corner skidding across the ice, scraping his hands against the wall to keep from slamming face-first into the pavement. He ran blindly, dodging trash cans and leaping over frozen puddles, until his legs felt like lead and his chest heaved like a broken bellows from sheer exhaustion.

	He dropped behind a stack of barrels on a better-lit street. Hugging his knees, he curled up, eyes wide as he scanned the corners for any strange movement. But there was nothing. Only the sound of his own ragged breathing and, in the distance, the muffled trot of carriage horses.

	He felt dizzy. He was trembling uncontrollably; the fright had left his legs paralyzed. As he pressed his hands to his stomach to calm the urge to throw up, his palm brushed against his pants pocket.

	There was the tin box. Through the frayed fabric, the tin gave off a steady, subtle, reassuring pulse. Thomas pressed his hand against the bulge. It was a firm heartbeat. He took one deep breath, then another, feeling that contained rhythm gradually loosen the muscles in his neck and give him back his breath.

	He stayed crouched there a while longer, until his heart stopped pounding in his ears. When he finally stood up, he wiped the back of his neck with his sleeve to dry the sweat. He glanced down the empty street: no strange shadows, just the trail of trash and frost. He had a job to finish. Dragging his feet, he lowered his head and went back to kicking through the dirty snow beneath the streetlamps.

	The walk back to Soot Orphanage took everything out of him. Thomas walked with his head down, feeling the steady pulse of the tin box against his thigh. Along the way, he had made sure to gather a good handful of ordinary matches, just to more than meet the old woman’s quota and stay out of trouble.

	When he pushed open the building’s heavy oak door, a strong smell of dampness and watery cabbage soup hit him all at once. Mrs. Gristle was waiting for him in the front hall with her arms crossed and a brass scale on the table. All his housemates had already returned and were sitting in silence.

	Thomas emptied his burlap sack; the dirty bits of wood and spent sulfur heads tumbled out with a loud clatter. The headmistress narrowed her eyes, looking for any excuse on the scale, but the needle just brushed the required mark.

	"One pound on the dot..." she growled, her voice thick with bitterness, disappointed not to have a reason to punish him. "I suppose your cursed luck for not freezing gave you an edge out there. Down to the cellar. Grab your bowl and get to bed. And I don’t want to hear a single peep."

	Thomas nodded without saying a word. He didn’t care about the woman’s contempt; all his attention was focused on that tiny heartbeat coming from the tin box in his pocket.

	The orphanage cellar was a dreary place, with stone walls that dripped with moisture and a dirt floor that felt like ice underfoot. Thomas sat on an overturned wooden crate, holding his bowl of cabbage soup between his hands—little more than lukewarm water with three leaves floating in it.

	Beside him, Peter and little Charlie huddled together sharing a torn blanket while trying to eat without their teeth chattering.

	"Saved by a hair, Thomas," Peter said, taking a noisy slurp from his bowl. "Old Gristle was dying for an excuse to send you to bed without supper."

	"I just got lucky," Thomas replied in a low voice.

	"Lucky, he says..." piped up Charlie, the youngest, his nose red with a cold and his toes poking out of his worn-out boots. "You’re always lucky with the cold. My hands won’t even listen to me anymore, they’re so numb. Sometimes I think if I stay still for five minutes, I’ll freeze solid like the puddles in the street."

	Peter let out a resigned chuckle and gave Charlie a gentle nudge with his shoulder.

	"Don’t talk nonsense, squirt. Eat up before your soup turns to hail."

	"It’s not nonsense," Charlie insisted, rubbing his arms. "Hey... do you guys think winter will ever end? Down by the docks, I heard some men saying the sun died of old age."

	Thomas looked at little Charlie. He felt such pity for him.

	"The sun isn’t dead, Charlie," Thomas said with a faint smile, trying to sound convincing. "It’s just hidden behind the fog. You’ll see—one of these days it’ll come back out and warm us all up."

	"I hope it’s soon," the little boy sighed, blowing on the steam rising from his bowl. "Because I can barely remember what it felt like not to be cold."

	Hours later, when the main dormitory was filled with the snores and constant shivering of the other twenty-nine boys, Thomas slipped out of his cot. He tiptoed toward a secluded corner behind an old wardrobe, where the floorboards were loose. That was his hiding spot.

	He pulled an old blanket over his head, making a tiny dark tent, and took out the tin box. The moment he opened it, the inside of the blanket lit up with that vivid blue glow. The silver match was still burning with the same intensity, ramrod straight, devouring the cold from the air around it.

	Thomas held it between his thumb and forefinger. It didn’t burn him; on the contrary, he felt a strange tingling sensation in his fingers. He tried to put it out. He blew on it with all his might, but nothing happened. He tried to smother it by pinching the flame with a corner of the blanket, but the fabric neither caught fire nor snuffed the flame; it simply turned stiff, coated in a thin layer of frost.

	"There has to be a way..." he whispered in frustration.

	He couldn’t keep it lit forever; sooner or later, that glow was going to give him away to old Gristle. As he leaned a little closer over the blue fire, a cold, heavy object slipped out from the collar of his shirt. It was his locket: that old, smooth silver medallion he had worn around his neck for as long as he could remember.

	As he leaned down further, the medallion swung forward and brushed against the blue flame.

	The sound was like a drop of water hitting a sizzling skillet. In a fraction of a second, the flame was sucked straight into the locket. The match went out at once, leaving its strange pearl head completely intact.

	Thomas blinked in the sudden darkness. His heart racing, he struck the match against the wooden floor again. The blue flame sprang back to life, bright and flawless. Then, his hand trembling slightly, he deliberately brought the silver locket close to the fire. Out again.

	Thomas stared at the medallion in silence, rubbing his thumb across the silver surface. He didn’t understand what kind of trick this was, or why the only object he’d had since he was a baby could extinguish such a strange fire. He slipped the chain back under his collar, put the match away in the tin box, and tiptoed back to his cot. He crawled under the blankets and lay awake in the dark for a long time, his mind racing before he finally drifted off to sleep.

	


CHAPTER 2:

	The next morning at Soot Orphanage dawned with everyone on edge. The main boiler—that rusted iron beast roaring in the cellar, which barely kept the boys from waking up frozen stiff—had started acting up. It was belching clouds of black smoke that stank of rotten eggs, and worst of all, it had stopped heating the water.

	Mrs. Gristle was beside herself. She paced through the dining hall smacking a large wooden spoon against the palm of her hand, a steady, grating thwack that had everyone’s nerves frayed.

	"If that blasted boiler goes out, we’re all going to freeze to death in here!" she screeched, her eyes bulging.

	Though the boys already knew the truth: the old woman didn’t care if they went cold; what really kept her up at night was how much the repairs were going to cost her.

	"Nobody takes a single bite until the inspector gets here and finishes checking it! Nobody moves from their seats!"

	The inspector arrived at noon. He looked nothing like the usual plumbers who showed up grudgingly and charged a fortune. The man who walked through the front door looked as if he had strolled straight through a coal storm without mussing his hair. He wore a long leather coat singed around the edges, aviator goggles with yellowish lenses pushed up on his forehead, and carried a heavy tool bag that clanked with loose iron at every step.

	He had red hair—a fiery, coarse red, almost like fireplace embers—and a short beard that looked charged with static.

	"Professor Ignatius Flint," the man introduced himself. His voice was hoarse and raspy, as if he had spent his whole life swallowing smoke. "Inspector for the Royal Commission of Thermodynamics. Where’s the patient?"

	"Down in the cellar, sir..." Mrs. Gristle replied, wringing her hands nervously.

	All that fury she had been taking out on the wooden spoon vanished in an instant. Faced with the man’s imposing build and booming voice, the headmistress shrank back, swallowed hard, and suddenly sounded so meek it was almost pitiful.

	The inspector nodded and strode toward the stairs. Taking advantage of the fact that his back was turned, Mrs. Gristle grabbed Thomas by the arm and shoved him toward the door.

	"You—get down there and help him," she hissed through clenched teeth, keeping her voice as low as possible. "Hold the lantern and stay out of the way. If he drops a nut, pick it up fast. And don’t you dare look him in the eye, hear me? Don’t you embarrass me."

	Thomas went down to the cellar. The air down there was thick, choked with coal dust. Professor Flint had already pulled open the heavy door of the boiler’s firebox. Inside burned a large but useless orange fire that barely gave off any heat.

	"Terrible airflow..." the inspector muttered to himself, as if Thomas weren’t even there. "Half-clogged fuel feed... and... aha! The exhaust valve is jammed."

	Flint pulled off his heavy leather gloves. Thomas stared at his hands: they were covered in scars and old burn marks, crisscrossing lines that looked like a strange map etched into his skin.

	"Boy, hand me the number twelve wrench."

	Thomas obeyed and placed the tool in his hand. Flint set to work at lightning speed. As he loosened nuts and tapped on pipes, he muttered words that sounded bizarre to Thomas. It definitely wasn’t English; it was a series of tongue clicks and throat rasps, almost as if he were imitating the sound of firewood crackling.

	Just then, the wooden stairs creaked. It was Mrs. Gristle. She hadn’t been able to stand waiting upstairs; the fear of being overcharged was eating her alive, and she had come down to snoop.

	"Mr. Inspector... is it going to be very expensive? Because if so, maybe we could..."

	Coming down so fast, Mrs. Gristle tripped over a coal bucket. Out of her apron pocket flew a gold coin—a sovereign she had no doubt skimmed in secret from the orphanage funds. The coin rolled across the uneven cellar floor, bounced off the stone, and went straight through the open mouth of the boiler, landing right in the middle of the live coals.

	"My sovereign!" the woman shrieked, reaching her hands toward the fire in pure desperation.

	Thomas acted on pure reflex. He knew that if that coin was lost, the old woman would take it out on him and everyone else with endless punishments. Without thinking for a single second, he lunged forward and plunged his right arm all the way into the lit furnace.

	Mrs. Gristle let out a scream that caught in her own throat. Flint dropped his wrench and spun around.

	Thomas rummaged through the burning coals, brushing aside the glowing embers with his fingers as if he were searching for something in a sandbox. Feeling the round metal, he grabbed it, yanked his arm back out, and stood up, holding his hand out to the headmistress.

	"Here you go, ma’am," the boy said matter-of-factly. "Careful, it’s hot."

	Nobody moved a muscle. The cellar fell into a stone-cold silence, broken only by the hoarse crackle of the boiler.

	The sleeve of Thomas’s shirt was gone. It had burned away completely, reduced to a fine black ash drifting toward the floor. But his arm... his arm was untouched. There wasn’t a single blister, not a trace of reddened or scorched skin. For the briefest second, his bare skin gave off a strange glow, a golden hue that lit up the corner and vanished at once, as if the fire had slipped into his veins and then gone out.

	Mrs. Gristle’s jaw dropped. She stared at Thomas with wide, bulging eyes, looking at him as if a demon had just crawled out from the very bowels of hell. She stumbled backward, slamming against the stone wall, trembling from head to toe.

	"Spawn of hell..." the woman whispered in a shaking voice, pressed flat against the wall. "I always knew you were a cursed abomination."

	Professor Flint, however, didn’t look frightened in the slightest. He closed the distance in two strides, grabbed Thomas by the wrist, and inspected his arm from top to bottom, turning it over with the same care a jeweler uses to examine a rare diamond.

	"Interesting..." Flint murmured. Behind the yellow lenses of his goggles, his eyes gleamed with fascination. "Your skin is ice-cold... you swallowed the heat straight out of the embers. Tell me something, boy: have you ever been burned? Not by boiling water, or a hot iron?"

	"No, sir," Thomas replied, shrugging and suddenly feeling very small beneath the intense gaze of that giant of a man.

	Flint let out a bark of laughter, a hoarse, joyful sound that echoed through the entire cellar. He turned toward the headmistress, jerking his thumb toward the stairs.

	"Mrs. Gristle, take your blasted coin and get out of here. Let us work."

	"But... he... the fire..." the woman stammered, pointing a violently trembling finger at Thomas.

	"Get out!" Flint roared.

	With a simple snap of his index finger, a spark shot out like a bullet. It struck the heavy wooden door at the top of the stairs and slammed it shut with a deafening bang right in the headmistress’s face.

	Thomas stared at him, his eyes wide with disbelief.

	"Did you... did you do that?" the boy stammered.

	"And you did that stunt with the coal," Flint replied with a grin from ear to ear.

	The man reached into the inner pocket of his coat and pulled out a thick envelope. It was a dark red color, almost like old blood, and for a second Thomas thought he saw the paper pulsing like a heartbeat.

	"Listen to me closely," the inspector said, lowering his voice and turning serious. "You’re no freak, and you’re no ordinary orphan with good luck in the winter either. You’re a Fireproof."

	"A what?"

	"Someone who carries fire in his blood," Flint cut in, holding out the envelope. "I thought the strange heat reading in this dump was coming from this rusted boiler about to blow, but I was wrong. It was you."

	Thomas took the envelope. There was nothing written on that dark red paper. Yet the moment his fingers touched it, the warmth of his skin gently scorched the surface, revealing coal-black letters made of pressed ash: T. Candlewick.

	"Read it quick," Flint urged, glancing sideways toward the stairs. "There’ll be time for explanations later. The paper is alive and hates the cold; you’ve got one minute before it turns to ash. Press your thumb to the seal!"

	Thomas didn’t waste any time. He pressed his thumb directly against the black sealing wax. The wax melted instantly, like butter in a hot skillet, and the boy pulled the thick sheet of paper from inside.

	Thomas unfolded the sheet. The words inside looked branded by fire, as if someone had burned them onto the paper with a red-hot iron:

	CANDLEWICK. You carry fire in your blood, and it cannot be hidden. We claim you at Hearthforge Academy for Keepers of the Flame. Training begins before the solstice. Bring sturdy boots, clothes that can handle ash, and a will ready to burn. Find the train.

	The moment Thomas read the final line, the paper burst into living flame. The fire, of course, didn’t even tickle his fingers. The black ashes floated in front of his face and, for the briefest second, came together in the air to trace the outline of a crest: a phoenix and a dragon intertwined. Then the image broke apart and drifted to the stone floor as ordinary dirty dust.

	"Academy?" Thomas asked, still dazed. "A magic school?"

	"We don’t toss that word around so lightly," Flint corrected him, snapping his tool bag shut. "We prefer to call it the Craft of the Flame... but yes, boy, it’s magic. And we’re getting out of here right now. Old Gristle is going to call the police or a priest the second she gets over her fright, and I’ve got a train to catch. Are you coming, matchboy? Or would you rather stay here picking rotten twigs out of the snow?"

	Thomas looked at the smoking boiler, looked at the dark stairs that only led back to beatings and the

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg
| \ | ’

| \

SERIES: THE CRAFT OF THE FLAME. it







images/image1.png
EDITORIAL
PUBLICACIONES CON ALMA Y PRESTIGIO





