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PROLOGUE

	There is a very old lie about winter.

	We have been taught to fear the roar of the blizzard, the snow that buries the roads, and the beasts that claw at the obsidian walls. We believe that as long as the furnaces keep roaring and coal feeds the boilers of Hearthforge, we are safe. It is the natural arrogance of those born with fire in their hands: the naive illusion that anything that burns is invincible.

	But combustion is loud, blind, and in the end, it always consumes itself.

	True danger never knocks at the front door. The perfect cold—the kind that truly breaks you—arrives in absolute silence. It seeps through the cracks of the stone you thought unbreakable. It takes on gentle shapes. It sits beside you in the dining hall, speaks to you in the voice of your mentors, and looks back at you through the eyes of your best friend.

	By the time you finally realize that the stillness was not peace, but paralysis, it is already too late to strike a spark.

	To survive what is coming, brute force is no longer of any use. Simply burning is not enough. You have to learn to listen to the broken gears of the world, to tune in to the void without letting it swallow you whole. You have to dare to look into the shadows of those who swore to protect us, because the worst betrayals always come wrapped in promises of warmth.

	The worst frost is not the one covering the rooftops of London.

	It is the one that settles into your chest without your noticing. The one that numbs your blood before delivering the final blow.

	It is the cold within.

	


CHAPTER 1:

	The training room was so hot the very air seemed to vibrate. Thomas stood in the center with his eyes closed, trying to hold a coin-sized flame above the palm of his hand. It wasn't easy; the flame moved on its own, stretching and threatening to go out with every passing second.

	Yet the worst part wasn't the fire itself, but what it felt like. For twelve years, his skin had been a numb wall that knew nothing of temperature; now, every degree of heat drove into his flesh like a thousand burning needles. His palm flared with immediate pain, his skin turning bright red as the agony made him gasp. It felt as though he were truly burning.

	"Steady, Candlewick," Ashworth said from across the room.

	The headmaster sat in a wooden chair, watching. He looked stiff, his shoulders slumped.

	Thomas let out a grunt and focused all his willpower into his fingers, but the fire began to grow, spiraling out of control, turning aggressive and shifting from orange to a blinding white. The heat became unbearable, a live ember scorching his skin.

	"Cut the flow!" Ashworth ordered, rising abruptly to his feet.

	Thomas clenched his fist in desperation. The fire vanished all at once, but the backlash shot up his entire arm like an electric whip. He collapsed to his knees, breathing heavily and clutching his wrist. His knuckles were raw and red, and the palm of his hand was smoking, covered in blisters. Just a few days ago, he would have absorbed that fire without blinking, feeling it as little more than a warm breath. Now, the heat hurt unbearably. It was a relief to have survived, yes, but at the same time it felt like a curse.

	"You're focusing too much on the shape and not at all on containment," Ashworth said, approaching at a slow pace. "Before, you let the world pour into you. Now the world is trying to pour out."

	Thomas pushed himself halfway up, leaning on one elbow as he blew on his burned hand to soothe the sting. His fingers were trembling, not just from the strain, but from pent-up rage.

	"I just can't!" Thomas burst out, looking up with eyes full of frustrated tears. "Before, I didn't even know what heat was, and now I feel like it's burning me down to the bone! If I let my guard down for a single second, this... this thing wants to break loose."

	He sprang to his feet, chest heaving, letting out all the fear and fury he had been carrying since the tower.

	"It feels like I'm broken inside, Headmaster," he said, his voice cracking between anger and tears. "I'm not like the other students! I don't know what the hell I am, I don't understand anything that's happening to me, and... and honestly, I'm scared. Really scared."

	Ashworth remained silent. He walked over to a side table cluttered with blueprints, turning his back to him. He looked tired—far more tired than Thomas remembered. He took a second before speaking, measuring every word.

	"Don't look for answers in books, Thomas," the headmaster said in a measured voice. "What you did in the tower isn't written anywhere. There is no manual for this; we are walking a path no one has ever trodden before."

	Ashworth turned around and looked straight at him. His expression was stern, yet there was something in his gaze that told Thomas he was no longer alone in the dark.

	"I don't have all the answers," the old man continued. "I'm not even sure anyone does. But we are here, together, and we are going to figure it out. Now, get up. If you sit there in fear, that fire is going to consume you before the day is through. Are you going to keep trying or not?"

	Thomas looked at him. He gritted his teeth, wiped the sweat from his face, and opened his hand again.

	"Again," Thomas said.

	Ashworth gave a brief nod and returned to his chair.

	"Try again, Candlewick," Ashworth said in a firmer tone. "Remember the formula, and stop searching for happy memories at the orphanage, because you won't find them there. Look at what you have now: your friends' loyalty, the sacrifice Flint made, the truth about your mother. That is more than enough good fuel. Use it."

	Thomas took a deep breath. He remembered the warmth of Elara's hand in the infirmary, Arthur's laughter as he shared his crushed cookies on the train. And then, the image of Flint flashed across his mind like a heartbreaking bolt of lightning: the gruff professor, the man with fire-scarred hands, giving everything he had, turning himself into a wall of white light so that they could live. An ultimate sacrifice that squeezed his ribs with immense pain and gratitude.

	Suddenly, a small golden flame, bright as an ancient coin, appeared in the center of his palm.

	It no longer flickered; it no longer stretched. It sat still and warm, with an almost inaudible hum that vibrated in his bones. It was no longer a fire he was stealing, nor something he was trying to hold back by force. It was part of him, as if it had always been there, waiting for him to finally stop being afraid.

	Ashworth leaned forward. The golden light reflected in his dark eyes, and a deep pride glimmered within them.

	"You have it," Ashworth said, lowering his voice. "Now, hold it just like that."

	Thomas stared at his hand. He was exhausted, yet he kept his flame steady. He let out a smile—small, barely a curve of his lips, but real enough to make the weariness in his chest feel different.

	Ashworth stepped closer and placed a hand on his shoulder. It was a brief touch, a firm, approving pat that conveyed a reassurance Thomas hadn't known he needed.

	"Few manage to control fire that way, Candlewick," Ashworth said in a softer tone. "I only hope I have the wisdom needed to guide you properly."

	Thomas let the flame slowly dissipate, feeling, for the first time in a long while, a little lighter.

	"I can't wait for Arthur and Elara to get back!" Thomas said, a spark of genuine excitement in his eyes. "They're going to lose their minds when they see I don't have to steal fire anymore... that I can make it on my own, just like them."

	Ashworth let out a sigh and walked over to the window to look out at the deserted courtyard, where the snow was beginning to yield to the first warm rays of the sun.

	"They'll be back soon," the headmaster replied in a warmer tone. "This break is short, and the castle cannot afford to remain silent. I plan to host the Solstice Ball to welcome them back. They need to feel safe again. They need to understand that this is still their home."

	Thomas broke into a genuine smile.

	"I think that's a perfect idea, Headmaster," he replied, rubbing his hands together. "I'm excited about it too. After so much ice and so much fear, it's high time the hallways had noise and laughter again, instead of just steam and cold."

	Ashworth nodded, about to add something, when a metallic sound sliced through the air of the office.

	A sharp, heavy clack echoed in the corner. From the pneumatic chute recessed into the stone wall came a faint hiss of warm steam, followed by the drop of two vacuum-sealed copper cylinders.

	One was heavier and sturdier, engraved with the official emblems of the Thermodynamic Commission. The other, more modest, came wrapped in the usual brown kraft paper that smelled faintly of old bookbinding and library oil.

	Ashworth bent down rather heavily, silently cursing the dull ache left behind by the strain of the solstice, and picked up both tubes. He handed the smaller one to Thomas.

	"For you, Candlewick. I suppose young Pince hasn't lost his habit of writing entire essays on brown wrapping paper," the headmaster said, trying to lighten the mood with a faint smile.

	Thomas took the cylinder, feeling the warm metal against his fingers. He unscrewed the cap with a deft twist and pulled out the carefully folded sheet. At the same time, Ashworth broke the seal on the heavy tube. The original recipient of that letter was Professor Ignatius Flint, but Flint was no longer there to receive it.

	The exact instant his skin brushed the paper, a fierce, unnatural chill shot through his knuckles, paralyzing his joints as though frost had been injected straight into his veins. He tried to drop it immediately, but the document seemed to cling to him, refusing to fall. Trapped in that grip, he was forced to unfold the official report. His dark eyes scanned the lines quickly until they stopped at the signature at the bottom. Ashworth knew the sender well: Gort, the old foreman of the deep mines in Wales.

	As he read, the color drained from his cheeks at an alarming rate. The furrows in his brow deepened, and his fingers closed so tightly around the paper that his knuckles turned white. There was ice in the depths of the earth. Blue veins pulsing where there should only have been hot coal.

	Meanwhile, Thomas had already unfolded Arthur's letter.

	The morning light illuminated the opening lines, written in that neat, slightly nervous handwriting so characteristic of him:

	"Dear Thomas: The break here at home is strangely quiet. Mom made a stew that almost tastes good, though Dad spends all day locked in his study going over the pressure reports that came in from the capital after the solstice. He says the numbers don't add up, that the heat in the main pipes is taking longer than usual to return to stable levels. Sometimes I look at him and think about how fragile we all are, tiny points of warmth in a world that is always trying to snuff us out.

	I miss the castle, I miss arguing with Elara, the mess in the workshops, and yes, even sprinting down the halls when we thought Klinker was going to catch us."

	Thomas frowned when he reached that point. He noticed an abrupt change in the strokes; suddenly, the letters grew strangely rigid, straight as if drawn with a ruler, completely losing his friend's classic nervous tremor. He read on:

	"It's funny, Thomas. Before, the cold used to terrify me, but these past few nights I've been stepping out onto the porch without a coat. The freezing air doesn't hurt anymore. In fact, it clears your mind in a strange way, as if lifting an unnecessary weight off your shoulders. Your blood flows slower, as if put in order. Tell Elara I'd send my regards, though honestly I don't see much point in writing to someone who lives so attached to noise and foolish passions.

	See you soon, I suppose. Winter is long, but in the end it always puts things in their place. —Arthur."

	Thomas stood motionless, the sheet of paper suspended between his fingers. The ash ink glinted under the sun, but the words sat lodged in his stomach, cold and strangely foreign.

	Across the desk, Headmaster Ashworth let his arms drop heavily. The official report from the Welsh mines rested on the dark wood, but the old headmaster was no longer looking at it; his gaze was lost on an invisible point between them, his shoulders hunched and his face lined with a fatigue that no night of rest could erase.

	The silence in the office was overwhelming. Ashworth was the first to break it, exhaling a long sigh that sounded like contained defeat.

	"After what we went through in the tower, Thomas... the rules are no longer the same," the headmaster said in a hoarse voice, rubbing his eyes. "What we shared during those days broke the distance between teacher and student. We can't keep our shields up anymore."

	Thomas looked up from Arthur's letter, feeling a cold knot in his throat.

	"I don't know how to act either, Headmaster," Thomas replied in a low voice, clutching the paper between his fingers. "My letter is from Arthur. He says the freezing air doesn't hurt him anymore and that in the end things always put everything in its place... but he sounds so weird. His handwriting is so straight, so cold, and he talks about Elara as if he barely knows her. I don't know, it doesn't sound like him."

	Ashworth nodded slowly, his expression grim. He reached out a calloused hand and slid the official report across the wood, leaving it within Thomas's reach.

	"Winter doesn't just attack with cold or monsters, Thomas," the headmaster murmured bitterly. "It gets inside your head. It seeks out the weak spots in those who are afraid and makes them believe that giving up is the only easy thing to do."

	Thomas leaned in to read the letterhead and the lines signed by Gort. His eyes quickly scanned the words about the vein of ice deep beneath Wales and the blue veins pulsing where there should only be hot coal. He let out a shaky breath and looked the headmaster in the eye.

	"Wait... so Wisp wasn't the only one?" Thomas asked in a thread of a voice, a cold knot tightening in his chest. "This thing is still alive out there."

	Ashworth rested his elbows on the wood and clasped his hands together, hiding the slight tremor in his fingers.

	"The worst part isn't what's happening underground, my boy," he said, his gaze distant. "It's that we no longer know who we can trust."

	Thomas pressed his lips together. His fear over Arthur's strange letter mingled with the terror of what he had felt in his own hands during the solstice.

	"Headmaster... I need to ask you a favor. Something I know is forbidden," Thomas blurted out, swallowing hard. "I'm not talking about the reports from Wales or the patrols. I'm talking about me. Ever since the day I absorbed the cold in the tower, I feel like my body isn't mine anymore. Every time I let my guard down, the cold wants to get out. I need to know what's happening to me before I lose control and hurt someone. Let me into the forbidden archives of the library. There has to be something down there about what I am."

	The headmaster fell silent for a moment. His face showed no anger, only deep concern.

	"That section is locked for a reason, Thomas," Ashworth replied in a low voice. "What lies down there isn't for the curious. There are things so heavy they end up breaking whoever tries to understand them."

	"Well, I'm already broken," Thomas shot back, leaning over the desk, his eyes locked on him in desperation. "I can't just sit on my hands waiting to explode. Let me in."

	Ashworth watched him in silence for a long while. In his eyes, Thomas no longer saw the strict headmaster who handed down punishments, but someone who understood that the old rules were useless when the world was falling apart.

	The old man let out a weary sigh, opened the bottom drawer of his desk, and pulled out a small bronze key. He slid it gently across the wood until it came to rest in front of Thomas with a faint metallic scrape.

	"You won't find comfort down there, my boy," Ashworth warned in a somber tone that chilled his blood. "And once you cross that door, you won't be able to pretend you're a normal student anymore. But if you're determined to bear whatever you uncover... go. The library is yours."

	Thomas reached out, his fingers brushing the cold metal of the key before closing his fist tightly around it.

	"Go on, boy," the headmaster said, returning his gaze with quiet resolve. "I'll make sure Klinker knows you're authorized to be down there. Don't waste any time."

	Thomas slipped the bronze key into his pocket, feeling its metal edge against the fabric. He left the office and crossed the castle corridors until he reached the main library, where the afternoon shadows were already beginning to stretch across the reading tables and the shelves of thermal books. Ignoring the common area, he ventured into the farthest corner, behind the rows of heavy metal shelving, until he found a solid iron door hidden behind a heavy, time-worn tapestry.

	The key turned in the lock with a metallic click that sounded far too loud in the absolute silence of the hall. When he pushed the door open, a breath of completely different air greeted him. It didn't smell of old paper or warm bookbinding, but of damp stone, saltpeter, and a cold so dry it scraped his throat.

	Thomas stepped across the threshold and the door swung shut behind him. Despite carrying the legitimate key in his pocket, every fiber of his body tensed with the absolute certainty that he was trespassing into a forbidden sanctuary.

	This place looked nothing like the library he knew. There were no neat rows of thermal-ink tomes or flickering gas lamps. Here, the aisles opened between walls of raw volcanic stone, rough and unpolished, hewn sheer as if carved straight into the very bowels of the mountain. Instead of wooden bookshelves, the walls were lined with heavy grates of lead and rusted iron guarding rows of volumes bound in dark, strange hides so stiff they looked like armor plates. The gray stone floor was spotless, devoid of a single speck of dust, as if no one had dared drag their feet through there in a century—or as if the icy wind blowing silently through swept away any trace in an instant.

	He moved forward slowly, the soles of his boots echoing under the low vault. In one of the deepest stone arches, he spotted a wrought-iron bracket jutting out from the wall, its hooks empty as though someone had wrenched something from it by force a long time ago. The air at that exact spot carried a subtle, almost imperceptible trace of freezing metal.

	The air was so frigid that his breath began to form little white clouds—a reminder that, no matter how hard the castle tried to burn from within to stay alive, this forgotten corner belonged entirely to the outside.

	His fingers drifted toward the empty iron bracket as if pulled by an invisible force. The instant his skin grazed the bare metal, the air in the vault tore open with a dull hum. The damp stone and dry cold vanished, replaced by the trembling flicker of a solitary candle.

	Right there, in the exact space where his hand rested, a woman with a weary face and features identical to his own—his mother, Martha—was reaching out her fingers. With a quick, reverent motion, she unhooked the silver locket directly from the iron bracket, clutching it against her chest as if she were holding the last fragment of life left in the world.

	A fierce impulse, a desperate physical ache, tore through his chest. Thomas took a step forward, desperate to reach her, to beg her to stop, to hug her at least once in his life. But his hands passed through empty air. She walked right through his body like an invisible gust of wind, her gaze fixed on the metal, unaware that her son was standing there, breathing inches from her shadow.

	With helplessness burning in his throat, Thomas forced himself to look away from her face and watch what she was doing with the object she had just taken. Martha turned toward a stone table in the corner of the chamber. Upon it rested a tome of immense proportions, bound in dark, cracked leather. With her free hand, she ran her open palm across the cover and the pages. The thermal ink came to life beneath the warmth of her skin, tracing in dark strokes the lullaby he already knew by heart: Lie still, fire, beneath the ground, guard the gold of your breath...

	But his mother's eyes didn't stop there. Her trembling finger pointed to an adjacent paragraph, marginal notes written in furious strokes that spoke not of putting the fire to sleep, but of breaking the seal, of waking the hidden flame until it erupted: the words of ignition.

	An icy whiplash jolted him all at once, shattering the scene.

	Thomas stumbled backward, crashing against the real stone wall, his lungs burning and his heart hammering against his ribs. He gasped for air in the dark vault, his hands still shaking from the reflex of trying to touch someone who was already gone.

	The silence of the forbidden library rushed back over him, but this time his eyes were no longer lost. Breathing heavily, Thomas turned his head toward the opposite corner of the aisle, right where the memory had just shown him the table. There it was. The exact same heavy tome, bound in dark leather, waiting in the very same corner where his mother had consulted it years ago.

	Thomas walked slowly toward the shadowy corner of the vault. The tome rested on the stone table, cold and rigid, as if absorbing the scant light filtering in from the corridor. With his heart racing wildly in his ears, he placed both palms flat against the cracked leather binding.

	The warmth of his skin made the thermal ink on the pages wake all at once. Crisp, dark strokes began to bloom beneath his fingers, snaking across the paper.

	First appeared the ancient, solemn script of the grimoire, tracing the lines of the counterspell already etched into his soul: Lie still, fire, beneath the ground, guard the gold of your breath... It was the very same melody his mother had sung in his memory, written across these thousand-year-old pages.

	As he slid his hands toward the margins, the text went on to detail the process of ignition—the exact words designed not to put the fire to sleep, but to shatter the seal and force the void to awaken all at once.

	And beside them stood a paragraph marked with a firm line warning of the inevitable danger: "No mortal body can withstand the awakening of the flame without an anchor. The silver seal contains the abyss, but if containment is broken without pure, primeval heat, the bearer will be consumed from within. Only the Primeval Coal—the original ember from which the earth's first fire was born—possesses the thermal density required to guide ignition without destroying the flesh."

	Thomas froze, his hands trembling over the pages as they began to cool and erase their trail. The Primeval Coal. It was the true key hidden in the pages of that old volume his mother had consulted that night to know what to do with him.

	The echo of weary footsteps rang out in the volcanic stone corridor, breaking the silence of the vault. Thomas flinched slightly, pulling his hands back from the tome, whose pages were already fading back to their usual opacity.

	Headmaster Ashworth appeared beneath the stone arch. His silhouette stood framed against the dim light from outside, and his age-lined face reflected a bone-deep exhaustion. He wasn't wearing his ceremonial cloak, only a thick wool sweater, his gaze fixed on the boy. The old man stepped forward slowly, stopping a couple of paces from the table. He looked at the ancient book and then at Thomas's hands, which were still trembling slightly under the weight of what he had just uncovered.

	"You don't need to explain anything to me, my boy," Ashworth said in a low, gravelly voice devoid of any reproach. "Answers in this place rarely bring relief. They only open more doors we wish we had left closed."

	Thomas opened his mouth to say something—to mention the Primeval Coal, the imminent danger, or the urgency of what his mother had sought in those very pages—but the words caught in his throat.

	Ashworth reached out a hand and gave his shoulder a gentle pat.

	"You've carried enough for today, Thomas. Go get some rest," the headmaster continued, with a kindly authority that brooked no argument. "The castle will still be here tomorrow, and the darkness, unfortunately, will be too. But tonight, give yourself a truce."

	Thomas nodded silently, swallowing the lump in his chest. He locked the secret of the Primeval Coal inside his mind and turned around, leaving the forbidden library behind as the echo of the headmaster's footsteps mingled with the freezing wind outside.

	The climb up to the workshop tower felt heavier than ever. When Thomas pushed open the door to his dormitory, the hot air greeted him with its usual dryness, yet the space felt unrecognizable. The other four beds were empty, their blankets pulled tight and silent, without the slightest trace of life or Arthur's snoring breaking the night.

	Thomas sank onto the edge of his cot without taking off his boots or his traveling tunic. He stared up at the vaulted ceiling, where the dormitory machinery operated with relentless monotony. They were no longer the fascinating gears his friend used to admire with technical enthusiasm. Now, the enormous iron teeth turned slowly, meshing together with a steady metallic click, casting long, snaking shadows that crawled across the wall like mechanical limbs. Beneath the sheets, the thermal stones in the mattress radiated a heavy warmth. Weeks ago, before his body had learned to feel temperature, that warmth had been as indifferent to him as ice. Now, instead, that false heat scorched his back without managing to quell the deep tremor gnawing at him from within.

	But his eyes weren't seeing the metal.

	Burned into his mind was the image of Martha—his mother's weary face bent over the stone table in the forbidden vault, the exact movement of her fingers unhooking the locket, and above all, the agonizing desperation of having tried to reach her, of stretching out his arms to beg for a single second of her attention, only to find his hands passing right through her as if she were smoke.

	He had never hugged her. He had never known what it was like to hear her voice speak to him with tenderness, beyond the cold warning of a lullaby designed to put his own fire to sleep. It was a longing so ancient and physical that it ached in his ribs—a wild, absurd need to shatter time just to collide with her shadow one more time.

	The silence of the dormitory began to close in around him, growing thick and oppressive. Arthur's absence, Elara's absence, the echo of the war they had barely paused, and the certainty that he was completely alone with his own monster came crashing down on him all at once.

	Thomas let out a shaky breath, drew his legs up to his chest, and slowly curled beneath
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