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Chapter I – The Light That Refused to Fade

	Night settles over the Silent Garden with the slow grace of a silk veil being lowered over dreaming eyes. The pathways, once dusted with silver pollen from the whispering flowers, grow dim beneath the deepening blue. Nothing stirs—not the ivy draped over crumbling archways, not the pale blossoms nodding sleepily beside the fountain whose water no longer remembers how to ripple. Even the wind, that gentle murmurer of secrets, has curled itself into silence.
And yet, in the very heart of all this stillness, something continues to glow.

	It is an old wrought-iron lantern, its frame softened by rust and tenderness, its glass shimmering like a memory trapped beneath frost. No one truly knows who hung it there. No inscription, no carving, no name remains to claim it. What remains is only the flame.
A small flame. A quiet flame. A flame that should have died centuries ago—yet refuses.
Its light is steady, unwavering, and strange. It flickers not like fire, but like breath. As though someone’s longing, somewhere, has forgotten how to let go.

	The Garden’s paths converge around the lantern in a soft spiral, as if the entire place has grown around it, nourished by its persistent glow. Some say the lantern was once a heart. Some claim it holds the last wish of a dying dreamer. Others whisper about a lost dawn, caught and preserved before it could rise. The Garden, being what it is, does not confirm or deny anything. It simply listens.
Tonight, however, even the Garden listens differently. Everything leans inward, attentive, as if expecting something to stir within the soft cradle of shadows.

	And then—footsteps.

	They are gentle, halting, almost apologetic. The kind of footsteps made by someone who does not wish to disturb what they do not yet understand. The stranger steps into the clearing, their cloak brushing softly against leaves that glow faintly in the lantern’s reach.
The wanderer pauses when the light touches them, as if surprised to be welcomed. They lift their head, and the lantern brightens, just slightly, the way an old friend might offer a weak but earnest smile.
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