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	Dedication 

	For the dreamers who keep the flame alive, even in the darkest of times.
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	PROLOGUE: 

	The Long Dusk

	For a hundred years, the world had been holding its breath, a long, slow sigh of fading life. The age of vibrant magic, of soaring dragons and sun-drenched kingdoms, was a story told to children, a myth whispered around dwindling hearths. The source of it all, the Eternal Flame, had been weakening, its light a faint, exhausted memory. With its dimming, a creeping rot known as the blight had begun to spread, turning fertile fields to dust and crystal-clear rivers to murky, stagnant poison. Trees once vibrant with life stood as gaunt, skeletal sentinels against a sky that was perpetually bruised and grey. The people, too, were fading, their hope a fragile thing that grew smaller with each passing season. The Fae, a proud and reclusive people, had long since retreated behind their enchanted borders, believing the blight to be a punishment for the mortal world's greed, a lesson they were not meant to interfere with. But even in their isolated courts, the blight’s insidious touch was felt, a creeping cold that threatened to extinguish their ancient magic. All that remained was a single, luminous ember, held by the last in a line of forgotten guardians, a final, desperate hope for a world teetering on the edge of extinction.

	




	



	CHAPTER 1: 

	The Flicker of Fate

	The sun bled into the horizon, casting a final, defiant light over the jagged peaks of the Jade Mountains. The sky was a canvas of deep vermilion and bruised violet, a fitting backdrop for a world on the brink of fading. Li Mei’s breath plumed in steady, rhythmic puffs as she ascended the ancient stone steps of the Sky Temple. The steps themselves were a monument to a forgotten age, each stone worn smooth by countless Emberbinders who had come before her. The worn carvings beneath her fingertips, depicting the soaring Phoenix and the eternal Sun Dragon, hummed with a forgotten magic—a whisper of a time when the world was vibrant and full, and magic was as common as the air they breathed.

	At eighteen, Li Mei was more than just a girl from a mountain village; she was one of the last Emberbinders, her lineage a flickering ember in itself. Her order, a lineage stretching back millennia, was sworn to protect the embers of the world’s dying magic. For a hundred years, the light had been dimming, and the blight—a creeping, magical decay—had been spreading. The task she faced was a myth whispered in the scrolls of her ancestors and now a desperate prayer on the lips of her people: to reignite the Eternal Flame. If the flame died, so would the magic that powered their crops, purified their water, and warded off the encroaching blight. The fate of their entire realm rested on her young shoulders, a weight that felt heavier than the mountains themselves.
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