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Prologue: The Rite of Binding

Beneath a lame moon, the sands held no color, merely an ashen, endless sea under an indigo sky. Here, in the heart of the Desert of Forgotten Sighs, seven human figures stood around a ring of black salt, their forms little more than wavering silhouettes against the glow of a central fire. But this was no mortal flame. Its light was a cold, emerald green—a fire stolen from the space between worlds, a fire that did not warm the flesh, but seared the soul.

In the circle’s center knelt He—the being who wore no human name. His body was smoke and shadow, coalescing and dissolving with the wind, but his eyes were fixed points of light, like twin coals of eternal fury. He was a king among the Djinn, those who had commanded this land when mankind was still learning to thatch huts from mud and straw.

The eldest of the seven, a man whose face was a map of dry riverbeds, stepped forward. His robes were embroidered with sigils that writhed like serpents in the emerald light. He raised his hands to the dark heavens, his voice a ghost’s whisper on the wind.

“Lords of flame and shadow, born of the first star’s dying breath,” he chanted, the words ancient and sharp. “We, the mortal children of clay and water, summon you.”

The Djinn King did not answer, but the air grew brittle with cold, and the very grains of sand seemed to freeze in place.

The elder produced an obsidian dagger, its edge gleaming. Without hesitation, he sliced his left palm, letting the crimson blood well and drip onto the black salt. The salt hissed, releasing a plume of white smoke that smelled of ozone after a storm.

One by one, the other six repeated the ritual. Their seven bloodlines mingled, forming a dark, shimmering pool on the circle’s boundary.

“With our blood, we forge a pact!” the elder cried, his voice rising to a command that tore the silence. “We grant you a foothold in our world, and you shall grant us a sliver of your power. Let blood bind to fire. Let the covenant be born!”

Only then did the Djinn King move. His form of smoke surged upwards, and a hand made of shadow and ember reached not for the man, but for the blood pooled upon the salt.

The moment it touched, the entire circle erupted in black flame. The seven screamed, a sound of both ecstasy and agony, as they felt a power beyond comprehension surge into their veins—a power that burned and renewed, that promised empire and eternity, but whispered of madness and servitude.

They saw visions: cities of brass rising from the dunes at their command; armies bowing before them; magic that could unmake the very stars. But they also saw the price: a curse that would echo down their lineage, a debt of blood that could never be repaid.

When the flames died, the Djinn King was gone. All that remained were seven trembling men, with glowing, ember-like marks branded upon their skin. They had succeeded. They had bound the Djinn.

They did not understand that in their desperate grasp for power, they had not bound the djinn; they had only chained their own descendants to a forgotten fire.
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The Echo of Embers

Fire. It was always fire.

The dream began with whispers, slithering through the darkness like serpents of smoke. They promised him a throne not of gold, but of cooled magma and obsidian, set in a city of brass that pierced a sky of perpetual twilight. In this dream-realm, he was not Aaric, the scavenger. He was a king.

He walked through colossal halls where the shadows clung to him like a royal cloak. Beings of living flame bowed as he passed, their forms shifting, their faces a blur of awe and terror. They called him “Inheritor,” “Vessel,” “Lord of the Ember.”

Then came the thirst—a deep, hollowing ache that no water could quench. It was a thirst for more. More power, more life, more fire. He saw his hands, not calloused and scarred from digging through ruins, but wreathed in black-and-orange flames that danced without burning his skin.

He reached the throne room. On the dais sat a figure of immense power, his silhouette crowned with horns of pure, smokeless fire. The figure turned, and Aaric’s breath caught in his throat. The face beneath the fiery crown was his own, but it was twisted—the eyes not the wary brown he knew, but glowing pits of emerald flame.

You are me, the reflection whispered, its voice the grinding of tectonic plates. And I am you. Let the fire in. Let us be whole.

The figure held out a hand, and Aaric felt a pull, a terrifying magnetism drawing him forward. The burning in his own blood intensified, a raging inferno threatening to consume him from within. He felt his will dissolving like wax in a furnace.

“No,” he gasped, the word a puff of dust.

It is your destiny, the voice boomed, and the world of brass and twilight shattered.

Aaric awoke with a choked cry, lashing out at the thin blanket covering him. The dream clung to him like grave dust, leaving the taste of ash and regret in his mouth. He sat up, his heart hammering against his ribs, his skin slick with sweat despite the pre-dawn chill of his small stone room.

He instinctively glanced at his left palm. There, faint in the low light, were the scars that had marked him since birth—a delicate, lattice-like pattern that looked like scorched lace. They itched. They always itched after the nightmare.

“Just a dream,” he muttered, the words a hollow comfort. But he knew it was a lie. It was a memory, or a warning, swimming in the ancient blood that flowed through his veins.

Aaric was a relic hunter—a fancy name for a tomb robber who knew which ruins were least likely to be guarded by curses or nomadic spirits. He lived in the city of Qashan, a sprawling metropolis carved into the cliffs of a great wadi, a city of sun-bleached stone and winding alleys that smelled of spiced meats, tanned leather, and dry dust.
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