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In the desolate vastness of the desert, where the sun had long ago kissed the horizon goodbye, leaving behind a landscape bathed in a fiery embrace, there was a figure. A solitary traveler, draped in the shadows of the dunes, her eyes as empty as the wasteland around her. Her name was Safeira, and she had seen enough to know that hope was a luxury she could no longer afford. Her once vibrant skin, a silent witness to a life lived under a kinder sun, now bore the marks of a relentless, unforgiving master. Her dark hair was a tangled mess of dust and despair, a shroud for a soul that had endured too much. Her steps were heavy, dragging through the shifting sands like a ghost lost in a crimson sea.

​The desert was a living grave, and Safeira had been digging her own for weeks. Each granule of sand was a shard of a broken dream, each gust of wind a whisper of a life she could no longer recall without a spike of soul-deep agony. She had once been a daughter of the prosperous merchant city of Al-Kadar, a sister to five bustling siblings, a lover to a man whose smile had been as bright as the morning sun. All of that was now a distant memory, a whisper of a life swallowed whole by the ambition of a tyrannical ruler. She had fled her forced betrothal to a man who craved her family's wealth and influence, exchanging one gilded cage for an endless, sun-scorched prison. 

The desert had stripped her of everything: her clothes, now little more than rags, her dignity, her humanity. Thirst was a constant companion, a serpent coiled in her throat. Hunger, a gnawing beast in her belly. But more than anything, it was the soul-deep emptiness that truly hollowed her out. She had mourned her losses—her family, her home, her freedom—so many times that the grief had turned into a numb, hollow ache.

​Yet, she pushed on. It was an act of stubborn rebellion against the universe that had conspired to destroy her. A whisper from a part of her that refused to lie down and die. Her sandals, long since tattered and gone, left behind imprints that were erased almost as quickly as they were made. The twin moons, a crescent of cold silver and a bloated orb of crimson, offered no comfort, only a stark reminder of her isolation. Just a few more steps, she told herself. A few more. Then perhaps, she could just lie down and let the sand consume her.

​Her eyes, though weary, caught the flicker of something unnatural in the distance—a light in the desert's heart where no light should be. It danced and swayed, a mirage perhaps, a cruel trick of the eye that the arid landscape was so fond of playing. But she had long ago learned to trust her instincts, honed by a lifetime of hard-won survival. This light was different. It didn’t shimmer and vanish like a trick of the heat. It pulsed with a steady, rhythmic beat, like a heart. A heart in the heart of the desert.

​A faint, almost imperceptible warmth began to reach her, a stark contrast to the biting cold of the night air. The warmth pulled her forward, a siren’s call to a shipwrecked soul. She stumbled towards it, her parched throat begging for relief, her legs trembling with each step. The air grew thicker, richer, carrying with it the subtle scent of ancient spices and a hint of burning wood. It was a smell that whispered of home, of a hearth fire and warm bread, and it tugged at a memory she thought she had buried deep.

​As she approached the source of the light, she found a peculiar lantern, half-buried in the sand. It was not gold or gleaming; rather, it was a simple, unassuming relic forged from a metal that seemed to absorb the light around it, appearing both solid and porous at once. It pulsed with an inner warmth that seeped into the sand around it, turning the grains to glass. The flame within was unlike any she had seen before. It burned a fierce shade of red, a living fire the color of a fresh wound, a vengeful sunset, or the embers of a passion long lost to the cold hands of fate. It was beautiful and terrible all at once. An impossible thing in an impossible place.

​Her curiosity, a long-dormant thing, was piqued. She bent down, her breath hot and ragged, a dry gasp of air. Her trembling hand reached out to touch it, and she felt a strange heat emanate from its metal body, a warmth that was not scalding, but alive. It was as if the lantern recognized her need, her desperation, and responded in kind. She knelt fully, placing her other hand on the sand, her knuckles white. With a voice that sounded like the desert's own, a low, rasping murmur, she whispered into the night, "I wish for something to end this pain."

​The flame grew, licking the air with a sudden, voracious intensity. It was as if the very fabric of her reality quivered in anticipation, the very air around her humming with a potent, ancient energy. The sand beneath her feet began to shift, to swirl, to dance. Safeira’s eyes widened in a mix of terror and awe as a figure began to coalesce before her. Not a ghost, not a shadow, but something solid and real, sculpted from the very essence of the flame itself. A body took shape—a broad chest, powerful shoulders, and lean hips. His eyes were not a simple color, but a burning, molten gold, burning with a seductive intensity that seemed to peer into her very soul, stripping away her despair and leaving her raw and exposed. He stepped out of the lantern, his fiery form casting no shadow in the moonlit night.

​He was breathtakingly beautiful, in a dangerous, primal way. His skin seemed to be made of solidified magma, with cracks of bright, internal light running just beneath the surface. His hair was like spun embers, a dark, shimmering cascade that fell to his shoulders. He wore no clothes, his body a perfect, fearsome sculpture of desire and power. He looked down at her, a slow, predatory smile spreading across his lips.

​"I am the master of wishcraft," he announced, his voice a low rumble that seemed to shake the dunes themselves, a sound like a volcanic eruption contained in a whisper. "But beware, little desert flower, every wish comes with a cost." His eyes smoldered with a promise she could almost feel, a promise of a different kind of pain, a sweeter torment.

​Safeira scrambled back, a half-formed cry catching in her throat. She pushed herself to a sitting position, her hand hovering protectively over her heart, over the ache that had ruled her life for so long. "What are you?" she asked, her voice barely a whisper, hoarse from disuse.

​He chuckled, a sound like cracking coals. "I am what you wished for," he said, his voice dropping to a seductive purr that caressed her ears. "But remember, I will always collect." The air grew thick with the scent of him—fire and something else, something sweet and primal, like burnt sugar and raw power.

​The desert grew still, the night holding its breath. The creature's fiery form seemed to pulse with a hunger that matched the ache in her core, a dark, bottomless pit of need. She knew she should be afraid, that every instinct screamed at her to run. But there was something in his gaze that called to her, something that whispered of relief, of satisfaction, of a power so raw and primal that it seemed to resonate within her very essence, a long-forgotten part of herself that craved to be touched and consumed.

​"Tell me the price," she managed to say, her voice stronger now, laced with a desperate curiosity. "What will you take?"

​He moved closer, his fiery feet leaving no impression in the sand. "Your pain," he purred. "Your past, your heartache, your grief. It will all be mine. In exchange, I offer you not merely an end to your suffering, but a new beginning. I offer you my protection, my power, my purpose." He knelt before her, his golden eyes level with hers. "I am a conduit, and every wish requires a vessel. You will be my vessel, bound to my will, and through me, you will not only survive, but you will thrive."

​Safeira swallowed hard, the weight of the decision settling in her bones. To give up her pain... it was all she had left. It was a part of her identity. But the promise of purpose, of a future, was a flame too bright to ignore. The desert had taken her past. This being offered to erase her pain and give her a new life.

​"I wish for you to give me what I truly desire," she murmured, her voice a plea, a demand, an act of surrender. "Give me a reason to live."

​The being chuckled. A sound that sent shivers of both fear and anticipation down her spine. "Your wish is granted," he said, and she felt his hand, hot and unyielding, close around hers. The moment his fingers closed over hers, a brilliant flash of red light erupted from their clasped hands, illuminating the night. A series of ancient symbols, like burning embers, seared themselves into the air around them, pulsing with an intense, rhythmic light.

​"But remember," he said, his voice a promise and a threat, "every desire comes with a price, and I will not be denied what is owed to me."

​Safeira opened her eyes, and the desert night was no longer the same. The fiery being still held her hand, his grip tightening with every heartbeat. His touch was like a brand, searing through her skin, yet it brought a strange comfort she hadn't felt in what seemed like an eternity. She looked into his eyes, a whirlpool of molten desire, and she knew she had made a pact with something ancient and unyielding, a being that would not be reasoned with or denied.

​He leaned in, his breath hot against her cheek, smelling of smoke and something else, something intoxicating. "The pain is gone," he whispered, a smile
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Some wishes don’t come true. They come to collect
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