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Chapter 1: The Weight of Lead and Late Hours
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[image: ]lias sat behind the cracked safety glass of the 24-hour apothecary, his eyes stinging from the fluorescent hum above. The clock on the wall didn’t tick; it groaned,


marking each second like a heavy footfall in a cathedral. Outside, the city of Oakhaven was a blur of charcoal shadows and rain that tasted faintly of copper and industrial soot.

He reached for a tarnished copper scale, his fingers trembling just enough to make the weights clatter against the wood. Every night was the same ritual of measuring out ground moth-wing and synthetic mercury for customers who didn’t want to be seen. The anxiety of the “unlicensed” life sat in his stomach like a cold stone, never truly dissolving.

A bell chimed, thin and lonely, as the heavy iron door creaked open to admit a gust of freezing wind. A woman stepped in, her coat drenched and her face pale enough to suggest she hadn’t seen the sun in years. She didn’t speak immediately, instead clutching a leather satchel to her chest as if it held her heart.

Elias felt the familiar prickle of apprehension crawl up his spine as he watched her steady herself against the counter. Her eyes were wide, brimming with a frantic sort of longing that usually preceded a very dangerous request. In this part of the
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city, people only looked that way when they were trying to outrun a ghost.

“I was told you could fix things that are fundamentally broken,” she whispered, her voice cracking like dry parchment. She reached into her bag and pulled out a vial of liquid that glowed with a sickly, rhythmic pulse. Elias recognized the hue instantly; it was Essence of Regret, a substance so volatile it was banned by the Council.

He stared at the vial, his pulse hammering against his ribs in a frantic rhythm that matched the glowing fluid. To touch it was a crime, but to turn her away felt like a different kind of sin entirely. The silence between them stretched, thick with the unspoken weight of all the mistakes they both wanted to undo. Elias didn’t pull his hand away, though every instinct screamed at him to retreat into the shadows of the back storeroom. The liquid in the vial surged, casting a rhythmic, violet light across the deep lines of his palms. He felt a sudden, sharp pang of sympathy that cut through his professional exhaustion. She wasn’t just a customer; she was a casualty of

the city’s hidden, alchemical wars.

“Regret is a corrosive base for any transmutation, ma’am,” he said, his voice dropping to a low, cautious rumble. He moved slowly, reaching for a pair of silver-lined tongs to take the vial from her shaking, frozen fingers. The glass felt unnaturally warm, vibrating with a kinetic energy that suggested the memories trapped inside were fighting to get out.

The woman collapsed onto the stool, her shoulders heaving as the first sob finally broke through her fragile, icy composure. She looked at her empty hands as if she had just handed over her only lifeline in a vast, dark ocean. The fear in her eyes was
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replaced by a hollow, haunting sort of exhaustion. “I just need the ending to be different,” she choked out, her gaze fixed on the floor.

Elias set the vial onto a lead-lined pedestal, watching the violet light swirl into a miniature, angry storm within the glass. He knew the cost of what she was asking; alchemists didn’t just change metals, they traded in the currency of the soul. The joy he once felt for his craft had long ago been replaced by this heavy, soot-stained sense of duty.

He turned to the shelves behind him, pulling down a jar of powdered salt and a sprig of dried rosemary. These were mundane ingredients, yet in the hands of a desperate man at four in the morning, they felt like holy relics. He began to grind them together, the rhythmic sound of the mortar and pestle filling the cramped, dusty shop.

His mind raced through the formulas he had memorized in his youth, back when the world felt bright and full of gold. Now, the gold was gone, leaving only the leaden reality of Oakhaven’s forgotten streets and the broken people who walked them. He checked the pressure gauge on his small, brass boiler, the steam hissing a warning he chose to ignore.

“I can stabilize the essence, but I cannot rewrite your past,” Elias murmured, his heart aching for the lie he was telling. He knew that with enough heat and the right catalyst, even the most stubborn memory could be warped into something unrecognizable. The ethics of the trade were a luxury he hadn’t been able to afford for a very long time.

The woman looked up, a flicker of hope dancing in her tear- streaked eyes, and it made Elias feel physically ill. Hope was the most dangerous ingredient in his shop, far more explosive than the mercury or the sulfur. He poured the salt mixture into a
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copper bowl, preparing himself for the internal fire that always accompanied a true transmutation.

The copper bowl began to hum, a low-frequency vibration that Elias felt in the marrow of his bones. He added three drops of distilled rainwater, the surface tension breaking with a sharp, metallic pop that signaled the start of the reaction. The shop grew colder, the heat being sucked into the bowl as the ingredients began their violent, alchemical marriage.

His hands moved with a practiced grace that belied the sheer terror clawing at the back of his throat. He had seen transmuta- tions go wrong before; he had seen the way reality could fold in on itself when a heart was too heavy. Yet, he continued, driven by a stubborn, weary empathy that he couldn’t quite extinguish despite the risks.

The woman watched him with a reverence that felt unearned, her breathing hitching every time the violet light flared brighter. She was searching for a miracle in a place that only dealt in trade- offs and bitter compromises. Elias wanted to tell her to run, to embrace her grief instead of trying to distill it into something safer.

Instead, he uncorked the vial of Regret and poured it slowly into the swirling salt and water mixture. A thick, sweet-smelling vapor rose from the bowl, smelling of old roses and the ozone smell that precedes a lightning strike. The air in the apothe- cary became dense, making every breath feel like a deliberate, physical effort for them both.

Elias felt a surge of the woman’s grief bleed into his own consciousness, a phantom pain that mirrored a loss he had buried years ago. It was the occupational hazard of the graveyard shift; the veil between the alchemist and the subject always wore thin in the dark. He gritted his teeth, forcing the swirling energy
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back down into the copper.

He grabbed a silver stirring rod, chanting the stabilization sequence under his breath in a language that tasted like iron. The liquid transitioned from a violent violet to a soft, shimmering amber, the turbulence settling into a calm, glassy surface. It was done, but the silence that followed felt heavier than the noise that had come before it.

He pushed the bowl toward her, his face slick with sweat and his eyes shadowed by a sudden, profound exhaustion. “Drink it, and the sharpest edges of the memory will dull, but you will still carry the weight,” he warned. He watched as she reached out, her fingers brushing against the warm copper with a touch that was almost a caress.

She didn’t hesitate, tilting the bowl back and swallowing the concoction in one long, desperate gulp that seemed to drain her of strength. For a moment, she stood perfectly still, her eyes rolling back as the alchemy took hold of her nervous system. Then, the tension snapped, and she slumped against the counter, finally breathing with a rhythmic, easy grace.

Elias caught her before her forehead hit the scarred wood of the counter, his own muscles screaming from the sudden exertion. Her skin felt cooler now, the frantic heat of her anxiety replaced by a strange, artificial calm that unsettled him. He lowered her into the rickety wooden chair, his mind already calculating the legal fallout if she didn’t wake up.

The amber light reflected in the woman’s eyes as they fluttered open, but the woman who looked back seemed fundamentally altered. The sharp, jagged sorrow that had defined her features just moments ago was gone, replaced by a smooth, vacant serenity. It was a successful transmutation, yet Elias felt a hollow ache in his chest as if he’d stolen something.
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“I... I can’t remember why I was crying,” she whispered, her voice light and airy, devoid of its previous, gravelly weight. She touched her cheeks, feeling the drying salt of her tears with a sense of mild, distant curiosity. To her, the tragedy had become a ghost story told by someone else, a narrative with no remaining sting.

Elias straightened his back, the old vertebrae popping in the silence of the shop, and turned away to hide his face. He began cleaning the copper bowl with a rag, scrubbing at the stubborn stains of the Essence of Regret. He didn’t want her to see the guilt etched into the corners of his mouth or his eyes.

“That is the price of the draught,” he replied, his voice sounding thinner than he intended it to be in the dim light. He focused on the rhythmic motion of his hand, trying to scrub away the phantom sensation of her grief. Every “fix” he performed felt like a small erosion of his own increasingly fragile, weary soul.

The woman stood up, her movements fluid and ghostly, and placed a small stack of crumpled bills on the glass counter. She didn’t look back as she walked toward the door, her silhouette framed by the oppressive, rain-slicked darkness of the street. The bell chimed again, a lonely, final sound that echoed long after the heavy door had clicked shut.

Elias stood alone in the apothecary, the hum of the fluorescent lights suddenly feeling like a physical weight pressing on his skull. He looked at the money on the counter, then at the empty vial, feeling the crushing isolation of
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