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​Chapter 1: The Ash of Memory and the Weight of Breath
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[image: ]he morning air in the city of Oakhaven didn’t taste like a fresh start; it tasted like the copper of old blood and the stale scent of a life lived three times too long. Kaelen

sat on the edge of a moth-eaten mattress, his fingers trembling as they traced the new, unscarred skin of his forearm. This was the fourth time he had woken up to the sound of a world that thought him dead.




He stood up, the floorboards groaning under a weight that felt heavier than simple gravity. Every muscle memory from his previous lives screamed at him to reach for a blade that wasn’t there. His heart hammered against his ribs like a trapped bird, a frantic rhythm of anxiety that he couldn’t quiet. The silence of the room was a physical pressure, mocking the loud, violent end he had suffered only days—or was it years?—before.




Kaelen walked to the cracked washbasin, splashing cold water onto a face that looked far younger than his exhausted soul felt. He stared into the glass, searching for the man who had been a thief, then a soldier, then a martyr. Instead, he saw a stranger with wide, fearful eyes. The joy of being alive was
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absent, replaced by a hollow longing for a rest that wouldn’t come.

He dressed in the shadows, his movements fluid but cautious, as if the very air might recognize him as an intruder. He knew the rules of this city better than the men who built it, yet he felt like a ghost haunting his own biography. The fear of being discovered was a dull ache in his gut, a constant reminder that resurrection was not a gift, but a sentence.

Stepping out into the Narrow, the sunlight felt like an interro- gation. He pulled his hood low, the fabric scratching against his jaw, a sensation that felt grounding and irritating all at once. People brushed past him, their lives mundane and linear, unaware that a man who had seen the void was walking among them. He felt a sudden, sharp pang of envy for their simple mortality.

He navigated the labyrinthine streets toward the Rusty Tankard, his mind churning with the logistics of his survival. He needed coin, a name, and a purpose that didn’t involve dying again. The anxiety of his situation began to manifest as a cold sweat, slicking his palms as he approached the tavern door. He paused, his hand hovering over the iron handle, paralysed by the sudden thought of home.

The heavy oak door of the tavern yielded with a familiar, mourn- ful creak that set Kaelen’s teeth on edge. Inside, the air was a thick soup of roasted malt, unwashed bodies, and the sharp tang of cheap pipe weed. He found a corner table shrouded in deep shadow, sliding into the bench with a practised grace that felt
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like an old, unwanted habit returning to his tired limbs.




He kept his eyes lowered, tracking the movements of the patrons by the sound of their boots on the sawdust floor. Every loud laugh from the bar caused a sharp spike of adrenaline to surge through his veins, a phantom echo of his last moments. He gripped the edge of the table until his knuckles turned white, fighting the urge to bolt back into the relative safety of the alleyways.




A waitress approached, her expression one of bored indifference that Kaelen found strangely comforting in its normalcy. He ordered a simple meal, his voice sounding raspy and foreign to his own ears after the long silence of the transition. As she walked away, he let out a long, shuddering breath, trying to dispel the crushing weight of the anxiety that sat firmly upon his chest.




The meal arrived—a hunk of grey bread and a bowl of thin, salty stew—but his stomach twisted at the sight of it. He forced himself to eat, knowing that his new body needed fuel to survive the coming night. Each swallow felt like lead, a reminder that he was once again tethered to the mundane necessities of a living, breathing human being.




Across the room, a group of mercenaries were boasting about a recent skirmish, their voices booming with a confidence Kaelen had long since lost. He listened to their tales of glory with a cynical bitterness, knowing how quickly such bravado could turn into a desperate plea for mercy. He felt a sudden, visceral longing for a life where death was a finality, not a recurring



[image: ]

nightmare.

As he finished his meal, a man in a charcoal-colored cloak detached himself from the bar and began walking toward his table. Kaelen’s hand instinctively went to his belt, searching for a dagger that was still missing, his heart racing with a renewed sense of dread. The man stopped a few feet away, his face partially obscured by a hood, radiating an aura of quiet, calculated power.

“You have the look of a man who has seen the sun set on his own grave,” the stranger whispered, his voice smooth as polished stone. Kaelen froze, the blood in his veins turning to ice as the realization hit him that his anonymity was already compromised. He looked up, meeting the stranger’s gaze with a mixture of defiance and a weary, soul-deep terror.

The stranger didn’t wait for an invitation, sliding into the seat opposite Kaelen with a fluidity that suggested he was no ordinary citizen. He laid a single, tarnished coin on the table, its surface etched with symbols that Kaelen recognized from his second life. The sight of the artifact sent a jolt of recognition through him, followed closely by a wave of profound, suffocating sorrow.

“I am not interested in puzzles or ghosts,” Kaelen managed to say, his voice steadying despite the frantic thrumming in his ears. The stranger chuckled softly, a sound that lacked any real warmth or humor, and leaned forward until they were mere inches apart. The scent of ozone and ancient parchment clung to the man, a smell that Kaelen associated with the deepest of magics.
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“You don’t have a choice in the matter, Kaelen of Oakhaven,” the man replied, using the name Kaelen had buried three lifetimes ago. “The fourth resurrection is never a coincidence, and it is rarely a gift without a steep price.” The fear that had been a dull ache now bloomed into a sharp, piercing pain that made it difficult for Kaelen to breathe properly.




Kaelen felt the walls of the tavern closing in, the noise of the crowd fading into a dull, distant hum as he stared at the coin. He thought of the three times he had failed before, the lives he had wasted in pursuit of things that no longer mattered. A sense of crushing responsibility settled over him, mingling with a desperate, flickering hope that perhaps this time would be different.




“What do you want from me?” Kaelen asked, his voice barely a whisper above the din of the common room. The stranger’s eyes glinted with a hidden purpose, a look that promised both salvation and destruction in the same breath. Kaelen realized then that his fourth life was not a fresh start, but the beginning of a final, most dangerous act.




The man in the charcoal cloak reached out, his long fingers hovering just inches above the tarnished coin but never touching it. He explained that the fabric of reality was fraying because Kaelen kept returning to a world that had already processed his departure. Every time he breathed again, the balance shifted, creating ripples of instability that drew the attention of things far worse than mere mortal guards or rival thieves.




Kaelen felt a cold sweat break out across his brow as the weight of
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the stranger’s words began to sink into his mind. It wasn’t just about his survival anymore; his very existence was an anomaly that threatened the foundations of the city he once loved. The joy he had briefly felt at seeing the sky again vanished, replaced by a suffocating guilt that felt like a physical anchor in his chest.

“I never asked for this cycle to continue,” Kaelen hissed, leaning closer to ensure their conversation remained private amidst the tavern’s roar. He wanted to scream at the injustice of it all, but the tightness in his throat trapped his voice. The stranger simply nodded, his expression remaining an unreadable mask of calm that only served to heighten Kaelen’s growing sense of frantic, helpless agitation.

The stranger pushed the coin across the table, the metal scraping against the wood with a sound that felt like a serrated blade. He told Kaelen that there was a way to break the cycle, but it required returning to the very place where his first life had ended. The memory of that dark, rain-slicked alleyway flashed in Kaelen’s mind, bringing with it a sudden, sharp spike of terror.

Kaelen’s hand shook as he finally reached out and covered the coin with his palm, the cold metal biting into his skin. He felt a faint vibration emanating from the artifact, a ghostly pulse that seemed to sync with his own erratic heartbeat. It was a tether to a past he had tried so hard to outrun, a reminder that the dead never truly stayed buried.

The stranger rose from the bench without another word, his silhouette blending into the hazy, smoke-filled air of the Rusty Tankard. He left behind a lingering scent of old dust and the
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unspoken threat of a deadline that Kaelen didn’t yet understand. Kaelen sat alone, the noise of the tavern returning in a deafening rush that made his head throb with a dull, rhythmic pain.




He stayed in that booth for what felt like hours, staring at the coin until the symbols seemed to writhe like living shadows. The fear was still there, but beneath it, a new feeling was beginning to take root: a grim, hardened resolve. If this was to be his final life, he wouldn’t spend it hiding in the dark like a frightened, wounded animal.




As the hearth fire began to die down, Kaelen stood up, his legs feeling heavy but certain as he moved toward the exit. He stepped back out into the cool night air of Oakhaven, the stars looking like cold, indifferent eyes watching his every move. He
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