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Chapter 1: The Alchemy of Rust and Regret
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[image: ]he morning sun over Waste City was never a golden orb; it was a bruised, copper smudge filtered through layers of hovering industrial soot. Kaelen adjusted his cracked

goggles, feeling the familiar sting of acidic mist against his exposed neck. He waded through a knee-deep drift of discarded clockwork gears and calcified mana-crystals, searching for a specific glimmer.




The silence of the scrapyard was heavy, broken only by the distant, rhythmic thud of the Great Sifter in the city center. Every breath Kaelen took tasted of copper and old lightning, a reminder that the air itself was a byproduct of ancient, failing magic. He couldn’t afford to be picky today; his hearth was cold and his stomach was louder than his pride.




He spotted a flicker of iridescent blue beneath a rusted hull of a fallen airship. His heart hammered against his ribs—a frantic, uneven rhythm that echoed his growing anxiety. If that was a Grade-Four catalyst, he could pay off the Guild collectors for a month. If it was just glowing moss, he would go hungry again tonight.
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His fingers, scarred by a thousand minor explosions and caustic spills, brushed aside the jagged metal. The coldness of the object surprised him, a chill that seeped through his leather gloves and settled into his marrow. It wasn’t a catalyst; it was a perfect, pulsating sphere of liquid mercury that refused to flow. It defied every law of alchemy he knew.

Fear, cold and sharp, replaced his initial excitement as the sphere began to hum. The sound wasn’t auditory; it was a vibration that rattled his teeth and made the very scrap around him vibrate in sympathy. He should have dropped it and run back to the safety of the lower tunnels. Instead, a strange, desperate longing kept his grip firm.

This object felt alive, possessing a consciousness that mirrored his own isolation and weariness. For years, Kaelen had scav- enged the remnants of a dead civilization, but he had never encountered something that felt like it was waiting for him. The sphere glowed brighter, casting long, distorted shadows against the mountains of junk that walled him in from the world.

He looked around frantically, wondering if the Wardens had detected the sudden spike in local mana. The penalty for unregistered “High-Yield” finds was a lifetime in the sifting pits, or worse. His pulse raced as he tucked the anomaly into his lead-lined satchel, his hands trembling with a mixture of terror and hope. He had to get back to his workshop.

The walk back through the Narrow Gut was a gauntlet of sus- picious stares and the hollow coughs of the mana-sick. Kaelen kept his head down, his eyes fixed on the greasy cobblestones,
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feeling the weight of the sphere like a physical burden. Every shadow seemed to stretch toward him, and every clatter of a falling tin can sounded like a Warden’s heavy boot.




Joy was a foreign concept in Waste City, usually reserved for the high-born in the Spire, but a frantic spark of it ignited in Kaelen’s chest. If he could stabilize this liquid, he might finally find the answer to the Great Decay. Or, more realistically, he could buy his way out of this graveyard of a city. The possibility felt dangerously like a dream.




He reached his workshop, a cramped space carved into the foundation of a crumbling tower. The smell of sulfur and dried herbs greeted him, offering a small measure of comfort against the chaotic world outside. He bolted the heavy iron door and leaned against it, gasping for air that wasn’t choked with dust. The journey had only just begun.
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Chapter 2: The Resonance of Hollow Hearts
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[image: ]he sphere sat on Kaelen’s scarred workbench, pulsating with a rhythmic, rhythmic violet light that seemed to breathe in sync with his own shallow respirations. He


adjusted the brass aperture of his microscope, his eyes burning from hours of intense scrutiny. Every time he attempted to draw a sample, the liquid surface hardened into an impenetrable, diamond-like shell.

Anxiety gnawed at his stomach, a persistent ache that no amount of stale bread could quiet. He knew that the longer he kept this anomaly within his walls, the higher the risk of discovery became. The city’s sensors were tuned to detect even the slightest fluctuation in ethereal pressure. This object was not just a find; it was a ticking magical metronome.

A soft knock at the reinforced door made Kaelen jump, his hand nearly knocking over a vial of volatile essence. He froze, holding his breath until his lungs burned, listening for the telltale clank of Warden armor. Instead, he heard a low, familiar whistle—the signal from Elara, the only scavenger he dared to call a friend.

[image: ]



CHAPTER 2: THE RESONANCE OF HOLLOW HEARTS




He slid the heavy bolt back, ushering her in before slamming the door shut against the swirling soot of the alleyway. Elara took one look at the glowing sphere and let out a sharp, jagged breath. Her eyes, usually sharp and cynical, widened with a mixture of awe and genuine terror. She knew the legends of the Core-Cells better than anyone.




“You have to get rid of that thing, Kaelen,” she whispered, her voice trembling like a wire under tension. She reached out a hand but pulled it back as if burned by the mere sight of the violet glow. She explained that the Spire was already in an uproar, searching for a massive energy leak that had originated in the scrapyards.




Kaelen felt a wave of stubbornness rise within him, a defiant spark that pushed back against the crushing weight of his fear. For the first time in his life, he wasn’t just surviving; he was holding a piece of the universe’s fundamental architecture. He couldn’t just throw it back into the filth. He needed to understand why it had chosen to hum for him.




They spent the night in a feverish huddle, cross-referencing ancient, tea-stained manuscripts and forbidden alchemical charts. Elara’s presence grounded him, her practical cynicism acting as a necessary counterweight to his desperate hope. Together, they discovered a hidden inscription on the sphere’s inner horizon that only appeared when the moonlight hit the workbench.




The text spoke of a “Binding of Wills,” a process where the alchemist’s own life force acted as a stabilizer for the raw mana.
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It was a suicidal technique, one that the modern Guild had banned centuries ago to protect their own monopoly on power. Kaelen looked at his trembling hands and realized he was already fading into the city’s grey decay.

By the time the first sickly light of dawn filtered through the grime-streaked window, they had formed a plan. They would not sell the sphere; they would use it to jump-start the city’s ancient, dormant filtration system. It was a madman’s gamble that could either save thousands or vaporize the entire district. The weight of the decision felt like lead.

Elara squeezed his hand, her grip surprisingly strong despite her waifish frame. There was a flickering joy in her expression, a look of someone who had finally found a reason to fight. Kaelen nodded, a grim resolve settling over him like a shroud. They gathered their tools, knowing that the Wardens would be knocking on the door by midday.
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Chapter 3: The Descent into Iron Veins
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[image: ]he air in the subterranean tunnels was thick with the scent of wet stone and ancient, stagnant grease. Kaelen led the way, his hand trembling as it clutched the lead-

lined satchel containing the pulsating sphere. Behind him, Elara moved with a predator’s grace, her eyes scanning the darkness for the automated sentries that guarded the city’s forgotten circulatory system.




Every drip of water from the ceiling sounded like a hammer against an anvil in the oppressive silence. Kaelen’s anxiety was a physical weight, pressing down on his chest until every breath felt like a victory over suffocation. They were miles below the scrapyards now, venturing into a mechanical labyrinth that had been sealed since the Great Collapse.




They reached the primary junction, a cathedral-sized chamber filled with towering pistons and rusted brass pipes the size of ancient oaks. This was the heart of Waste City, a dormant titan that had once scrubbed the air and purified the water for millions. Now, it was a tomb of iron and forgotten dreams, waiting for a spark to live.
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The sphere began to vibrate violently within the bag, its hum rising to a piercing shriek that echoed off the damp walls. Kaelen felt a surge of raw mana bleeding through the lead shielding, stinging his skin like a swarm of invisible hornets. The object knew it was close to its destination, and its hunger for connection was becoming uncontrollable.

Elara pointed toward a






















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Yok ; L
1 \'{. v d % \ b
7 ! X .
o 3 A \
. - %, " 5 R
S A -\ <R P
- A w; - '
. Vg e
- 1\ - \ -
e t l."' - g
k. i » %
QO | R, A
e 4 of Y
oF % i
" il i
S b p
1Y i) i
\ g 2
\ i

MANA BOUND

THE ALCHEMIST OF WASTE CITY
HIMA CHER





d2d_images/image001.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





