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Prologue
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Adam sat in the driver's seat of his old car, the engine off, and the air thick with the quiet hum of the surrounding woods. His eyes, tired but vigilant, were fixed on the small figure wandering among the trees in the distance. The boy, no older than thirteen, moved with an unconscious grace, unaware of the invisible force that surrounded him. It had taken Adam weeks to track the rumors, subtle whispers of strange occurrences that led him to this remote place. Tonight, everything was about to change.

As the boy knelt beside a dying bird, Adam’s breath hitched. He had seen this before—this unmistakable pull of energy, the boy’s hand trembling slightly as the life force of the animal faded. Adam knew what was happening. The boy was not ordinary; he was one of the few, born with the ancient and cursed ability to take in the sins of others. A rare gift, one that couldn’t be ignored, but one that carried a heavy price. Adam had borne this weight for decades, and now, he had found the one destined to follow him.

The night was still as Adam watched from the car, the world around him quiet except for the occasional rustle of leaves. He could feel the boy’s raw power, untapped and dangerous. The burden of sin was not something meant for someone so young, and yet, the boy had no choice. The call had come for him, just as it had for Adam many years before. He remembered that moment—the confusion, the fear, the dawning realization that his life would never again be his own.

Adam sighed, his fingers tapping rhythmically on the steering wheel as memories flooded back. The order had been his salvation, giving him purpose, guiding him through the torment of bearing the sins of the dying. But it had also been a prison, chaining him to a path of isolation and sacrifice. He had seen too much, felt too much. Now, watching the boy, Adam knew his time was nearing its end. The cycle was beginning anew.

He adjusted his rearview mirror, catching a glimpse of his own reflection—lined with age, burdened by years of carrying the weight of others. He had hoped to pass this duty on to someone else before the end, and now the boy presented that opportunity. Eric, that was his name. Adam had learned it through quiet observation, gathering information on the boy and his family. The pieces were falling into place. But before he could step forward, he needed to be sure. Eric had to be ready to face the truth.

With a quiet sigh, Adam opened the car door and stepped out into the cool night air, his footsteps silent as he approached the boy from a distance. Eric was still kneeling by the bird, unaware of the eyes upon him. Adam watched for a few more moments, then made his decision. It was time to reveal the path that lay before Eric, a path that would strip away innocence and replace it with the burdens of the shadows.
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Chapter 1: The Discovery
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Eric kicked at the loose dirt with the toe of his sneaker as he wandered aimlessly through the woods. The familiar scent of pine and damp earth filled the air, and the occasional call of a bird echoed above him. He had always liked the solitude out here, away from the noise of home and the suffocating feeling that came with being surrounded by people. It was quieter here—easier to breathe.

A sudden movement caught his eye. Just ahead, a small bird flapped weakly in the underbrush, its feathers ruffled and disheveled, clearly near the end of its life. Without thinking, Eric crouched down beside the creature. He had seen dying animals before, but this felt... different. There was an odd pull, a strange sensation deep in his chest, as if something invisible was connecting him to the bird. His hand moved closer, hovering just above its body. He didn't know why, but he couldn't stop himself.

As his fingers grazed the bird's feathers, a rush of cold swept through him, and for a moment, the world around him blurred. Eric's breath caught in his throat. There was something wrong. The bird's eyes, dark and glassy, seemed to bore into him, and as he exhaled, it was as though a weight lifted—not from the bird, but from him. The bird gave one final shudder and went still.

Eric blinked, pulling his hand back sharply. The strange sensation was gone, leaving only confusion in its wake. His chest felt heavy, as if he'd just taken on something far beyond him. He stared at the lifeless creature, heart pounding. What had just happened?

"Not something you see every day, is it?"

Eric jumped at the voice, spinning around to see a tall figure standing a few feet away. The man had appeared so silently that Eric hadn’t even noticed him approach. He wore a long coat, his face partially shadowed by a wide-brimmed hat. There was something in the way the man looked at him—curiosity mixed with something deeper.

"I... I didn’t hear you," Eric stammered, taking a small step back.

The man nodded, his eyes flicking briefly to the bird before settling back on Eric. "Did you feel it?" he asked, his voice calm but probing. "That pull, when you touched the bird?"

Eric didn’t answer right away. He wasn’t sure what to say. He had felt something, but how could this stranger know? "I don’t know what you mean," Eric said, though his voice betrayed the uncertainty he felt.

The man stepped closer, his gaze steady. "You have a gift, Eric," he said softly. "A rare one. What you just did—that’s no accident."

Eric blinked in confusion. How did this man know his name? "Who are you?" Eric asked, his unease growing. He glanced back at the bird, now still and lifeless, as if looking at it might explain something.

The man smiled faintly. "I’ve been watching you for a while now. You're special. The way you can feel things others can’t—the way you take away the burdens of those around you, even if you don’t understand it yet."

"I don’t take anything," Eric said quickly, his voice shaking. "I don’t even know what you’re talking about."

"You will," the man replied, his tone almost kind. "You’re a sin eater, Eric. And that bird... you didn’t just watch it die. You absorbed its sins."

The words hit Eric like a punch to the chest. Sin eater? What was this man talking about? "I... I don’t understand," he managed to say.

"You will," the man repeated. He crouched down, bringing himself to Eric’s level, his expression serious now. "Animals don’t sin like humans do. Their sins are small, almost instinctive—survival, fear, anger. But you felt it, didn’t you? The way that weight left the bird and came to you. That was just a glimpse of what you can do."

Eric stared at the man, his heart racing. This couldn’t be real. It didn’t make sense. "Why me?" he asked, his voice barely above a whisper. "Why can I do this?"

The man straightened up, his face somber. "Because you were born with it. It’s not something you can choose or control. It’s who you are. And if you don’t learn to control it... it will overwhelm you."

Eric looked down at his hands, the memory of the cold rush still fresh in his mind. His whole body felt strange, as though something was lingering just beneath the surface, waiting to rise. He wanted to run, to hide, but part of him knew the man was right. Something had changed inside him, and there was no going back.

"I don’t want this," Eric said, his voice shaking. "I don’t want to take anyone’s sins."

The man’s gaze softened. "No one ever does, at first. But you’re not alone. There’s a way to learn, to manage it. I can help you, if you’re willing."

Eric hesitated, the weight of the moment pressing down on him. He didn’t know this man, didn’t understand what was happening, but something in the stranger’s eyes told him he was speaking the truth. "What do I have to do?"
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