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Prologue: When the Air Changed
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No one in Oakhaven noticed the smell at first.

That was the strangest part. It didn’t arrive with smoke or noise or anything dramatic enough to point at. It slipped into the town the way a thought slips into your mind when you’re half-asleep—quiet, persistent, and hard to explain.

At first, it was just a pause in conversation. Someone would stop mid-sentence and frown. A shopkeeper would open a window, then close it again. The air felt heavier, almost soft, like it stayed too long in one place instead of moving on.

By the third evening, people began mentioning it out loud.

“Do you smell that?”

“It’s sweet... isn’t it?”

“Not bad. Just strange.”

Sweet was the word most people used. Sweet, but sharp at the edges. Like fruit left out too long in the sun.

Beneath Oakhaven, in forgotten spaces sealed years ago, chemistry was waking up slowly. No alarms rang. No warning signs flashed. Reactions don’t need attention to begin—they only need time.
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