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CHAPTER 1: “Breath and Ash”



Part I: “The Ritual of Breath”
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Summary: Cael begins his day with the strict, silent discipline that keeps him alive. He repairs, scavenges, measures. The ashstorm is coming.

The hissing of the wall-filter marked the beginning of morning.

Cael Ferrin opened his eyes to its whisper, the way one might to a mother’s voice in another life. The bunker held no sun, no clock, no birdcall—only the long, rasping exhale of a ten-year-old condenser bleeding pressure through its copper gut.

He swung his legs off the cot in a single practiced motion. His boots—thick-soled and stitched with old filter mesh—waited exactly where he’d placed them. He slipped them on in silence.

The ritual began.

He lit no lantern. The walls glowed faintly with residue from phosphorescent salts he had embedded into the plaster years ago—mildly radioactive, but slow-burning. He moved past racks of coiled tubing, glass phials crusted in alum bloom, and shelves packed with neatly arranged jars of powdered metals.

Everything in its place.

He pulled on his outer coat—leather treated with oil and fine ash, scentless and dull. Over this, he slid on the breather: a rusted brass mouthpiece, its two filter canisters screwed in with shaking hands. He tested the suction with a slow inhale. The valve wheezed, but no grit entered.

Acceptable. For now.

He tightened the final strap around his neck and turned to his logbook. The entries were meticulously penned in faded ink—each line measured and squared. He flipped to the next empty page, uncapped the stylus, and wrote:

Day 3842 — Primary condenser active. Airflow: 43.6%  

Secondary: Dead (coolant leak). Patch again.  

Water pressure: 1.2 bars (danger). Begin filtration cycle before dusk.  

––––––––
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NO COMMENTARY. NO FLOURISH. Just the truth.

At the bunker’s rear wall, a small mechanical lever waited beneath a rusted warning plate that read:

“DO NOT OPEN WHILE BREATHING.”

He pulled it.

A series of locks groaned in succession, and the stone door behind it scraped open, revealing a narrow tunnel of old iron and sulfur-scarred brick. He stepped into it, hunched beneath low vaulting. His steps were exact, falling into the same soot-prints from the day before.

The tunnel led to the surface—if it could still be called that.

Ashmouth greeted him like it always did: in silence and with weight.

The crater stretched in all directions, a vast bowl of scorched land where the sky and the soil both coughed. The sun—what little of it that pierced the veil—was a smoldering bruise above. Wind carried thin tendrils of white ash across the cracked ground, layering everything in brittle snow that hissed when disturbed.

He paused beneath the shadow of a collapsed pylon, one of many that dotted the rim—once part of the Society’s lattice of atmospheric siphons. The pylon’s skeleton now bent like an arthritic finger, dripping rust.

Cael knelt.

He unslung his tools and began the first part of the ritual: harvest.

He worked in silence for two hours.

Fingers wrapped in cloth, he picked through corroded metal with the patience of a surgeon. Here, an intact strainer-plate from a broken condenser. There, the mouthpiece of a child’s breather mask—useless for function, but the mesh might still be re-stitched.

Everything had potential, until it didn’t.

From time to time, he’d pause, listening.

There were sounds in Ashmouth—not voices, not animals, but mechanisms still muttering in their sleep. A faint grinding from beneath the rock. The occasional wheeze of a long-dead alchemical pump venting itself like a ghost. He didn’t fear them.

He feared what made them.

Midway through his circuit, his finger caught on something sharp. He jerked it back—blood welled through the glove. Not much. Just enough to irritate him.

He sucked the fingertip through the fabric and returned to work.

A high wind began to build, tugging at his coat. The ash shifted sideways, streaming toward the crater’s southern wall. He paused, eyes narrowing.

Storm. Not today.

He looked back toward the rim, then at the sun—lower than it should be. Ashstorms came fast. They buried the sky, blinded breathers, chewed through skin.

Cael stood and began re-packing his satchel with mechanical precision. Tools. Salvage. Spare flint. Vial of red powder. Folded breather cloth. One final scan.

He turned.

The hiss of the wind rose higher now, no longer a whisper but a warning. Like breath drawn before speech.

Cael began the walk back to his bunker, steps fast but deliberate. Ash gathered at his boots, clinging, resisting. The sky darkened. The edges of the crater—once jagged glass and scorched clay—blurred into the gloom.

And that was when he saw it.

Just off his usual path—past a broken vent pipe and a half-buried warning sign—a shape. Slumped. Unmoving. Almost human.

He froze.

Another corpse, he thought. They turned up sometimes, thrown by old wind or revealed by erosion. Most had been stripped of anything useful long ago.

He took a step closer.

The shape lay at the edge of a shallow depression in the ash, half-covered by windblown grit. A curled hand, pale and raw, protruded from beneath a layer of soot.

Then the hand twitched.

Cael didn’t move.

Not away. Not forward.

Just stood, while the wind screamed behind him and ash licked the lenses of his breather mask.
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Part II: “Harvest”
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Summary:

Cael treks across the crater basin to scavenge a collapsed filtration tower. Along the way, he passes ruined machines and breathers’ skeletons still sealed in their suits. Inside the tower, he finds rare alchemical glass and old Society tags. Something about the design disturbs him—it’s from a time before the collapse. The storm rolls in faster than expected. Cael flees.

Previous Part Recap:

Cael was returning from his scavenging route as an ashstorm rolled in. Just off his path, he spotted what appeared to be a corpse half-buried in soot. But as he looked closer, the pale hand twitched.

Cael stood still, the ash stinging his mask like dry sleet.

Another twitch. Subtle. Just the fingers, curling in on themselves as if cradling something unseen.

He should’ve turned away.

Every rule he lived by, every law he had etched into his routine like grooves in stone said leave it.

Dead weight got you killed. The dying worse.

Still, his feet moved.

Not toward the hand, but around it—circling slowly, scanning the ridge, checking for traps. No other footprints. No drag marks. No collapse holes. The girl—he could see her now—looked real. Young. Unmoving.

The sigil on her arm caught the light.

Just barely, through the ashfall—but enough.

Cael’s stomach coiled.

He retreated two paces, shaking his head, then turned his eyes to the darkening sky. He had minutes before the ashstorm reached full pitch. The cloud edge was already boiling over the crater rim like black foam.

He ran.

He didn’t return to the bunker.

Not yet.

There was one more place to reach before the storm—Tower Nine.

It lay another quarter-mile downslope, slumped like a drunk against the ash basin. Tower Nine had been a minor air scrubbing pillar, never operational after the first tremors that split the southern trench. It collapsed four years after the Null Event—but pieces still held secrets. And filter cores.

Cael needed one.

His secondary filter was already leaking coolant, and the primary—the one that woke him—was never meant to last a decade.

The girl could die in the ash.

She likely would.

But Cael would die if he didn’t fix his airflow.

He reached the wreckage just as the wind began to howl—high and circular, a predator’s shriek spinning inward. The tower was half-buried, its upper shaft snapped and crusted with ambered grit. Half-melted alchemical sigils ran along its seams, faintly glowing like veins under dead skin.

Cael dropped to a crouch and wedged himself between two fallen beams. Inside the broken shell, the storm was a dull roar.

He lit a flask—an old alchemical spark-gas—and wedged it into a metal socket, casting pale green light down the shaft.

He could see bones.

Three, maybe four skeletons. Breathers who’d taken shelter here years ago. Their suits were crumbling, their masks shattered. But their packs—those might still hold sealed parts.

Cael moved carefully.

Not out of fear.

Out of reverence.

Every scavenger before him had left something behind. A scar. A thought. A mistake. This was their cathedral—a monument to failure.

He pulled the first pack free.

Stripped it. Broken couplings. Cracked regulator. No good.

The second pack yielded a copper mask—dented but intact—and a small vial wrapped in oilskin. Cael held it to the flasklight. Phlogistrate powder. Rare. Unstable. Used for fire-starts and emergency sealants.

He pocketed it.

The third body wore a badge.

Not uncommon.

But this one was wrong.

It bore the triple-knot sigil of the First Cohort, the engineers who built the Deepworks beneath the crater. Their work was supposed to have vanished when the Society collapsed. None of them made it this far out, this close to the edge.

Cael ran his gloved thumb across the emblem.

Something cold shivered through his arm, like touching an old friend’s grave.

A hard gust slammed the tower shell.

He braced against the beam. Time was gone.

He grabbed what he could—two regulators, a half-spool of intact mesh, a sealed breather clamp—and backed out the way he came.

As he rose to the open air, the sky had turned red-black. A color it only took on when the storm was at full churn. Ash fell not as powder now, but in ribbons, long sheeting tendrils that wrapped and clung.

Cael sealed his mask fully, switched on the backup filter, and began the sprint home.

Ashmouth swallowed the world as he moved.

Landmarks blurred. The pylon spines became shadows. His footsteps disappeared the moment they formed. The world was wind and death and white noise.

He turned at the vent pipe he’d passed earlier—used it as a marker. Fifteen paces past, a broken sign. Fifteen more—he should’ve seen the ravine.

And the hand.

But he saw nothing.

Just white.

He stopped. Breathing hard through the mask. Chest tight.

Had he miscounted?

Had the storm buried her already?

He scanned the ash, now knee-deep and rising.

Then, just at the edge of his vision, a shape curled in the lee of a shattered stone—like a tiny drift carved by the wind.

She hadn’t moved.

But the sigil on her arm was still there, pulsing faintly under the ash.

Still warm.
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Part III: “The Edge”
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Summary:

Fleeing the storm, Cael veers off his usual path and stumbles across a shallow ravine at the edge of the crater. Something catches his eye—a pale hand barely protruding from the ash. At first, he ignores it, assuming it’s another corpse. But when the hand twitches, he digs—uncovering a dying girl with scorched lungs and a symbol burned into her arm. He hesitates.

Previous Part Recap:

Cael scavenged Tower Nine for essential parts as an ashstorm rolled in. On his way back, he spotted the half-buried girl again—still warm, still alive—her arm marked with an impossible sigil.

He stood above her, the storm roaring sideways around them.

The ash had buried most of her again, rising like floodwater over her back and neck. Only one hand remained visible now, white as wax and twitching spasmodically. Her fingers curled inward with each breathless shudder. It wasn’t voluntary. It was the body refusing to surrender.

Cael dropped to one knee.

He didn’t touch her. Not yet.

Instead, he reached to his belt pouch and retrieved a cracked vial of silt-oil, held it against her lips, and watched for movement. No swallow. Just dry breath—whistle-thin and skipping.

Her body was fighting, but losing.

His fingers hesitated over the cloth wrapped around her head. Part of it had fused with her skin where heat or chemical exposure had burned through. She’d likely come from higher ground—the rim settlements, maybe—if they still existed. Maybe someone had pushed her in. Or maybe she’d been meant to die.

They’d marked her, that much was clear.

The sigil wasn’t just a tattoo. It had been branded. The skin blistered around it like old wax. Cael studied the pattern—three interlocking rings with an arrow through their center. He’d seen it only once, long ago, in the forbidden glyph-vaults beneath the Society’s citadel.

It wasn’t supposed to exist.

He looked up, ash stinging his lenses.

Move, he told himself.

But he didn’t.

He counted his breaths.

Four through the mask. Then four out. Again.

The wind screamed louder. His cloak snapped like a torn sail behind him, whipping dust into every crease of his coat. He checked the filters. Clogged. The second one was already hissing under the pressure.

He was running out of air.

And he would waste more if he took her.

Carrying someone doubled exposure. You moved slower. Your intake spiked. The regulators choked. You dropped things. You died.

That was the math. Simple. Clean.

But still, he stayed.

Cael reached down.

Gently, he swept the ash from her shoulders, from her face. Her skin was sunken and pale-blue, lips dry and cracked open. He could see blood pooled in her gums. Every breath sounded like a pipe choking on grit.

He reached inside his coat and withdrew a small glass vial—breather tincture, usually inhaled by tube. He had no rig for her. So he broke the seal and spilled the tincture directly into the crook of her collarbone. The liquid hissed as it met her skin.

Nothing at first.

Then—she gasped.

Not a full breath. But her jaw clenched. Her eyes flickered beneath the lids.

She was still there.

Cael moved fast now.

He slid his arms beneath her, lifting her like packed cloth—light, broken. Her coat peeled off in strips where it had fused to her. He wrapped his spare filter-shawl around her mouth, sealed it with a copper clip. She didn’t resist.

He turned, facing the storm.

Ash blinded him immediately. The direction of the wind had shifted. He could no longer see the broken vent pipe—the landmark he always used. He forced his boots into motion.

Each step sank nearly to the ankle.

She weighed almost nothing, but his breath came harder now. The filter hissed in a failing rhythm—like a dying bellows. His vision narrowed. The world turned black at the edges. He focused only on the next step. Then the next.

Then he tripped.

They hit the ash hard.

She rolled from his arms and coughed violently, staining the shawl around her mouth red. Cael lay there a moment, letting the storm roll over him like water. He thought of staying. Just for a while.

But then she made a sound.

It wasn’t a word. More like a soft animal cry, something caught between sleep and drowning.

That was enough.

Cael crawled to her, slung her across his back, and staggered up the next slope. His lungs burned. His thoughts blurred. The filter in his mask snapped—a small crack—but it held.

He saw the arch of his bunker’s entrance a moment later, half-buried by drift.

He punched in the code. The steel groaned. The stone split.

The door opened.

Inside the tunnel, the air was dry and still.

He fell to one knee as the door resealed behind him, shutting out the world with a deafening clunk. The only sound left was the rasp of his breath and the faintest noise behind it—

—the girl, trying to breathe through the mask shawl, eyes still shut, bleeding from her lip.

Cael set her down gently and stared.

Then, with slow, mechanical motions, he removed his coat, unfastened his filter mask, and gasped real air for the first time since morning.

It tasted like metal and mildew.

He didn’t care.

He was alive.

And now, so was she.
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Part IV: “Cael’s Law”
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Summary:

Cael debates leaving the girl. He watches her convulse in the ash. Internal flashbacks hint at his past with the Royal Alchemical Society. Ultimately, he breaks his own rule—"never carry the dying into shelter"—and lifts her, wrapping her in filter cloth. He seals her into a spare chamber of his bunker and begins crude treatment using salvaged alchemical instruments.

Previous Part Recap:

Cael braved the ashstorm to retrieve the dying girl. He carried her through choking winds, and sealed the two of them inside his underground bunker. She is still unconscious, bleeding and wheezing through his makeshift mask.

Inside the chamber, the silence was worse than the storm.

Cael stood motionless just past the door, boots trailing ash across his clean floor. The girl lay beside him, limbs limp, jaw slack. Her left eye twitched beneath the lid in uneven pulses—like a failing signal.

He could still walk away.

There was no law, no code, no god watching to stop him.

There was only his own rule:

“Never carry the dying into shelter.”

Not out of cruelty. But because the dying did not leave. And if they didn’t leave, they stayed. And if they stayed, they took something with them when they went.

He’d written that in his logbook five years ago. In red ink. Underlined.

He stared at her hand again—the one marked with the sigil. The symbol was no trick of ash or exposure. It was real. Raised, burnt-in, old. Older than her.

Too old to be on anyone still breathing.

He turned away.

The bunker consisted of five rooms.

Each was carved from scorched clay and reinforced with scrap. Cael had built it himself after abandoning the last collective. No one helped. No one was allowed in. That was the deal.

The main chamber held his tools, his ledger, the filter array, and his cot.

The second room was for containment—airlock-grade, formerly used to quarantine unstable reagents. He hadn’t opened it in three years.

Now he did.

It took time. The wheel had rusted, and the vent seals screamed like pigs. But it opened, and that was enough.

He laid the girl on the floor.

She convulsed once—then went still.

He pulled a copper key from his belt. A thick, oxidized loop with five teeth. Inserted it into the wall valve and twisted.

There was a click—followed by the wheeze of releasing pressure.

He checked the readout.

Safe. Barely.

Inside the wall cavity, the backup condenser kicked on with a shudder. The air would take thirty seconds to clear. He stayed with her, watching the red hue fade from her skin, replaced with pale grey.

She was still alive.

Barely.

He returned to the main room and opened the case beneath the cot.

Inside, the instruments gleamed faintly in the phosphor light: scalpels, alchem-glass tubes, steel pincers, clamps, syringes with color-coded stems. Each was sealed in wax cloth and labeled in his tight, angular script.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





