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"If time is a river, then love is the stone that alters its course, creating echoes that travel both upstream and down."
— From the unpublished journals of Alistair, Chronos Guard Archivist (Retired)
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​CHAPTER 1
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​EIRA

The memory of a kiss tastes like dust and lavender.

Eira’s fingers, feather-light on the brittle page of the 1887 diary, didn’t just see the scene. She was in it. The press of a man’s lips against a woman’s temple in a sun-drenched garden. The crush of silk skirts. The scent of lavender from a nearby bush, undercut by the dry, papery smell of the book itself. The sound of a bee buzzing, lazy and content. It was a perfect, stolen moment, pressed between the pages like the flower that accompanied the entry.

She exhaled, pulling herself back to the present—the cool, silent hush of the London Museum of Forgotten Histories archive. The only scents here were lemon polish and old paper. The only sound was the distant hum of the city, muffled by stone and centuries.

This was her gift, and her solitude. A Mnemonic. Not a psychic, not a medium. A curator of echoes. She could touch an object and, if its history was charged with enough emotion, experience the sensory imprint of its most pivotal moment. It was never the grand, historical event. It was the intimate, human one: the hand that clenched a sword hilt in fear, not the battle it won; the tear that fell on a love letter, not the war that inspired it.

This diary, donated by an anonymous estate, was a treasure trove of such echoes. The owner, a Victorian woman named Elara, had hidden her most private thoughts within its pages. And pressed between the entries about weather and social calls was this single, dried forget-me-not, its blue faded to a whisper of grey.

The entry for June 3rd, 1887, read only: “He left this. He said it was so I would not forget. As if I ever could.”

Eira touched the flower again, bracing herself. Sometimes echoes grew stronger with repeated contact. This one did.

The garden scene dissolved, replaced by a new memory, sharper, closer. This was the moment the flower was left.

The light was different—duller, later in the day. Elara was not present. Instead, a man stood by the garden bench. He was dressed not in Victorian garb, but in simple, dark, strangely timeless clothing. His face was turned away, but his posture was a study in grief: shoulders slumped, head bowed. He held the forget-me-not with devastating tenderness. He placed it on the iron bench, his fingers lingering for a moment on the cold metal.

Then he spoke, his voice low and rough with an emotion that cracked through the memory’s haze.

“For all the gardens, in all the times, where I cannot find you.”

He turned, and for a fraction of a second, Eira saw his profile. Sharp jaw, a shadow of stubble, eyes the colour of a storm-heavy sky. Anguish was carved into every line of him. Then, he simply... blurred. Not like he walked away, but like a smudge on a photograph, erased from the scene itself.

The echo shattered.

Eira jerked her hand back as if burned, her heart hammering against her ribs. That was new. She’d never witnessed an anomaly within a memory before. The man wasn’t of the period. His clothes, his energy, the way he vanished... It felt like a crack in reality.

“An agent,” she whispered to the silent archive. A myth whispered among people who knew of echoes—the Chronos Guard. Time’s police. They didn’t preserve history; they sanitized it, cutting away irregularities. Was this memory itself a piece of contraband?

Shaken, she carefully closed the diary. The echo clung to her, the taste of his sorrow like cold iron on her tongue. For all the gardens, in all the times, where I cannot find you. The line echoed in her head, a haunting poem of loss.

The next day, he walked into her archive.

Eira was at her desk, cataloguing a box of Roman clay shards, when the air changed. It wasn’t a sound, but a shift in pressure, a static charge that made the fine hairs on her arms stand up.

She looked up.

A man stood in the doorway of her small, cluttered office. He wore the same simple, dark clothing from the memory. His face was the one she’d seen etched in grief. Storm-grey eyes. But now, those eyes were flat, cold, and professional. There was no anguish. Only a focused, unsettling stillness.

“Eira Lowell?” His voice was the same, but stripped of all emotion. A tool for communication, nothing more.

She could only nod, her throat tight.

“I am Agent Sam of the Chronos Guard.” He held up a small, seamless silver badge that seemed to drink the light. “I am here for Acquisition Item 87-X, the Elara diary. It contains an unsanctioned temporal anomaly.”

He knew her name. He was here. The man from the echo was standing in her world, and he was looking at her as if she were a filing error.

“The... the diary?” she managed, standing. Her knees felt weak. “It’s just a Victorian diary. The echo is of a private moment, it’s harmless—”

“Harmless is not a relevant metric,” he interrupted, his tone leaving no room for debate. “Anomaly is. The object must be decommissioned.” He stepped forward, his movements efficient. He didn’t look at the shelves of artifacts with curiosity or reverence. He scanned them like a surveyor assessing a demolition site.

His presence was a black hole in her world of soft, whispering echoes. She felt a sudden, irrational urge to put herself between him and the diary, to protect the fragile memory of a kiss and a forgotten flower.

“You were there,” she blurted out, the words escaping before she could cage them.

He froze. For the briefest instant—a flicker so fast she thought she might have imagined it—something fractured in his icy composure. A spasm of pain, deep and old, in those storm-grey eyes. It was the ghost of the man from the garden, surfacing for a single, tortured breath.

Then it was gone, sealed away behind a wall of absolute control. His gaze hardened, becoming even more impenetrable.

“I do not know what you’re referring to,” he said, each word precise and final. “The diary, please.”

Trembling, Eira retrieved it from her locked drawer. As she handed it over, their fingers brushed.

The contact was a lightning strike.

For Eira, it was not an echo from the past. It was a cataclysm in the present. A torrent of sensation flooded her—not a single memory, but a collision of them. The scent of ozone and old rain. The feel of cold brass gears. The taste of salt—was it sweat or tears? And beneath it all, a profound, echoing loneliness so vast it felt cosmic. It was his present emotional imprint, and it was devastating.

She gasped, snatching her hand back, her eyes wide.

Sam had recoiled as well, a full step backward, as if physically wounded. His jaw was clenched, a muscle ticking in his cheek. He looked at her not with cold professionalism now, but with something raw and furious—and beneath the fury, a layer of sheer, undiluted terror.

In that silent, charged moment, standing feet apart in a room full of dead things, Eira knew two things with absolute certainty:

First: This man, Agent Sam, was a living wound. A being of immense, contained sorrow.

Second: The brush of his skin had felt, inexplicably, like a homecoming. Like the first note of a song she’d been waiting her whole life to hear.

Without another word, Sam turned on his heel, the diary clamped under his arm. He walked out of her archive, out of her life, leaving only the charged, empty air and the phantom taste of ozone and loneliness behind.

Eira sank into her chair, her fingers tingling where they had touched his. She looked at the empty spot on her desk where the diary had been.

For all the gardens, in all the times, where I cannot find you.

He had found her. And in finding her, he had looked at her as if she were the end of his world.
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​SAM: SEQUENCE 42

The decommission was a failure.

Sam stood in the sterile white chamber of the Chronos Guard’s London Node, the diary in his hands, and the failure was not in the mission—the anomalous object had been successfully retrieved—but in himself. The air here was filtered, scentless, soundless. It was the anti-archive. Where Eira’s world was layered with the soft dust of history, this place was a perpetual, aggressive now.

He placed the diary on the scanning plinth. A beam of cool blue light passed over it, analyzing its temporal signature. On a nearby screen, the memory-echo he had just witnessed in the garden played back as raw data: wavelength spikes for emotional intensity, temporal coordinates, contamination levels. It looked like a sick heartbeat.

For all the gardens, in all the times, where I cannot find you.

He had said that. In Sequence 18, a lifetime ago for him. He’d been younger, softer, his grief a fresh, bleeding thing. Placing that forget-me-not on Elara’s bench had been an act of futile, romantic rebellion. A message in a bottle he knew she—the real she, Eira—would one day find, without knowing it was for her.

Now, in Sequence 42, he had looked into her eyes as she’d handed him the diary, and he had seen no recognition. Only confusion, and a dawning, terrifying curiosity. It was the correct, intended outcome. It was a fresh wound every time.

Sequence. That was the Guard’s term. His life was not a line; it was a catalog of encounters with her, out of order. His personal timeline was a deck of cards, shuffled by the paradox of their connection. He had met an older, wiser Eira before he met the young, startled one in the archive today. He had kissed her in a dying city before he’d ever brushed her fingers.

He pulled a small, personal chronometer from his pocket. Not Guard-issue. A delicate thing of brass and glass, its hands moving silently. He didn’t use it to tell the time. He used it to track her time. His own sequence was listed on the inner bezel. A tiny, glowing sigil currently sat next to 42. The final, blank space was labeled Ω. Terminal Convergence.

The door to the chamber hissed open.

Lysander entered, his boots echoing on the polished floor. Where Sam was all contained storm, Lysander was a glacier—smooth, ancient, and merciless. His uniform was impeccable, his silver hair swept back. He was Sam’s partner, his evaluator, and his warden.

“Report, Agent Sam,” Lysander said, his eyes on the data screen, not on Sam. “The anomaly?”

“Contained within the object. A Grade-2 emotional resonance, localized to the late 19th century. No evidence of cascade.” Sam’s voice was flat, the perfect tool. He could feel the ghost of the touch in his nerves—the electric, painful jolt of skin on skin. It had taken every ounce of his training not to cry out.

“And the Mnemonic
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