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Lyra had always known she was different. She couldn’t explain it, not really, but she could see things other people didn’t. It wasn’t something she could touch or hold, but rather a feeling, a faint shimmer in the air. People’s memories—fragments of them—hovered like colors around them, fleeting and intangible, like the soft edges of a dream you could almost recall if you concentrated hard enough.

It wasn’t until she was nine years old that she discovered the garden.

She was walking home from school when she noticed the gate, partly hidden by overgrown ivy, tucked away between two old stone buildings. It had always been there, she was sure of it, but she’d never noticed it before. The metal gate was rusted, with vines curling around the iron bars like hands reaching for the sky. Behind it, the garden sprawled in wild abandon—flowers and vines twisting and tangling in every direction. 

Lyra pushed the gate open, the rust scraping the air, and stepped inside.

At first, it seemed like a normal garden—bushes dotted with small flowers, trees with gnarled branches, the soft hum of life that fills any patch of earth left untouched. But the longer she stood there, the more she realized the truth.

Each flower bloomed with a color that felt wrong. Vivid reds, bright oranges, sickly yellows. They weren’t the colors of a garden; they were memories, too bright to be real, too vibrant to be ordinary. Some of them pulsed, flickering like a candle struggling against the wind. Others swirled, deep and dark, like secrets that refused to be forgotten.

Lyra bent closer to a patch of violet flowers. They fluttered gently, like the wings of a moth. She inhaled, and in an instant, the memory flooded her: a child, no older than herself, sitting alone on a swing in the rain. She could see the droplets clinging to the child’s face, could feel the sting of cold on the skin, the ache of loneliness. The child’s name wasn’t clear, but the feeling of abandonment lingered. 

She backed away, dizzy. 

She turned, and a woman stood there, watching her with quiet eyes. Her silver hair was pulled back in a loose braid, and she wore a faded blue dress, sleeves rolled up to reveal hands that were covered in dirt, as though she’d been working in the garden for hours. The woman smiled at her, not warmly, but with understanding.

“You can see them too, can’t you?” the woman asked, her voice a soft whisper that blended with the breeze.

Lyra nodded, though she wasn’t sure how to respond. She wanted to ask what this place was, why the memories were here, and why she could see them.

“Not many people can,” the woman continued. “Some are born with the ability, some stumble upon it. But the memories come to those who need them.”

Lyra frowned, confused. “Need them?”

The woman gestured to the garden. “These flowers—they hold the memories of people who have forgotten them. Sometimes, the past is too painful, or too fleeting, to hold on to. So, it leaves behind pieces, fragments. Little things that get lost.” She paused. “But not forgotten.”

“Why are they here?” Lyra asked softly, her fingers brushing against the petals of a nearby flower. It was the color of a dull gray sky, and it trembled slightly beneath her touch. 

The woman studied her for a moment before answering. “The garden is a place to collect what’s been left behind. We all forget things in time—faces, moments, feelings. But someone has to remember. Someone has to tend to them, so they aren’t lost forever.”

Lyra’s heart quickened. “You... you tend to them?”

The woman nodded, her gaze steady. “I’ve been here for a long time, watching over the memories that come and go. Each one carries a story. Some are small, some are monumental. Some need to be held, others need to be released.”

Lyra felt the urge to ask more, but the woman’s words had already begun to sink in. *Released*. 

“Do you ever... forget?” Lyra asked, her voice small. 

The woman’s lips curved into a sad smile. “Sometimes. We all do. But the garden is here to help us. It lets the memories go where they need to be. And in doing so, it helps the ones who’ve forgotten remember.”

Lyra stood in silence, feeling the weight of the woman’s words press against her chest. She understood something, then. The flowers weren’t just fragments; they were alive in their own way. They were pieces of a bigger story, one that extended far beyond the borders of this garden. 

“Can I help?” Lyra asked quietly, the question coming out of her before she could think about it. She wanted to be a part of this, to hold on to the memories that slipped away from others.

The woman’s eyes softened. “Of course. You’re one of the few who can.”

From that day on, Lyra returned to the garden every afternoon, when the sun hung low in the sky and the air was thick with the smell of earth. She learned to listen to the flowers, to feel the memories settle into her soul like whispers of long-forgotten lives. She would stand before each bloom, letting it speak to her, letting the feelings wash over her, and then, with gentle hands, she would pluck the flower and hold it out.

Some days, she would release them into the world—into the wind or the river, where they could drift back to where they belonged. Other times, she simply let them fall to the ground, where they would return to the earth, their colors fading into the soil, waiting for someone else to come along and remember them.

With each memory she tended, Lyra felt a quiet peace settle in her heart. It was as though she was gathering the pieces of a puzzle that could never quite be completed, but would always be whole in its imperfection. 

And though she never stopped being different, she stopped feeling quite so alone.

The garden was hers now—just as it had been the woman’s before her. The memories were hers to care for, to hold, and to release when the time came. And for the first time, Lyra felt that maybe, just maybe, the world was full of more things than she could see, but never too many to remember.
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The Rusted Sword
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The boy stood alone in the empty field, his small hands clutched around the hilt of a rusted blade he had found in the grass. Thick clouds draped the sky in murky gray, casting a cold shadow over the remnants of battles long past. Scattered around him were fragments of the world that once was: shards of twisted metal, half-buried helmets, pieces of forgotten machines, and the charred husks of ancient weapons. They were relics from a time he barely understood, objects of mystery and danger, yet they were all he had.

His name was Ash, and he was barely eight years old. Or at least, he thought he was. Time was a slippery thing when there were no clocks, no calendars, no one around to tell him about birthdays or holidays. The grown-ups, or what was left of them, were far away now. Some had left on a mission “to find others,” as they put it. Others simply vanished one day, carried away by the wind or the unseen dangers that lurked in the wastelands beyond.

Ash looked down at the sword in his hands. It was much too big for him, heavy and awkward, its blade chipped and dull. But in his mind, he was a warrior, just like in the stories his mother used to tell him before she, too, was gone. In those tales, brave knights wielded mighty swords to protect the weak and defend against darkness. He squeezed the hilt, feeling the rough leather bite
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