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Smoke curled through the ruined throne room, drifting like the final exhale of a dying world.

Kael Arciar forced his way through the crumbling archway, his armor scorched and dented, his breath ragged. The air tasted of ash and old magic—raw, unstable, tearing itself apart. The sky beyond the shattered ceiling churned with impossible colors, the seams of reality splitting open like wounds unable to heal.

He stepped over a fallen banner—the crest of Eryndor burned black—and felt the last thread of hope tighten, then snap.

She was there.

Lyriana.

His queen. His guiding star. The reason he still drew breath.

She lay collapsed beside the throne, her white gown ruined, the delicate embroidery scorched and smeared with blood. Her dark hair spilled around her like a stormcloud, pale skin luminous even in the dying firelight. The golden circlet, once a symbol of everything good and enduring, lay cracked beside her.

Kael fell to his knees so hard stone splintered beneath him.

“Lyriana,” he whispered, a plea, a prayer, a denial.

Her eyelashes fluttered. She turned her face toward the sound of his voice, slow and fragile, as though it cost her more strength than she possessed.

“...Kael,” she breathed.

Hearing his name on her lips broke something inside him.

He gathered her carefully into his arms, cradling her against his chest. Her body felt too light—weightless in the way bodies felt when the spirit had already begun to drift.

“No,” he murmured, brushing a trembling hand against her cheek. “Stay with me. I’m here. I’m here.”

Her gaze softened, filled with a tenderness she had always kept hidden beneath queenly composure. It was that softness that undid him—the silent confession of everything they never said aloud.

“You came back,” she whispered.

“Always.” His voice cracked. “Always, my queen.”

She winced faintly at the title. “Not now. Not like this.”

He swallowed hard, his throat burning. He had failed. He knew it with every beat of his frantic heart. He had sworn to be her shield, sworn by blood and by choice—not because duty demanded it, but because he loved her. Loved her from the moment she first met his eyes across the training courtyard all those years ago.

And now she lay dying in his arms.

The walls trembled. A roaring sound rose in the distance—the collapse of the Aether Shield that had protected their kingdom for centuries. With her death, the ancient magic that guarded time itself was unraveling.

“Kael,” she whispered again, her breath shallow.

“Yes?” He bent close, desperate to catch every word.

Her hand lifted—shaking, bloodstained—and pressed weakly against his jaw. The touch ignited memories: her laughter in the gardens, the way she leaned in when she read, the secret smiles she gave him when she thought no one looked.

“You must listen,” she said, her voice faint but urgent. “The stars... they will remember. And through them... I will return.”

He felt his breath stop.

Prophecy. Reincarnation. The cycle of the Aether-borne souls.

“No,” he said fiercely, gripping her hand. “Don’t speak of returning. Stay. Stay here. Stay with me.”

A ghost of a smile touched her lips. “Kael. My loyal heart.” Her eyes glistened—whether from pain or emotion he couldn’t tell. “You were the one thing in this life I wished I could have chosen freely.”

His chest tightened painfully. “You did choose me.”

“Not as I wanted.” Her fingers curled weakly at the fabric of his tunic. “Find me when the stars remember. Promise me.”

The world around them groaned, stone fracturing, time distorting like ripples on broken glass. Kael felt the magic tearing through the air—wild, uncontrolled, the kind that killed without mercy.

“Don’t leave me,” he whispered, forehead resting against hers, voices of soldiers and collapsing magic fading, leaving only the two of them suspended in heartbreak. “Lyriana, please. Not again.”

Her hand slipped from his cheek.

Her eyes grew distant.

And with a final, soft breath—one that shuddered through him like a blade—Queen Lyriana’s spirit slipped beyond his reach.

For a moment, everything was silent.

Then the world shattered.

A violent surge of energy erupted from her body, throwing Kael backward. Light poured from the floor, from the walls, from her still chest—white, blinding, and raw with ancient power. Reality cracked like a mirror.

Kael reached toward her, screaming her name, but the world dissolved before he could touch her again. The throne room stretched, twisted, tore open into a spiraling tunnel of stars.

His body was lifted, weightless, caught in the pull of destiny itself.

The last thing he saw before the collapsing timestream swallowed him was Lyriana’s face, blurred and fading, but filled with the quiet, unyielding hope she’d held until her final breath.

“Find me...” her voice echoed, not from her lips but from the fractured magic around him.

“...when the stars remember.”

Then darkness seized him.

And the ancient warrior, bound now by prophecy and love, was flung into the future—

toward the woman who would be his queen again.
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Cold.

That was the first sensation—cold so sharp it felt like it scraped along Kael’s bones.

Then sound. A rushing, endless roar, like a river made of stars.

Then—

Light.

Kael gasped as his body slammed onto hard ground. His lungs seized, fighting air that tasted strange—thin, clean, laced with scents he couldn’t name: metal, smoke, something artificial and electric. He blinked against a blur of brightness until shapes sharpened, focusing into something so foreign he wondered if this was a realm after death.

Tall, gleaming towers pierced a gray, cloud-heavy sky.

Lights glowed from metal poles, flickering unnaturally.

Strange wheeled carts—without horses—rushed past on paved roads, emitting an angry growling noise.

And everywhere, people. Dozens, hundreds, moving swiftly, their clothing odd and colorful, carrying parcels, staring at glowing tiles in their hands.

Kael lay sprawled at the edge of a wide stone path, a few startled onlookers pausing to stare at him before deciding he was simply another unwanted spectacle in a busy city.

“What in the hell...” one murmured, shaking his head before walking off.

Kael pushed himself up on shaking arms, wincing at the soreness radiating through his body. His armor had survived the jump through the timestream—but barely. Char marks streaked across the silver plates. His long cloak was torn. His sword pulsed faintly at his hip, the runes flickering like a failing heartbeat.

This was no place he recognized.

He spun instinctively, searching for danger—searching for her. He reached out with his magic, with his senses, with the bond that had existed between the Guardian and the Aether Queen since time immemorial.

Nothing.

Emptiness.

A hollow so complete it nearly doubled him over.

“Lyriana,” he whispered, but her name fell into the roar of the strange world around him, swallowed without echo.

The prophecy had spoken of rebirth. Of time folding itself to give their souls another chance. But prophecies were cruel things—they answered riddles with more riddles.

Where was she?

What had she become?

How much time had passed?

He rose to his feet, feeling every ounce of exhaustion. His armor clattered softly, earning a few more puzzled glances from passersby. People here had no swords. No armor. No magic shimmering in the air. They moved with the confidence of those who knew nothing of monsters or rifts in time.

But Kael knew better. Time did not simply shift without consequence.

A sudden shriek split the air—sharp, brief, metallic. Not pain. Not magic. Only a vehicle braking hard at a light. Kael tensed anyway, hand flying instinctively to his sword hilt.

A woman on the sidewalk gasped at the gesture and hurried away, muttering something about “ren faire lunatics.”

Kael frowned. He understood none of this.

He pressed his palm to the ground, whispering an old spell beneath his breath. His fingers glowed faintly, runes swirling like stardust.

Magic was weak here—very weak. Like the air had no memory of it.

But he felt something. A thread. A faint pulse of Aether.

His heart stuttered.

Lyriana.

Not here. Not now. But... somewhere.

Alive.

The faint echo of her essence tugged at him from afar, like a single note of a song played across a great distance. He clenched his jaw, emotion flooding him so fiercely he had to close his eyes.

She lived.

Reincarnated. In this strange, unfamiliar new era.

“Find me,” she had said.

He would. Even if the stars themselves shattered to stop him.

A sudden gust of wind swept down the street, carrying a voice—light, clear, almost musical.

“Hey! Excuse me!”

Kael opened his eyes sharply. He turned toward the sound.

A young woman hurried toward him—late twenties perhaps, wrapped in a long coat, hair pulled into a messy braid, eyes bright and curious behind dark-framed glasses. She held a steaming cup of something warm in one hand and looked at him as if he were an unexpected puzzle piece in her morning.

“You, uh...” She gestured awkwardly at his armor. “Are you... filming something? Or is this a cosplay thing?”

Kael stared, unable to form a response. Her voice... the tone... the cadence... Something inside him lurched painfully.

Not her.

Not Lyriana.

But something in her face—an echo, a whisper of familiarity—cut straight through him.

“Do you need help?” she asked gently, stepping nearer.

Her concern, simple and unfeigned, rattled him to his core.

No one showed concern for a Guardian in his world—not unless they loved him. And Lyriana... she had never allowed herself to speak it aloud.

Kael swallowed, unable to tear his gaze from the stranger. “Where... am I?” he asked quietly.

She blinked. “Manhattan.”

The word meant nothing to him.

She studied him closely. “Are you hurt? You look like you went through a wildfire.”

Before he could answer, a horn blared close by. A taxi swerved too near the curb, splashing dirty water at their feet. Kael reached out on instinct and grabbed her arm, pulling her safely against him.

She gasped, startled. Her coffee sloshed.

For a heartbeat—just one—they were close.

Far too close.

Her breath caught. His pulse roared.

He felt it. A flicker of something ancient. A spark that didn’t belong to this era.

But then it vanished.

She stepped back quickly, cheeks flushing. “Whoa—okay. You’ve got fast reflexes. Good... good for you.”

Kael searched her face, wondering if the threads of fate had begun to weave, if this woman—this stranger—was the beginning of his path back to Lyriana.

Or if destiny was merely mocking him.

“Thank you,” she said, offering a hesitant smile. “I’m Mira, by the way.”

Mira.

The name slid through him, soft and warm. Familiar in a way that made no sense.

He stared at her, heart thundering.

Not Lyriana.

But something inside him whispered that meeting Mira was no accident.

Not in this shattered, fragile timeline.
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Mira wasn’t sure why she didn’t walk away.

She had every reason to—some guy in medieval armor standing dazed on a Manhattan sidewalk was the sort of thing sensible people avoided. She should’ve finished her coffee, caught the downtown train, and gone on with her day.

But something in his eyes—wild and ancient and unbearably lost—made her pause. They were unlike anything she’d ever seen. Not just striking... but haunted. As if he’d seen the end of the world and somehow stepped out of its ruins.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked again, softer this time.

Kael didn’t immediately answer. He stared at her with unsettling intensity, like he was trying to memorize her face or find something inside it.

It made her chest flutter in a way she didn’t like at all.

He looked at her slowly, as though the motion itself required effort. “You said this place is... Manhattan.”

“Yes. Manhattan, New York. United States.” She raised an eyebrow. “Ring any bells?”

His expression remained a blank battlefield of confusion.

“None,” he said quietly.

Mira exhaled. Great. A lost tourist? A method actor who hit his head? A guy escaping from a historical reenactment gone wrong?

He touched the cracked asphalt beneath his feet with cautious curiosity, as though he expected it to shift or attack. Then he straightened with a soldier’s posture that didn’t feel learned—it felt lived.

“Do you require healing?” he asked abruptly.

Mira blinked. “Healing? No. I’m good. Pretty sure New York doesn’t do magic.”

Kael stiffened, eyes narrowing slightly. “Magic is everywhere. Even now. Even here.”

She stared at him.

He stared back with perfect seriousness.

Mira let out a small, nervous laugh. “Uhh... okay. Right.”

But her heart thudded unevenly. His tone hadn’t carried delusion or playfulness. It had carried certainty.

Real certainty.

Who are you? she wondered.

And why does it feel like I’ve heard your voice in a dream?

She shook the thought away. “Look, you clearly need help. You’re... not from around here. And you seem disoriented. Maybe we should get you to a hospital?”

“No.” The word came sharp and immediate. “I cannot. I must find—”

He stopped abruptly, jaw tightening.

“Find who?” Mira asked.

Kael hesitated, and something raw flickered through his eyes. A grief too deep for a stranger to bear witness to. “Someone important.”

“Family?” Mira guessed. “Girlfriend? Friend?”

His mouth twitched—pain, not amusement. “My queen.”

Mira froze.

Okay. Definitely a reenactment guy. Or delusional. Great.

“Right. Okay. Well, um... does your queen have a phone? Maybe she texted you?”

She regretted the joke instantly when he answered, utterly serious:

“She is... beyond my reach.”

Mira didn’t know what to say to that.

Silence settled between them, filled with the distant hum of traffic and the low murmur of pedestrians. Kael’s gaze drifted upward, scanning the towering buildings and metal structures like a man studying the skeleton of some colossal beast.

“There is no Aether in the air,” he murmured to himself. “No wards. No sigils. How can a city exist without protection?”

Mira frowned. “Buddy, we’ve got cops and firemen. That’s about it.”

He didn’t react to the sarcasm. His attention had fixed on a nearby lamp post. He touched the metal cautiously, feeling the hum of electricity like it was a creature he didn’t trust.

“You truly have no enchantments here,” he whispered, equal parts bewildered and horrified.

“Sure don’t,” Mira said. “Unless you count subway rats with a vendetta.”

He didn’t smile.

Mira sighed. A normal person would walk away. But something in her—some strange tug deep in her chest—refused to leave him alone.

“Listen,” she said finally. “There’s a sheltered area across the street. Benches, some heat lamps. Let’s get you off the sidewalk before someone calls security.”

Kael frowned. “Security?”

“People who don’t want strangers in armor scaring tourists.”

He absorbed that, then nodded stiffly. “Very well.”

She gestured for him to follow. He stayed half a step behind her, always angled slightly outward—scanning, protecting, watching. It was instinctual, practiced, almost... intimate.

Mira tried not to look at him too much, but it was hard not to.

He moved like a warrior carved from old myths—every step controlled, every breath purposeful. His presence alone filled the space around them, drawing curious glances. A couple walking their dog paused to stare openly. A man with earbuds lowered his phone to get a better look.

“Wow,” he muttered. “Comic-Con’s early this year.”

Kael ignored them, eyes locked on Mira, following her like a tethered shadow.

She felt it.

The weight of being watched.

Not threateningly.

Not lustfully.

But like she mattered.

Like she was the center of gravity in his strange, broken world.

It made her skin warm in ways she couldn’t explain.

When they reached the sheltered seating area, Mira sat first, setting her coffee on the bench beside her. Kael remained standing, gaze sweeping the area as if checking for invisible threats.

“You can sit, you know,” she said softly. “No one’s going to stab you.”

He hesitated, then lowered himself awkwardly onto the far edge of the bench—stiff, unsure, exhausted.

For a moment, the world around them continued as normal. Cars roared. People hustled. City life pulsed.

But Kael sat motionless beside her, breathing slow, shoulders tense under the weight of something Mira couldn’t begin to understand.

Finally, she spoke gently. “Where did you come from?”

His fingers curled around the edge of the bench. “A place that no longer exists.”

“Wow,” she whispered. “That’s... heavy.”

He looked at her then—a direct, piercing gaze that felt like being seen down to the soul.

“There is a presence in you,” he said quietly. “A spark. Faint yet unmistakable.”

Mira’s stomach tightened. “A... spark?”

“Yes.” His voice lowered, rich with some ancient undercurrent. “As if... I have known you across time.”

Her pulse skipped violently.

She opened her mouth to speak—

—but a sudden crack tore through the air behind them.

A sound like reality splitting open.

Cold wind whipped across the city street.

Kael stood instantly, sword drawn, runes blazing.

Mira’s breath caught as a ripple of darkness spread across the alleyway wall—

a jagged seam of impossible blackness—

And something moved inside it.

Something that did not belong to this world.

Kael’s voice dropped to a growl.

“No. Not yet. Not here.”

Mira stared, heart thundering, as the seam pulsed like a living wound.

“What is that?” she whispered.

Kael didn’t look back. “The past,” he said.

“Breaking through.”
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The air went wrong.

Mira felt it before she understood it—the sudden pressure change, the drop in temperature, the sensation of something unseen drawing breath. The world around them, so loud and busy seconds ago, seemed to fall away, muffled beneath an unnatural hush.

The tear in the alley wall widened.

Not like fabric ripping.

More like a wound splitting open.

A chilling gale whooshed outward, scattering leaves and papers across the street. Mira clutched the edge of the bench to steady herself as the wind whipped her hair across her face. Her heartbeat pounded in her ears.

“What is that?” she whispered again, though the words barely left her throat.

Kael took one slow step forward, blade raised, body angled to shield her.

“A breach,” he said. “A rift between timelines. I should not have expected one this soon.”

The tear pulsed again—once, twice—each time releasing a low, guttural vibration that felt like it came from the bones of the city itself. The light around them dimmed unnaturally, the air thickening with the metallic scent of ancient magic.

Kael’s grip tightened on his sword.

Mira swallowed hard. “This isn’t real. This can’t be—”

Something inside the seam moved.

Something tall.

Something wrong.

A lanky, shadow-coated figure slowly peeled itself free of the darkness, its limbs too long, its joints bending at angles that shouldn’t exist. Its eyes were nothing but empty voids—pits of swirling black energy that locked instantly onto Kael.

Mira’s breath hitched.

“What... what is that thing?”

Kael’s voice dropped into a tone she had never heard before—raw, dangerous.

“A wraith. A creature bound to fractured time.”

The wraith’s mouth stretched into a silent scream, jaw unhinging too wide.

Mira instinctively stumbled back.

Kael stepped forward, blocking her completely. “Stay behind me. Do not move.”

“I-I’m not planning on it,” Mira whispered.

Without warning, the wraith lunged.

It moved impossibly fast, skittering across the wall like an insect climbing its prey. Mira gasped as Kael twisted just in time, his sword slicing through the creature’s arm. The severed limb dissolved into vapor, curling upward like smoke caught in a storm.

The wraith screeched, the sound sharp enough to make Mira cover her ears. People across the street shrieked, some running, some filming on their phones—unable to believe what they were seeing.

Kael attacked with rapid, precise strikes—each one practiced, deadly. But the wraith wasn’t fighting like a living thing. It moved like a glitch, flickering and jolting in and out of existence, avoiding Kael’s blade by a breath each time.

Kael cursed under his breath. “It’s unstable. It shouldn’t even have form in this era.”

The creature lunged again, going past Kael this time—straight toward Mira.

Mira froze.

Too fast.

Too close.

Kael yelled, pushing off the ground with all his strength. He slammed into the wraith mid-lunge, knocking them both into the wall. The creature hissed and clawed at him, long shadowy fingers raking across his armor with a horrible screech.

Kael grunted in pain. “Run!”

But Mira didn’t.

She couldn’t.

Something inside her—deep, instinctive—refused to leave him.

Instead, she found herself stepping forward. Her fingers trembled, curling instinctively as she reached out without thinking. A warm, sudden pulse erupted in her chest—like a spark igniting blood. She sucked in a sharp breath.

A faint shimmer of light flickered across her skin.

Kael saw it out of the corner of his eye—and his expression changed instantly.

Shock.

Recognition.

Fear.

“Mira—don’t—”

But something was already happening.

The wraith twisted, its gaze snapping toward her, pupils dilating into spirals of shimmering darkness.

It knew her.

It recognized her.

And it whispered her name in a voice that didn’t belong to this world—

“Lyrianaaaa...”

Every hair on Mira’s body stood on end.

“That’s not my name,” she breathed, but her voice cracked.

The creature’s limbs elongated grotesquely as it lunged again, this time with a screech that shattered the nearest streetlight in a shower of sparks.

Kael shoved Mira aside just as the wraith’s claws slashed the air she’d been standing in a moment before.

“No!” Kael roared.

His sword flared with brilliant violet light—stronger than before. He drove the blade straight into the wraith’s chest, pushing it backward into the seam. The creature shrieked and twisted, its form destabilizing, dissolving into tendrils of darkness that were sucked violently back into the rift.

The seam snapped shut with a thunderclap.

Silence.

Then—

Cars honking. People screaming. The city rushing back in all at once.

Kael stumbled forward, bracing his hands on his knees, panting. His face was pale beneath streaks of soot. Mira stared at him, heart hammering so hard she could barely find her voice.

“Kael... what... what the hell was that?”

He didn’t answer right away. He sheathed his sword with trembling fingers, the runes still glowing faintly.

Finally, he turned to her—eyes blazing, breath unsteady, emotions raw and visible in a way that made her stomach twist.

“That,” he said hoarsely, “should never have touched this world.”

Mira swallowed hard. “It... it knew my name. It said Lyriana. Why did it call me that?”

Kael stared at her.

Really stared.

And Mira felt that same strange electricity from before, that sense of something ancient brushing against the edges of her awareness.

“Mira,” Kael said slowly, voice low with something like fear and reverence,

“there is something you must know.”

She stood completely still.

Her heart beat once. Twice.

Kael stepped closer.

“You are not simply someone I must protect.”

His eyes softened with impossible sorrow.

“You are someone I’ve already lost.”

Mira’s breath caught, the world tilting.

“What... what does that even mean?”

Kael exhaled, voice thick with emotion he couldn’t hide.

“You are my queen.”
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The world seemed to contract around them, the noise of the street fading into a distant hum. Mira stood frozen, the last echo of Kael’s words hanging between them, heavier than the collapsing rift, heavier than the creature that had nearly torn her apart.

Queen.

Her throat tightened.

“I... I think you have the wrong person,” she said, stepping back without meaning to. “I’m not a queen. I’m a barista with student loans. I live in a tiny apartment that smells like lavender and burnt toast. I don’t—”

Kael shook his head.

Slow.

Pained.

“Mira... Lyriana was reborn. You were reborn. That is why you are here in this era. Why the timeline pulled at itself to find you.”

Her pulse skittered. “You’re not listening to me! I’m not her!”

“You don’t remember yet,” Kael said gently. “But your soul does.”

Mira stared at him, breath short. A sharp ache sliced behind her eyes—like a flash of too-bright light—and she winced, instinctively pressing a hand to her temple.

Kael was at her side instantly.

“Easy,” he murmured. “The breach awakened memories that should have surfaced slowly. The wraith recognized your essence.”

His hand hovered inches from her shoulder before he pulled it back, jaw tightening.

“Let me take you somewhere safe.”

Mira shook her head fiercely. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

A muscle in Kael’s jaw flexed, but his voice remained calm. Too calm.

“Staying here will only draw more wraiths. Another breach will follow the first. They can sense you now.”

“Sense me?” Her voice cracked. “Why me? Why am I suddenly target practice for nightmare creatures?”

Kael hesitated. That hesitation alone terrified her more than the creature had.

“Because,” he said slowly, “you are the last anchor to a broken timeline. The one who can restore it... or shatter it completely.”

Mira’s knees felt weak.

“This is insane,” she whispered. “This is beyond insane.”

Kael stepped closer—carefully, like approaching a frightened animal.

“Mira. Look at me.”

She didn’t want to. She really didn’t. But her body obeyed before her mind could stop it.

His eyes, storm-gray with streaks of silver light still fading from the fight, were steady. Steady in a way nothing else in her life felt right now.

“When you touched your chest,” he said softly, “did you feel something? A warmth? A pull?”

Mira swallowed hard. “Yes. But—”

“That was your essence responding to danger. Your soul once commanded armies, bent magic to its will, and sealed the gates of time.”

Her laugh was sharp, panicked. “I get migraines when I skip breakfast, Kael. I’m not some... some reincarnated ruler of time!”

“You were,” he said simply. “And you still are.”

Mira ran a trembling hand through her hair. Her fingers would not stop shaking.

People were still scattered around the street, gathering in groups, whispering loudly, filming even now. Sirens wailed in the distance. Kael’s eyes flicked toward the approaching lights, tension tightening his posture.

“We need to leave,” he said. “Before authorities arrive. Before more breaches open.”

He extended a hand.

Mira stared at it.

Her breath hitched—because the world felt too fragile, like paper stretched thin. Because she didn’t know him. Because she did know him, in ways she couldn’t explain.

And because something deep inside her—deep in a place she’d never touched—responded to him with a jolt of familiarity that terrified her.

“I don’t trust you,” she whispered.

Kael’s expression didn’t change, but something in his eyes dimmed.

“Yes,” he said quietly. “You did... once.”

She backed away another step. “Stop saying things like that.”

“It’s the truth.”

“Well it doesn’t feel like the truth!” she snapped. “I didn’t ask for any of this! I didn’t ask to be—whatever you think I am!”

A silence fell between them.

Kael straightened, shoulders broad, posture poised like the warrior he was. “If you truly wish to walk away, I will not force you. But you will not be safe.”

Mira froze.

A flicker of a memory—her memory, not Lyriana’s—crossed her mind.

The creature’s eyes.

The way it said her name like a curse.

She shivered. “What happens if I go with you?”

Kael’s voice softened, but the gravity in it remained.

“I protect you. I help you remember. I show you the truth of who you
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