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Chapter 1 – The Lightning That Didn't Fade 
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The sky-stables smelled like wet leather and ozone, even on clear days. Arel had long since stopped noticing. He worked the pulley system with practiced efficiency, lowering the harness rig toward the limestone platform where a courier drake waited, talons clicking impatiently against stone. 

"Easy, Cirrus," Arel murmured, approaching with the harness. The drake's scaled hide shimmered pewter-gray in the afternoon light, electricity crackling faintly between the ridges along its spine. "I know, I know. You want to fly. Don't we all?" 

The drake snorted, a sound like distant thunder. 

Arel was halfway through buckling the message pouches when the first rumble shook the stable walls. Not the drake's doing—this came from outside, deep and rolling. The kind of thunder that made your teeth ache. 

He paused, frowning. The sky had been cloudless all morning. 

Another rumble. Closer. 

Cirrus shifted nervously, wings tucking tight against his flanks. The other drakes in the stable began keening, a high anxious sound that set Arel's nerves on edge. 

"What's got you all spooked?" He stepped toward the stable entrance, shading his eyes against the sun. 

The horizon had gone wrong. 

A wall of bruise-purple clouds boiled toward the border town of Strath's Edge, moving fast—faster than any natural storm Arel had ever seen. Lightning webbed through the mass in patterns too geometric, too deliberate. It looked less like weather and more like something clawing its way into the world. 

"Everyone inside!" The stablemaster's voice cracked across the yard. "Get the drakes secured! Now!" 

Arel didn't need telling twice. He hauled Cirrus toward the reinforced stalls, fighting against the wind that had suddenly picked up, carrying the smell of scorched air and something else. Something metallic and strange. 

The storm hit like a fist. 

One moment there was sunlight. The next, the world went dark except for the lightning—jagged, brilliant, wrong. It struck the same spot over and over again, beyond the town walls, near the cliff face. The same exact spot. 

Lightning didn't do that. 

"Arel!" The stablemaster grabbed his shoulder. "What are you—don't even think about it!" 

But Arel was already thinking about it. Already moving toward the gate. 

"Something's wrong," he said. "Lightning doesn't strike like that." 

"Exactly! Which is why you stay inside where it's—Arel!" 

He was already running. 

The wind tried to shove him back with every step. Rain lashed sideways, cold enough to sting. Arel pulled his collar up and kept moving, drawn by something he couldn't name. The lightning kept hammering the same spot, like a signal. Like a beacon. 

Or a target. 

The cliff path was slick with mud. Arel half-ran, half-slid down the switchbacks, using the rocks for handholds. The storm screamed around him, but he'd grown up in Strath's Edge. He knew these paths. 

What he didn't know was what to expect when he reached the bottom. 

The lightning stopped. 

Just like that. The sudden silence was almost worse than the thunder. Arel's ears rang as he scrambled over the last ridge and looked down into the narrow canyon. 

A dragon lay crumpled against the cliff face. 

Arel's breath caught. 

It was young—maybe fifteen feet from nose to tail, scales the color of storm clouds shot through with silver. One wing bent at a wrong angle. Blood, dark and viscous, pooled beneath its flank. But that wasn't what made Arel freeze. 

Chains. 

Heavy, human-made chains wrapped around the dragon's torso and throat, studded with barbs that glowed with a sick orange light. Dragon-hunter bolts. Arel recognized them from the warnings posted in every border town: Report sightings immediately. Do not approach. Do not engage. 

The dragon's eye cracked open—molten gold, pupil slitted, filled with pain and something sharper. Intelligence. Recognition. 

It saw him. 

Run, Arel's instincts screamed. This is so far above your pay grade— 

The dragon made a sound, low and rattling. Not a growl. A whimper. 

Arel's feet moved before his brain caught up. 

"Okay," he breathed, sliding down the last few feet of scree. "Okay, okay, this is stupid, this is incredibly stupid—" 

The dragon's breathing came in short, sharp gasps. Up close, Arel could see the barbs had driven deep, some of them dangerously close to what had to be vital areas. The chains hummed with suppression magic—designed to drain a dragon's elemental core, keep it weak, keep it controllable. 

Keep it dying slowly. 

"I'm going to help," Arel said, not sure if he was reassuring the dragon or himself. "Just—don't eat me. Please don't eat me." 

The dragon's eye tracked him but didn't close. Watching. 

Arel examined the chain mechanism. He'd seen similar rigs on cargo nets, back at the stables. Meant to tighten under pressure but release if you knew the trick. His hands shook as he reached for the first lock point. 

The metal burned, even through his gloves. 

Behind him, voices echoed off the canyon walls. 

"—saw him come down here—" 

"—tracking signature's still active—" 

"—better be alive, we need the core intact—" 

Hunters. 

Arel's blood went cold. He worked faster, fingers fumbling with the mechanism. The dragon made another sound, sharper. A warning. Its head lifted slightly, turned toward the canyon entrance. 

"I know," Arel hissed. "I know, just—give me a second—" 

The first lock clicked open. 

The chain went slack. 

The dragon's breathing eased, just slightly. 

"There! You see? We can—" 

Three figures rounded the cliff face, dressed in dark weather-proof gear, crossbows loaded. The leader, a woman with a scar across her jaw, stopped short when she saw Arel. 

"Step away from the asset," she said. Calm. Professional. The kind of calm that came from doing terrible things routinely. 

Arel stood his ground. "This dragon is hurt. It needs—" 

"The dragon is claimed," the woman interrupted. "Under Regulation 47 of the Draconic Asset Recovery Act. Interference is a felony. Step. Away." 

The dragon's breathing quickened. Its claws scraped against stone. 

"It's dying," Arel said. 

"Not for long." The woman raised her crossbow. "Last warning, kid." 

Arel looked at the dragon. At its eye, still fixed on him. Still aware. 

Still choosing. 

He grabbed the second chain lock and twisted. 

Three things happened at once: 

The hunter fired. 

The chain snapped free. 

And lightning struck them both. 

Arel came back to consciousness tasting copper and ozone. His entire left side felt like it had been dipped in molten metal. When he tried to move, pain screamed through every nerve. 

Worth it, though. 

Because the dragon was standing. 

Swaying, bleeding, one wing still dragging—but standing. The remaining chains hung in pieces around its feet. And on its chest, just above where the worst barb had been, a sigil glowed brilliant white-gold. 

Arel looked down at his own left arm. 

The same sigil blazed on his forearm, lines of light sinking beneath his skin like roots taking hold. 

"No," he whispered. "No, no, no—" 

The dragon's head swung toward him. Their eyes met. 

And Arel felt it. Not just saw—felt. The dragon's pain, sharp and bright. Its exhaustion. Its defiance. 

Its gratitude. 

Its name. 

Skyrend. 

The bond snapped into place like a door slamming shut. 

Skyrend's eyes widened—reflecting the same shock Arel felt. The young dragon took a staggering step back, wings flaring instinctively. 

The hunters were picking themselves up, weapons recharging. The scarred woman's expression had gone from professional to homicidal. 

"What did you—that's impossible—" 

Skyrend's panic hit Arel like a physical wave. The dragon reared back, and Arel felt the storm magic building in its chest, wild and uncontrolled, too much, too fast— 

"Wait!" Arel shouted. "Don't—" 

The sky exploded. 

Wind erupted from Skyrend in a concussive blast that sent the hunters flying like leaves. Arel felt himself lifted, weightless for one terrible moment before Skyrend's tail whipped around, catching him mid-air and depositing him roughly on the dragon's back. 

Then they were moving. 

Skyrend's good wing beat frantically, the injured one tucked close. They half-flew, half-fell up the canyon wall, magic and momentum carrying them in lurching bursts. Arel clung to the ridges along the dragon's spine, too terrified to scream. 

The border town flashed beneath them. The sky-stables. The market square. 

Then they were past the walls, over the scrubland, heading for the old ruins that marked the edge of the Frontier Wastes. 

Where no one went. 

Where the ancient warnings still stood. 

Skyrend crash-landed in a spray of dust and stone, skidding to a halt against a broken pillar. Arel tumbled off, hit the ground hard, and lay there gasping. 

The sigil on his arm burned. 

In his chest, beneath his ribs, he felt the dragon's rapid heartbeat mixing with his own. 

They'd bonded. 

A human and a wild dragon. 

Which was supposed to be impossible. 

Arel pushed himself up on shaking arms and looked at Skyrend. The dragon stared back, sides heaving, one wing still bleeding. 

"Well," Arel managed. "I think we're both in trouble." 

Skyrend made a sound halfway between a growl and a nervous laugh—and Arel felt the emotion behind it like his own. 

Understatement. 

The ruins loomed around them, ancient and silent. In the distance, storm clouds still churned, unnatural and wrong. 

And somewhere beneath them, in the dark spaces below the broken temple, something stirred. 

Something that had been waiting a very, very long time. 
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Chapter 2 – The Forbidden Choice 
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The silence after the crash was almost worse than the chaos. 

Arel lay in the dust, every breath feeling like broken glass in his lungs, and tried to remember what his life had been like five minutes ago. Simple. Boring. Not bonded to a bleeding dragon while being hunted by people with very expensive crossbows. 

Good times. 

Skyrend shifted beside him, a low whine escaping the dragon's throat. Through the bond—Gods, the bond—Arel felt the creature's pain like phantom wounds across his own body. The injured wing. The punctures from the barbs. The deeper ache of magical exhaustion. 

"Don't move," Arel croaked, pushing himself upright. His arm still burned where the sigil had branded itself into his skin. The mark glowed faintly beneath his sleeve, pulsing in time with his heartbeat. Or was that Skyrend's heartbeat? He couldn't tell anymore. "Just... stay still. Let me think." 

Think? The impression came through the bond, not quite words. More like emotion wrapped in sardonic disbelief. You're the one who freed me. Thinking wasn't involved. 

Arel's head snapped toward the dragon. "Did you just—" 

Skyrend's golden eyes narrowed. Yes. 

"You can talk in my head?" 

Apparently. A pause. This is new for me too, human. 

"Arel. My name is Arel." 

I didn't ask. 

"You're bleeding on ancient ruins and being rude. Fantastic." Arel rubbed his face, trying to will away the panic clawing at his ribs. "Okay. Okay. First things first—we need to stop the bleeding. Do dragons have, like, field medicine? Healing magic? Anything?" 

Skyrend's response came tinged with pain and frustration. Storm dragons heal through weather exposure. I need open sky. Rainfall. Wind. 

"Right, because that won't attract every hunter in the region." Arel looked around the ruins. Broken pillars stretched toward the overcast sky, covered in vines and carved with symbols he didn't recognize. The whole place had the feeling of somewhere important that everyone had deliberately forgotten. "Where even are we?" 

The Scar. Skyrend's mental voice went quiet. Old temple. Very old. Humans abandoned it. Dragons avoid it. 

"Why?" 

Because something lives here. The dragon's head lifted, nostrils flaring. Something sealed. I can smell it. Ancient. Wrong. 

"Oh good. Great. Love that for us." Arel forced himself to his feet, legs shaking. "Can you fly? At all?" 

Skyrend extended the good wing, then immediately tucked it back with a hiss of pain. Not far. Not well. 

"Then we're stuck here until—" 

The sound of hoofbeats echoed across the scrubland. 

They both froze. 

"Tell me those aren't more hunters," Arel whispered. 

Skyrend's pupils contracted to slits. Worse. Those are Royal Guard. 

Six riders crested the ridge, wearing the crimson and gold of the kingdom's military. Leading them was a woman on a massive war-horse, her armor polished to a mirror shine even in the dim light. She had the kind of face that suggested she'd been beautiful before she'd decided being terrifying was more useful. 

She was also definitely looking directly at them. 

"Arel Cain!" Her voice carried like a whip crack. "And wild dragon designated Storm-47. You are both under arrest for unlawful bonding, magical assault, and destruction of regulated property!" 

"Regulated property?" Arel's voice cracked. "The dragon has a name—" 

"Dragons are not people," the woman cut him off. "They are elemental forces requiring management. The bond you have formed is illegal under the Draconic Restriction Act of 247. You will surrender immediately." 

Skyrend's growl rumbled through Arel's chest. I am not a force to be managed. 

"They can't hear you," Arel muttered. 

Then you tell them. 

"I'm a stable hand! I don't tell the Royal Guard anything except 'yes sir' and 'please don't arrest me'—" 

The lead rider dismounted, hand on the hilt of her sword. "I am Captain Kaelis Emberfall. 

You have ten seconds to comply before I am authorized to use lethal force." 

Arel's mind raced. He could surrender. They'd probably separate him from Skyrend, study the bond, maybe keep them both locked up for "research." Or worse, break the bond entirely. He'd heard rumors about what happened to illegally bonded pairs. None of them ended well. 

Through the connection, he felt Skyrend's fear—and underneath it, a core of stubborn defiance. 

I did not survive hunters to become a cage-bird. 

"Me neither," Arel whispered. 

"Five seconds," Captain Emberfall called. 

Arel looked at the temple ruins behind them. At the dark entrance leading down into whatever ancient thing was supposedly sealed below. 

It was a terrible idea. 

Skyrend caught the thought through the bond. Absolutely not. 

"You have a better plan?" 

Yes. Die with dignity above ground. 

"Where's the fun in that?" 

"Two seconds!" 

Arel grabbed one of Skyrend's neck ridges and pulled himself onto the dragon's back. "Can you run?" 

That's your plan? Run INTO the forbidden temple? 

"One second!" 

"Trust me!" 

I've known you for ten minutes! 

"Best ten minutes of your life, admit it—GO!" 

Skyrend lunged forward with a snarl, injured wing tucked close. Behind them, Captain Emberfall shouted orders and boots hit the ground in pursuit. 

The temple entrance yawned before them—a jagged mouth in the hillside, carved with warnings in three dead languages. Arel couldn't read any of them, but the symbols looked aggressive. Lots of skulls. Some screaming faces. A few "turn back or die horribly" motifs. 

"This is insane," Skyrend growled aloud, voice like thunder rolled over gravel. 

"You can talk OUT LOUD too?" 

"Of course I can talk! I'm not a—LOOK OUT!" 

An arrow whizzed past Arel's ear, close enough to feel the wind of its passage. 

They plunged into the darkness. 

The temperature dropped immediately. Arel's breath misted in front of his face as they half-ran, half-stumbled down the stone corridor. Behind them, the sounds of pursuit echoed and amplified. 

"Light," Arel gasped. "I can't see—" 

Skyrend's scales began to glow, soft silver-blue, casting dancing shadows on the walls. Better? 

"You can do that?" 

Storm dragons conduct electricity. Basic biology. 

"I work in a stable. My biology knowledge starts and ends with 'pointy end bites.'" 

Explains so much. 

The corridor opened into a wider chamber. Arel's glowing dragon-light reflected off smooth walls covered in more carved symbols. These looked newer than the exterior, though still ancient. And they were moving. 

"Uh," Arel said. "Are those supposed to—" 

The symbols flared bright red. 

A low rumble shook the chamber. Not thunder. Something deeper. Something waking. 

"Oh no," Skyrend breathed. 

"What? What is 'oh no'?" 

The seal. We're standing on it. 

Arel looked down. Sure enough, they were in the center of an enormous circular design carved into the floor, with them at the exact center. A design that was now glowing the same angry red as the walls. 

"Off. Get off get off GET OFF—" 

Too late. 

The floor cracked with the sound of a mountain breaking. 

Light erupted from beneath them—not red anymore but ember-orange, shot through with black smoke. The smoke twisted upward, coalescing into a vaguely humanoid shape. For a moment, Arel glimpsed something massive. Ancient. Powerful. 

Then the light died. 

The smoke cleared. 

And standing in the center of the broken seal was a boy. 

A skinny boy, maybe seventeen, with wild black hair and eyes that glowed like coals. He wore tattered clothes that might have been impressive a few centuries ago. Now they just looked like he'd lost a fight with a moth convention. 

The boy raised his hands dramatically. 

"TREMBLE, MORTALS, FOR I AM—" 

He stopped. Looked at his hands. Frowned. 

"—significantly smaller than I remember." 

Skyrend lunged, jaws snapping. 

The boy yelped and dove sideways, rolling behind a pillar. "Wait wait WAIT! I can explain!" 

"You're the demon!" Skyrend roared. "The Severing-Bringer! The—" 

"Riven!" The boy stuck his head out from behind the pillar. "My name is Riven. And I'm not a demon, I'm a—it's complicated, okay? But I'm not going to hurt you! Probably!" 

"PROBABLY?" 

"Look, can we focus on the armed soldiers currently running down here to kill all of us?" 

As if on cue, the sound of boots on stone echoed from the corridor. 

Arel looked at Riven. Then at Skyrend. Then back at Riven. 

"This day just keeps getting better." 

Riven grinned, and his teeth were slightly too sharp. "Tell me about it. I've been sealed for three hundred years. You have any idea how itchy that gets?" 

Captain Emberfall's voice rang through the temple. "Arel Cain! There is no escape! Surrender the dragon NOW!" 

Skyrend's growl reverberated through Arel's bones. I surrender to no one. 

"Same," Riven said cheerfully, rolling up his sleeves. "So! Who wants to make some poor life choices together?" 

He snapped his fingers. 

Nothing happened. 

He tried again. Still nothing. 

"Okay," Riven said slowly. "That's embarrassing. My hellfire seems to be... buffering?" 

"Buffering?" Arel repeated. 

"I've been sealed for THREE HUNDRED YEARS, cut me some slack!" Riven glared at his hands like they'd personally betrayed him. "Just give me a second, I'm sure I can—" 

A small spark popped from his fingertip. 

They all stared at it. 

"Okay," Riven admitted. "This is less impressive than planned." 

The soldiers burst into the chamber, crossbows raised. 

Captain Emberfall stopped short, taking in the scene: one bleeding dragon, one terrified stable hand, and one extremely confused boy who looked like he'd just woken from a very long nap. 

Her eyes went wide. 

"Riven," she whispered. "The Riven?" 

"You've heard of me?" Riven perked up. "Oh good! Do people still tell stories? Are there songs? I love songs. Please tell me there are songs." 

"Songs about the demon who nearly destroyed the dragon kingdoms," Kaelis said flatly. 

"Songs about the creature sealed away to save reality itself." 

"Okay, but that's a very one-sided interpretation of—" 

Skyrend interrupted with a roar that shook dust from the ceiling. YOU. I know your scent. You were there. At the Severing. 

Riven's cocky expression fell away. For a moment, he looked old. Tired. Sad. 

"Yeah," he said quietly. "I was there. And I'm sorry." 

Sorry doesn't unbreak the sky. 

"I know." Riven met the dragon's eyes. "But I'm not the villain here. I never was. I was just—" 

The temperature plummeted. 

Everyone's breath frosted in the air. 

And from somewhere deeper in the temple, something whispered. 

Not words. Just... presence. Vast. Empty. Wrong. 

Riven went pale—which was impressive, given his already corpse-like complexion. "Oh. Oh no." 

"What?" Arel demanded. "What is that?" 

"My seal wasn't the only one down here." Riven's hands started shaking. "We need to leave. Now. All of us. Together." 

Captain Emberfall raised her crossbow. "I don't take orders from—" 

"I don't care about your jurisdiction!" Riven snapped. "There is something MUCH worse than me down here, and we just rang the dinner bell by breaking my seal!" 

The whisper came again. Closer. 

Captain Emberfall hesitated. Then lowered her weapon slightly. "Explain. Quickly." 

"Not enough time." Riven looked at Arel. At Skyrend. At the glowing sigil on Arel's arm. His expression shifted—surprise, then recognition, then something that might have been hope. 

"Oh," he breathed. "That's not good." 

"WHAT'S not good?" Arel was really getting tired of that phrase. 

"You're bonded. Actually, properly bonded. Natural bonding hasn't happened in centuries." 

Riven's glowing eyes fixed on him. "Do you have any idea what you've done?" 

"Freed a dragon?" Arel offered weakly. 

"You've proven it's still possible. Which means—" 

The whisper exploded into a roar. 

The walls began to crack. 

And something moved in the darkness beyond the chamber. 

Something that made Riven—ancient, powerful, supposedly terrifying Riven—look absolutely petrified. 

"RUN," he said. 

This time, everyone listened. 
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Chapter 3 – The Thing in the Ruins 
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Running through a collapsing temple while riding a wounded dragon was not covered in stable-hand training. 

Arel clung to Skyrend's neck ridges as the dragon lurched through corridors that seemed to shift and rearrange themselves. Behind them, Captain Emberfall and her soldiers followed, their military discipline barely keeping panic at bay. And ahead of them, Riven ran with surprising speed for someone who'd been sealed in stone for three centuries. 

"LEFT!" Riven shouted over his shoulder. 

Skyrend banked, claws scraping against ancient stone. Through the bond, Arel felt the dragon's wing screaming in protest. 

Can't keep this pace, Skyrend sent, mental voice tight with pain. 

"I know, I know—" 

The roar came again, closer now. It didn't sound like any animal Arel had ever heard. It sounded like absence. Like the noise silence would make if it could scream. 

"What IS that thing?" Captain Emberfall called out, her professional composure cracking. 

"You don't want to know!" Riven vaulted over a collapsed pillar without breaking stride. For someone who claimed his powers weren't working, he moved with inhuman grace. "Actually, I don't want to know either, and I was HERE when they sealed it!" 

"They?" Arel grabbed tighter as Skyrend nearly slipped on loose rubble. "Who's they?" 

"Dragons and demons working together, back when we still did that!" Riven skidded around a corner. "This was a prison temple. Multiple seals. Multiple inmates. I was just the least dangerous one!" 

"LEAST?" one of the soldiers wheezed. 

"Comparatively speaking!" 

The corridor opened into another chamber—this one massive, with a ceiling that stretched up into darkness. More of the glowing symbols covered every surface, but these were flickering, failing. Some had already gone dark. 

And in the center of the room, something was breaking through the floor. 

It looked like shadow given form. Not solid, not liquid, but something in between—writhing tendrils of darkness that absorbed light rather than reflected it. Where it touched the ancient stone, the rock didn't crack or crumble. It just... stopped being. 

Arel's mind struggled to process what he was seeing. His eyes kept sliding off it, unable to focus. 

"Don't look directly at it!" Riven grabbed Arel's leg, nearly pulling him off Skyrend. "Seriously, that's not metaphorical advice—it'll hollow you out if you make eye contact!" 

"What does that even MEAN?" 

"It means you'll be alive but empty! Like a really sad puppet! Just GO!" 

They sprinted for the far exit. The shadow-thing pulsed, and one of its tendrils lashed out impossibly fast, wrapping around the rearmost soldier. 

The man didn't scream. He just... stopped. Stood perfectly still, eyes open but vacant. His skin took on a grayish tint, like old parchment. 

"MARCUS!" Captain Emberfall started to turn back. 

"He's gone!" Riven yanked her forward. "You can't help him! Move MOVE MOVE!" 

They burst through the far corridor just as the ceiling began to collapse behind them. Rock and debris filled the passage, cutting off pursuit from the shadow creature. 

For now. 

The group stumbled into a smaller chamber and stopped, gasping for breath. Even Skyrend was panting, sides heaving. The dragon's injured wing dragged on the ground, leaving a thin trail of blood. 

Captain Emberfall rounded on Riven, sword drawn. "What. Was. That." 

"A Hollow." Riven leaned against the wall, looking shaken. His cocky demeanor had completely evaporated. "Or part of one, anyway. The old world had things like that. Beings that existed in the gaps between elements. When the Severing happened, most of them got sealed away because they were eating reality." 

"Eating reality," one of the soldiers repeated weakly. 

"Not literally. Sort of literally. It's complicated." Riven ran a hand through his hair. "Look, the point is, something very bad is waking up, and my seal breaking probably accelerated the process." 

"Your seal that HE broke." Captain Emberfall pointed at Arel. 

All eyes turned to him. 

"I didn't—" Arel started. "We were just trying to hide! I didn't know there was a seal! There were no signs!" 

"The entire temple is covered in warning symbols," Kaelis said flatly. 

"I can't read dead languages!" 

Skyrend shifted protectively closer, despite the pain it clearly caused. Leave him alone. None of this was intentional. 

"The dragon defends its human." Kaelis studied them both with sharp eyes. "Curious. Natural bonds are supposed to be myth." 

"Yeah, well." Riven was staring at Arel's arm where the sigil glowed faintly beneath his sleeve. "Myths have a way of coming back. Especially when the world's breaking again." 

"The world
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