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      This adult queer speculative romance continues its exploration of identity, memory, grief and connection.

      In this third volume, there is explicit sexual content and the tone darkens further: it depicts hospital emergencies, responses to suicide attemps, and moments of panic/anxiety.

      Even so, the narrative retains its lyrical intimacy, psychological depth and quiet magic.

      Best suited to readers who welcome emotionally rich stories that face difficult themes with tenderness, agency and hope.
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      The beat is a living thing—primordial, relentless. It pounds through the underground club like the pulse of a monstrous heart, all thumpa-thumpa-thumpa, shaking walls, bones, and inhibitions alike. The coloured spotlights above whip and swirl in sync, baptising the crowd in a kaleidoscope of fire and sweat. Even the air throbs. Even the walls quiver.

      No one walks into this place. They descend.

      Through a shadowy tunnel carved into the belly of Phuket’s underworld, lit only by a dying red bulb and the brazen defiance of an A4 paper taped to the entrance: ‘Enter at your own risk.’ The message is neither warning nor deterrent. It’s a promise.

      Yet they come. From every corner of the world, they make the pilgrimage—some chasing oblivion, others fleeing it. And once they pass through that tunnel, sealed behind the beat and the dark and the sweat, the outside world falls away.

      Time is of no consequence here.

      Inside, the music doesn’t wait for permission. It infiltrates every atom, rewires the nervous system. Even the most reluctant body yields eventually, hips unlocking, breath hitching, limbs moving with possessed abandon. Resistance is not only futile—it’s absurd.

      At the far end of the heaving space, a lone figure sits—jarring, like a discordant note slipped into a perfect chord. Time. Still. Detached. The music moves through him, but doesn’t touch him. He doesn’t sway. He doesn’t yield.

      Like the rest of them, he comes here to forget himself.

      His head rests against the wall, eyes half-lidded, purple gaze trailing across the fevered tide of bodies. These aren’t dancers. They’re creatures on the brink. Unravelling. Shedding skin and memory beneath strobes and basslines. Pretending Death isn’t always a breath away, waiting patiently between beats.

      Then, a flicker—gold, not light, but movement. A shimmer that doesn’t obey the strobes. Time’s attention snaps to it. Something—or someone—is dancing. No. Commanding.

      He rises, pulled in like tide to moon, and steps into the crush. The crowd parts and closes again, a tangle of sweat-slick limbs and euphoria. But those golden eyes—he wasn’t expecting them to be out here. Time begins to circle, hunting his prey. The rhythm tightens around them.

      There.

      They dance not to the beat, but with it. Living and breathing in it. Symbiotic. Their body—bare skin and leather, muscle and momentum—becomes the axis around which the entire floor rotates. A chest harness cuts across the glint of golden skin, and with every roll of the shoulder, every snap of the hips, they seize more space, more eyes, more power. The crowd obeys. The beat obeys.

      Their eyes lock—gold clashing against violet in a silent crack of lightning. A smirk curls on their lips. They have him now—Time himself, utterly focused.

      Then they change the rhythm.

      Their body drives the tempo higher, and higher, forcing the crowd to follow. The pulse of the music climbs, dragging the room into a frenzy. Adrenaline floods the floor. Around them, bodies lose control. In this alternate reality, they are the gravity, the god.

      But no one controls Time. Nothing on Earth ever has.

      Even so, he can’t look away.

      With a sudden snap, he closes the distance and seizes the studded leather strap at their back. One brutal tug. The dancer stumbles, but doesn’t break. They pivot with feline grace, eyes gleaming with something ancient.

      “Musi—!” Time begins, then stops. That face. “Tobias?”

      “Nae.” A crooked smile. “I’m his brother. Tam.”

      “Who?”

      “Ye know? Born of Music. Twin to my wee brother.”

      Time studies the golden eyes—blazing, uncontainable, alive in a way that defies nature. “You’re not human.”

      Tam’s grin widens. “Does any of this look human to ye?”

      And then he shows him.

      Tam turns, slow and deliberate, dragging his fingers along Time’s chest before locking them behind his neck. Hips begin to circle—hypnotic, molten. He rides the beat like a wave, grinding it into submission, never breaking eye contact. His breath is hot against Time’s mouth. His entire body dares him: watch me burn.

      The music builds. The floor swells. Time—who knows every moment, who doesn’t belong to any of them—feels pulled into this one. His hands tighten on the leather strap.

      Tam is awake. Alive, the most alive he has ever been. His body sings, and the universe leans closer to hear the tune.

      “Good,” Time says. “Come.”

      And then he drags him out of the club by the harness.
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      When the Big Bang flared into being some 13.75 billion years ago—give or take a cosmic hiccup—the Universe began its illustrious career as an extremely hot, extremely dense, and extraordinarily dull speck of energy. Over time, it expanded into a much larger, cooler expanse of dullness. With more time (and an unfortunate surplus of hydrogen), it eventually assembled itself into stars, planets, and all manner of celestial clutter. A keen astrophysicist might object to the word ‘dull,’ of course, but then, they’ve never had to sit through the whole thing.

      He had.

      Back then, they called him the Witness. Not as a job title—he wasn’t employed—but more as a cosmic punishment. Eternal purgatory with front-row seats. Because what good is a universe if no one’s there to watch it unravel?

      He saw it all: the first tepid swirl of elements, the Earth sloshing about in its own molten juices, the lone microbe squirming into existence, pathetically optimistic about finding water. He was there for that moment too, giving evolution a gentle nudge like a weary parent at a school play—half-interested, fully committed.

      He gave Earth the concept of Time. Whether that was a gift or a curse is still up for debate. But in doing so, he secured himself an infinite tenure. Not quite a god. Worse.

      A god who couldn’t clock out.

      

      From the fraying hem of the cosmos, Earth is nothing more than a smudge—an indifferent fleck of blue adrift in an ocean of black velvet. Closer, it begins to take shape: a restless sphere wrapped in storms and stitched with light. Descend further, and mountains rise like jagged thoughts through swirling clouds. One peak, snow-draped and solemn, pierces the silence of South America’s spine.

      There, halfway between nowhere and forgotten, a pine forest exhales into the cold. Hidden in its breath, almost shy of being noticed, a small log cabin presses itself into the slope—pretending not to be significant.

      It is very much not insignificant.

      Inside, bathed in the meek glow of a single, apologetic lamp, Tam sits upright in bed, singing low into the hush. The melody drifts out, pulled from the fractured memory of Music.

      There’s plenty to choose from—his mind is cluttered with remnants of every Music that ever danced across the sky. Most of it is chaos—blurred flashes, half-formed thoughts, and the lingering taste of dubious ale in even more dubious establishments. But the songs—ah, the songs—they remain untouched. Clear as moonlight on still water. The songs were their treasures, the one thing Music always kept safe.

      When the Musics of different eras hurtled backwards through time, a few stray atoms slipped loose—rogue fragments that clung to the edge of the Little Universe. Instead of drifting off into nothing, they found purpose: mending the crack in Daisy’s mind. As soon as they were accepted into the existing lattice, they calmed—no longer vibrating with uncertainty. To stabilise their new place in the structure, their energy levels dropped, and in doing so, they released a little excess. A bit of leftover magic. The life force.

      And—because the Universe has a sense of humour—Tam happened to be there. In the right place, at precisely the right time, to lap up every last drop of it, along with their memories.

      Now, with the golden flame of that accidental inheritance burning behind his eyes, Tam is the acting Music of Earth. A stand-in. An understudy. A rather loud one.

      On his lap lies Time.

      The ancient embodiment of seconds, seasons, and centuries stirs.

      “Not that one,” Time mutters, voice low and exact. “I don’t like lullabies.”

      Tam snorts, brushing a slow finger along the warm line of Time’s neck. “Am I yer iTune player now?”

      “You’ll be whatever I say you’ll be.”

      “Yer talking out yer arse.”

      Tam changes the tune. Something with more altitude. A song of wind and stone, suited to the view outside. After all, if Time wanted isolation, he got it: the cabin is quite literally a humble abode for the most powerful beings on Earth.

      The bedroom is small. Lit only by the lamp. Sparse in a way that feels pointed. A single bed. A battered chair. A desk.

      Tam stretches, bones clicking. He trails a hand along the curve of Time’s broad shoulder—muscle wrapped in flawless skin the colour of dark wood warmed by firelight. Of the three ancient personifications Tam’s familiar with—Music, Death, and Time—only Time has never changed his appearance. Save for that one occasion. Time is either utterly certain of who he is… or simply incapable of imagining anything else.

      From the remnants of Music’s memory, Tam suspects Time once had a fondness for company—particularly the kind found between bedsheets. The past few days have only confirmed it. Given his refusal to engage with humans in that way, his pool of companions is… niche. Which, Tam supposes, explains the single bed. Modesty clearly wasn’t the reason.

      “Move over. Yer heavy,” Tam mutters, pushing the most powerful being off his lap.

      He gets up, snags his clothes from the floor—leather trousers, a checked shirt Tobias gifted him—and pulls them on.

      Since he’s been here, Time hasn’t let him out of the bedroom. Tam glances at the door left ajar. Curious, he pads barefoot into the rest of the cabin.

      It’s… functional.

      A fireplace mutters to itself in a living space far too cramped to deserve the term open-plan. A tiny kitchen lingers in one corner, equipped with exactly one fork, one plate, and a pan that’s clearly never been asked to multitask. A single armchair—worn smooth by centuries of use—dominates the room like a lone throne. There’s no sign of company, or the expectation of it. The kind of place built not just for solitude, but for someone who’s long since stopped noticing they’re alone. A hermit might call it cosy. More honest folk would call it bleak.

      From here, one door leads back to the bedroom. Another, presumably, to a bathroom.

      Does Time need a bathroom? Music doesn’t, that he knows for certain.

      Except… this isn’t a bathroom.

      Tam opens the door to find nothing but darkness. Not dimness. Not shadow. A void. The kind of blackness that eats light. Even the firelight refuses to cross the threshold, it has been given a strict instruction by the highest authority in this cabin to keep out.

      Tam fumbles along the wall, searching for a switch. He barely gets a second before a hand grabs him by the hair and yanks him backwards. The door slams shut. With finality.

      “What were you looking for?” Time asks.

      “The bathroom.”

      “Don’t lie. You don’t need that.”

      “What a walloper, how crude.” Tam spins on him, eyes flaring. “Ye’ve been fucking me for days, I absolutely need the bathroom.”

      “What?! We haven’t⁠—”

      “Don’t assume what I do or don’t need. I like me comforts. And [while] we’re at it, ye should get more pillows. And better lighting. That sad wee lamp is making yer whole aesthetic look tragic.”

      Time grunts, affronted. “There’s no bathroom. Just go down to the brook. It’s only twenty-five minutes downhill.”

      “Yer off yer head! It’s freezing out there. I’ll lose my bollocks.”

      “You’re a Highlander.”

      “My race does not define me! I AM COLD!”

      “You sound just like him.”

      “I am him.”

      Time’s expression softens—fractionally. “Come back to bed. I’ll warm you.”

      It’s not a suggestion.

      Tam complies—for now. He returns to the bedroom and begins to undress again. Slowly. Time watches him from the writing desk, arms crossed. The shirt slides off Tam’s shoulders, catching on the silver rings in his nipples.

      “That for my benefit?” Time asks.

      “Do ye think everything’s about ye?”

      “Everything is about me.”

      “Suit yerself.”

      Time grips him by the waistband and pulls him in, running a slow, deliberate tongue over one nipple and its ring.

      “Ah… Feck,” Tam gasps—sharp and involuntary—and his fingers clutch at Time’s shoulders.

      “Don’t stop stripping,” Time says, “unless you want me to tear those off you.”

      Tam’s fingers slip from Time, unsteady with sensation. He fumbles at his waistband, hands clumsy under the pull of pleasure as Time’s mouth lingers at his chest, relentless. The leather jeans put up a stubborn fight—typical. He’s only trying to protect them from annihilation. Reconstruction would be costly and a right bloody nuisance. Life force doesn’t grow on trees.

      Outside, the sky begins to shift. A highland dawn—slow, ruby-hued—floods the room with otherworldly light. It spills through the window behind Time, washing over Tam’s bare skin, catching the silver rings in a glint of fire.

      Time halts. He nudges Tam back, just enough to see him properly. Lit in the fierce glow of morning. Suspended between divinity and something far more fragile.

      “Your pants,” Time says.

      Tam falls silent, the humour drained from him, and he obeys. As he strips beneath the red-gold light, he feels—for the first time—the aching barrenness of the room. It isn’t the ordinary mountain chill; this is hollowness made visible, a quiet grief seeping into the air itself.

      There’s no softness here. No sentiment. Only two dried starfish, pinned to the ceiling, tucked away in the darkest corner, hiding from the lamplight—relics of buried ghosts.

      They are reminders of something Time refuses to remember, yet dares not forget.

      Tam has been here for days, each one folding softly into the next. But this morning, the sky finally unfurls its splendour.

      And for the first time, he truly glimpses Time.
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        * * *

      

      Sometime in mid-January, a thousand new stars were discovered overnight—blinking into telescopic view across observatories worldwide. Within days, the internet had transformed into a glittering bazaar, auctioning off the rights to name them. By the third day, the bids climbed to over a million dollars for a single star—more for a constellation. For some, it was a once-in-a-lifetime chance to scrawl their names across the sky. For others, just another shoddy short-term investment.

      Only time will tell.

      But Time is not thinking about stars.

      He sits in total darkness, hunched over a workbench lit only by the purple glow radiating from his eyes. The room around him—windowless, black, and breathless—feels carved from silence itself. His attention is fixed on the delicate device before him.

      The plan is already in motion.

      Music—annoying, chaotic, infuriating Music—is now trapped inside the girl’s head and, if all goes well, will remain so. They should’ve died ten years ago. But of course, they didn’t.

      Still, a temporary problem solved.

      Tam, though.

      Now, that’s an unexpected variable.

      Did Music send him?

      Doesn’t matter. A mere distraction. Nothing more.

      Thud!

      “Feck! It’s freezing!” comes the muffled complaint from the bedroom—faint and Scottish.

      Time sighs, amused. A rather noisy distraction.

      Death is the real concern. She’s clever. She’ll be wary by now—meticulous with every move. But she also has a fundamental flaw and he will have to play to that angle.

      For now, his attention returns to the device.

      Clamped at its edges, a disc of flint—no bigger than a drink coaster—sits in the centre of a rotating rig. It’s wafer-thin, worn down over centuries by the slow abrasion of an underground river. Around it, a metal ring hums faintly, suspended in a bath of chilled water and dry ice.

      At the flint’s exact centre, two spheres of raw diamond—each no larger than a poppy seed—hover in perfect opposition. One in front, one behind. Balanced. Aligned. Poised.

      A slow stream of carbon dioxide vapour curls over the setup, keeping the diamonds cold and the flint stable.

      Time switches on the motor. The ring and the flint begin to spin. Gradually, he increases the pressure, urging the diamonds into the flint. The room fills with the high, clean whine of molecules being sliced apart—atomic layers unravelled with surgical precision.

      It’s a delicate business. Too fast, and the flint might chip. Too warm, and its structure softens. Too much pressure, and it shatters. There’s no margin for error, no visual cue—only the sound. That steady, rising pitch that tells him the flint is surrendering, atom by atom.

      Eventually, the two diamonds will meet—somewhere within the heart of the stone. And in that moment, the smallest hole in the Universe will be born. Edged with a sharpness reality itself will struggle to define.

      It cannot be rushed.

      He settles back. Waiting is something he’s exceptionally good at.

      Why not? He has been waiting for centuries. A couple more months is nothing.

      From beyond the darkness, a crash. Then a stream of colourful cursing. Tam, it seems, has kicked down the bedroom door he was locked in. Another slam—front door this time. Yes. He’s storming outside.

      Time smirks.

      The door will need repairing. Again.
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        * * *

      

      Tam trudges through uneven patches of snow, each step crunching beneath boots not designed for high-altitude expeditions. Wind cuts sideways across the slope, sharp as a Highland insult. Behind him, the cabin vanishes.

      Well—it’s still there, of course. Standing smugly in plain sight. But Time, being the cryptic arse he is, had camouflaged the thing so thoroughly its edges vanish into the mountain’s skin. From a distance, it’s impossible to separate from rock or drift or shadow. Walk close enough, and it reappears. But once you’ve looked away… good luck finding it again.

      Tam blinks. It’s gone.

      Brilliant. How is he ever going to get back?

      He carries on down the slope, wrapping Time’s black leather biker jacket tighter around himself. The fur lining is decadent, the fit suspiciously perfect, which is odd given that Time is built like a demigod and Tam… decidedly isn’t. Still, he’s not questioning it. Not whilst the wind’s threatening to peel the skin from his face.

      He doesn’t actually need the bathroom. Not in any urgent, biological sense. After all, he is a concept—admittedly, of a bagpipe. Human bodily functions are more of a novelty, indulged occasionally out of curiosity, boredom, or when suffering a minor head injury.

      But even if he did, who in their right mind would trek down to a frozen brook in this gods-forsaken gale? Over a week ago, they’d been in Phuket—sun, sea, cocktails, trousers so tight they required a shoehorn. Now? Frostbite and hypothermia.

      He presses on, pulling the snazzy jacket tighter as the wind slices through him. No clue where in the world he is—just snow, stone, and silence stretching in every direction. Still, the view…

      Tam has been to some spectacular places in his time. Concerts in Petra. Ceremonies at Uluru. Once played a solo atop a glacier in Iceland. But this—this is something else entirely. The sky feels closer here, stretched taut above the snowy summit. Clouds spill over ridge lines, and light clings to the horizon in molten ribbons. It’s not just beautiful. It’s ancient. Indifferent. And for the first time, Tam feels very small.

      And yet, he’s never felt more awake.

      His boot skids out from under him, and he goes down hard—landing squarely on his arse with a grunt that echoes off the mountain.

      And he’s never felt more bruised.

      But… why here?

      There must be a reason Time’s holed up on this frozen, star-kissed peak. And Tam, driven by curiosity as much as stubbornness, needs to know.

      He scrambles back to his feet, muttering curses under his breath. He glares at the treacherous patch of ice, then stomps on it with theatrical spite—boots crunching down hard, as if vengeance might improve his dignity.

      It’s not like he couldn’t teleport out of here if things went sideways. Hell, if a snow monster leapt out of a crevice right now, he would—without hesitation—vanish back into his box in a puff of existential smoke.

      But no—he’s not leaving.

      He’s exactly where he wants to be.

      Besides, teleportation costs life force—and his reserves are gone. Tam may be a personification, but he’s no celestial deity. He can’t replenish what’s been spent. Every bit of magic left in him is precious.

      And frankly, he’s saving it for the important things.

      Like these absolutely killer leather jeans.

      

      Eventually, he stumbles onto a rocky path scored with tyre tracks—leading east and west, if his internal compass is to be trusted. Which, frankly, it isn’t. Doesn’t matter. He’s not going anywhere. The cold’s best tackled by standing still and looking pitiful until help arrives—solid advice, freshly invented by Tam ‘Bagpipe’ Staghorn. Not endorsed by survival experts.

      Fortunately, the Universe is listening. Just before sunset, a motorbike zips past, scattering snow and gold dust in its wake. He flags it down, half desperate, half hopeful. The rider slows, eyeing him with mild suspicion. Nothing a flash of charm—and the sight of a half-frozen Scot clearly in need of salvation—can’t mend.

      He hitches a ride.

      The rider deposits him in front of a single-storey wooden building with flaking paint and a tired-looking sign.

      Inside, it’s warmer, if not exactly welcoming. A local guide is mid-discussion—or heated debate—with a tourist. One’s shouting in Spanish. The other in Chinese.

      Tam joins in with English, the great international language of confusion.

      “… puedes viajar en bicicleta.”

      “Jùlí rìluò hái yǒu duōshǎo shíjiān?”

      “Where’s the bathroom?” Tam asks.

      “Ya hemos cerrado. Go outside, go, go!”

      “What? I can’t just go anywhere—I’m not an animal!”

      “Nǐ shìgè yèyú àihào zhě.”

      Tam blinks. “…Rude.”

      Honestly. He has centuries of memory stitched into his head and not one of the Musics spoke bloody Spanish? Useless.

      He’s about to surrender when a familiar glint catches his eye—an English-language poster tacked behind the local lad. Jackpot. He edges closer, dragging a finger across the map, scanning the contours. According to this, he’s standing at the foot of a snow-capped giant called Volcán Cayambe. Ecuador.

      Tam draws an imaginary line northeast, memory patching over detail. That ridge. That peak. That impossible wind. A spot near the very top, right where the equator kisses the highest point. That’s where Time built his hideaway.

      Of course he did. Symbolic bastard.

      Unless… it’s not just symbolism. That cabin—stripped-down, borderline monastic—wasn’t the work of someone showing off. No grandeur, no celestial flourish. Just stone, wood, and solitude. So maybe… the location means something.

      If only he could work out what.

      Tam scowls at the map, brow furrowed, trying to untangle humanity’s most important question from the tangle of half-baked thoughts in his head—when a hand suddenly fists in his hair and hauls him bodily out of the building.

      He doesn’t need to turn. Only one being in the Universe grabs him like that.

      “Having fun?” Time says.

      “Er… aye. Was just about to find a bathroom.”

      “I’ll build you a bloody bathroom tonight.”

      “And a king-size bed?”

      “Don’t push it.”

      Tam trots after him, snow crunching underfoot. Fine. He got what he came for. He knows where he is now, more or less. And there’s no chance he’d find the cabin again on foot. So if Time wants to teleport him back, he’s not arguing.

      Besides, there’s the log fire. And cocoa.

      Time—contrary to his marble-carved exterior and general air of divine indifference—makes a devastatingly good cup of hot chocolate. Rich, dark, precisely sweetened. Almost enough to forgive him for everything else.

      Almost.
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      The air splits.

      It begins with a high, needling hum. Wisps of blue lightning flicker and snap across the stillness, stitching fractures into the fabric of space. Then, without ceremony, the rift opens.

      From the wound in the air spills a torrent of shimmering mist—bluer than any earthly blue, alive with pulse and memory. The light bends around it, shuddering.

      And then, from that vortex of cosmic breath and crackling silence, she assembles—delicate, doll-like, too flawless to be kind. Her skin gleams pale as moonmilk, untouched by age or warmth. Her gown unfolds with theatrical weight: layers of black silk and jet-beaded lace, each fold precise, Victorian in cut and severity. The hem doesn’t touch the ground—it hovers, just slightly, as if even gravity hesitates to claim her.

      Her hair cascades in shifting ribbons of blue, darkening at the ends. Her eyes, twin pools of ultramarine, scan the garden with a stare honed to discipline. Nothing escapes that gaze.

      The mist collapses into vapour. The air seals itself with a faint sigh.

      Death has returned.

      She opens her eyes. And pauses.

      There’s the faintest shift in her expression—barely a breath across her porcelain face. But it’s there. Surprise, tightly leashed.

      Her underground vegetable farm has… changed. Grown. Transformed into something softer. Wilder.

      A garden.

      Rows have vanished. No more grim, militaristic order of kale battalions or carrot columns. Instead, vines coil languidly along trellises, blossoms nod in the humid air, and vegetables spring from the earth as if painted there by a whimsical god. The pink and magenta glow of UV lamps still haunt the edges, but sunlight now filters in, siphoned down via clever solar tubes. There’s enough of it to stir the marigolds and bring colour to the tomatoes.

      Oh, yes. There are tomatoes.

      Fruit-bearing. Glorious. Death has never once succeeded with them—despite millennia of trying—yet here they are. Smug little things.

      She inhales. Sharp, green notes of basil. The peppery tang of rocket. Coriander, which she’s never liked but can tolerate in moderation. It’s all intoxicating. Even the trickling water nearby, presumably from some new fountain, soothes her more than she cares to admit.

      And… birdsong? Down here?

      Not exactly the gothic touch she would have preferred. The place leans more towards enchanted forest than brooding mausoleum.

      Still, Alex has clearly poured effort into it—every vine, every bloom, a deliberate gesture. The least Death can do is tolerate it.

      Perhaps even… enjoy it. Quietly. Privately. Never out loud.

      

      Plock, plock! Thud! Clank, plock, plock!

      The sounds lead her around a curving path, past a rather overzealous banana tree, to find the source. There she is—Alex, fists flying, dancing with a double-end punch bag.

      Ah, yes. Little Toby’s beautiful boxer. Well—hers now.

      Death folds her arms, watching the fluid violence of Alex’s movements with a mild, impassive curiosity. Yes. Still a beautiful boxer.

      Of course, when she says “hers,” she means it in the most literal, metaphysical, and legally ambiguous sense.

      Some weeks ago, Alex had died. Not metaphorically. Not poetically. Quite literally. Flatline. Curtains. End credits.

      And then Death had brought her back. With life force. Her life force. Celestial, old-as-the-stars stuff. That act—reckless, intimate, irreversible—had stitched Alex to her in ways she prefers not to dissect.

      Technically, Alex is no longer among the living. She’s a reanimated vessel laced with a drop of Death herself. Bound. Dependent. You could call her a servant, if you were cruel. Or a ward. Or… a puppy. Honestly, that’s closer.

      Human soul ownership—there’s a moral complication in that. Predictable. Tiresome. But the greater concern lies in the transfer itself. When she gave Alex life, she gave more than breath and motion. She gave power. A fragment of her own celestial essence. And that was never meant to happen.

      Even so, Alex seems to be putting the life force to good use.

      Death leans in, inspecting an orchid blooming in delicate pink—its petals veined with silver, glowing faintly under the brush of UV light. Too vivid. Too perfect. It hums faintly with something not quite natural.

      There had been an agreement. Long ago. The life force of their kind was never to be passed into living human hands.

      Some forty thousand years ago, give or take a handful of ice ages, Time had called a gathering. Just the three of them—himself, Death, and Music. No fanfare. Just a roast hog on a spit and a cool evening breeze over the Tigris. That was before she went vegetarian.

      Time had said, in his maddeningly reasonable voice;

      If we let our essence seed itself into human bloodlines, it will spread. Unchecked. Like fire.

      He was right, of course. Humans reproduce with alarming enthusiasm. The last thing they needed was a race of half-divine toddlers throwing thunderbolts at each other. So they agreed. No passing on the spark. Ever.

      It wasn’t signed in blood or sealed with the cosmos or anything grand. Just a spoken agreement among friends.

      But Alex isn’t living, strictly speaking. So… loophole.

      Alex finishes with a final spin kick that lands like a gunshot against the bag. Then, spotting Death, she breaks into a smile and trots over.

      “Welcome home! I made a few changes to the farm. I hope you like it,” she says, breathless and cheerful.

      Death lifts a brow. “Yes. It’s fine. Do what you like.”

      “I added a few more plant species, too.”

      “I can see. The banana is… unexpected.”

      Back on the little slate patio, Alex fills the kettle and sets it on the induction hob. From a cupboard she retrieves the Chinese tea set.

      “How was your trip?” she asks.

      “Not as successful as I’d hoped. Time is untraceable, as usual. He doesn’t leave breadcrumbs. He vanishes.”

      Alex pours hot water into a pot and sets the tea to steep.

      “What happens now?”

      “The sky is shifting—subtle, beyond the reach of human senses—but it has begun. The damping is underway. Soon, the numbers will rise. Deaths and births.”

      “More people will die?”

      Death nods, slowly. “Yes. Earth re-aligns itself with universal rhythms from time to time. It’s not cruelty, it’s calibration. Sometimes the damping is sharp—a violent purge followed by renewal. Sometimes it lingers.”

      “Like wars.”

      “Exactly. War. Famine. Pestilence. All symptoms caused by damping. I don’t understand why humans would lump me in with those. As though I cause the suffering. I do not. I conclude it.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Death waves it away. “No matter. Something is about to break out. I’ll need to ensure my automated systems can manage the demand.”

      “Anything I can help with?”

      “Not with the damping. Just… come sit. I’ll replenish you.”

      Alex sits obediently on a cushioned bench, hands on her knees.

      Death sits beside her, lifts one hand, and draws a breath.

      From her fingertips, ultramarine motes emerge—glowing gently like bioluminescent ash. They swirl down and sink into Alex’s skin, where they disappear. A ripple passes through her body. Her eyes flare, just for a moment, with that same celestial blue. Then dim.

      There. Stable again.

      It’s a strange feeling—this act of caring. Like watering a plant. Feeding a puppy. She’s never been maternal, not in all her millennia, but something about this odd, resurrected girl tugs at her in the most inconvenient way.

      Technically dead. Entirely hers. And still full of life.
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        * * *

      

      The afternoon settles over Birmingham like a damp wool coat—cold, grey, and faintly resentful. Bare tree limbs scratch at the pale sky, and the wind whistles low across the university grounds, harrying students into scarves and huddled walks.

      Tobias hunches on the splintered bench outside the North Gate staff house, phone cradled in his hands, thumbs idle. His fingers have gone numb—gloves shoved in his coat pocket, as usual. He’d rather lose circulation than admit they’d be useful.

      He glances up. Sky’s still heavy. Still cold. Still stubbornly, unmistakably English.

      And yet—something feels… off.

      There’s a slow churn in his gut, like nerves before an exam or just after an overly enthusiastic curry. The clouds seem to shift, subtly, just at the edge of his vision. Nothing dramatic. Just enough to make his stomach think the world’s turning slightly sideways. Dave calls it an optical illusion—some atmospheric quirk.

      Tobias isn’t convinced.

      A sudden, familiar screech of tyres on frosted tarmac yanks his attention back.

      Dave’s car swings into the parking slot with the elegance of a tired hippo. The engine coughs once in protest before falling silent.

      Tobias stands, pocketing his phone, and strolls over just as Dave climbs out and thumbs the boot open.

      “Thanks, mate, for holding onto these,” Tobias says, peering at the cardboard boxes inside.

      “Not a problem. You haven’t got much anyway—unless you count the bloody piano still camped in my back room.”

      “Sorry about that.”

      “It’s alright. Little Dave’s taken to using it as a stand for his iPad. Very posh.”

      They each grab a box and head towards the squat brick building. Their breath fogs in the cold air.

      “Thought about finding somewhere more permanent?” Dave asks, nudging the door open with his hip.

      “I did. Years ago.”

      “And…?”

      “I couldn’t picture myself tied down with that big a commitment. Not back then.”

      “You’ve been living here for ten years, mate. Since you came back from Barcelona.”

      “I know.” Tobias sighs. “It’s not ideal. But the idea of owning something like that… it’s just⁠—”

      “It scares the shit out of you?”

      “Exactly.”

      Dave grins as they step into the ground-floor flat. The walls still smell faintly of institutional carpet cleaner and microwave curry.

      “Last year I thought Stuart was going to ask me to move in, so I shelved the whole idea,” Tobias says.

      “And then you broke up.”

      “Yep.”

      “And now you’re back together.”

      “Last week he asked me again. To move in.”

      “But you don’t want to?”

      Tobias hesitates, shifts the box in his arms. “I just… don’t wanna rush it.”

      Dave snorts. “Right. And the moment he brought up living together, you sprinted across campus and begged Facilities for a key to your old room. That’s some Olympic-level avoidance.”

      “Fuck off.”

      Dave chuckles, heading back outside. “I’ll grab the last box.”

      Tobias drops his onto the narrow desk and tears off the packing tape. Mugs—some chipped, one featuring a cartoon octopus—clink together softly.

      It’s not a commitment issue. Not really. He is committed. Fully, maddeningly, stupidly in love with Stuart.

      There’s just… a reason.

      A very good, very arse-specific reason.

      After the whole Music-rescue disaster, he’d rung every laser clinic in the Midlands trying to scrub the inky embarrassment off his behind. No luck—apparently January and February were prime months for remorse. Something about holiday drunk tattoos. Champagne-fuelled dolphins, declarations of love, skulls with top hats. His particular regret involved a bottle of whiskey after a wedding, and the name of his beloved boyfriend. Yes, he loves him. But it doesn’t need to be boldly etched across his cheek like a property label.

      He had managed to land a consultation in early March. Actual removal would take months.

      And that’s why he couldn’t move in with Stuart. Because there’s only so long a man can strategically undress in dim lighting before someone starts asking questions. He’d pushed his luck already, crashing at Stuart’s for two weeks. It felt like cheating fate.

      Today, he comes back to his own room. Neutral ground. Tattoo-safe.

      Dave returns, nudging the door open with his foot, arms full.

      “Here’s the last bit of your glamorous life—condensed into three paper boxes. I’m not crying. You’re crying?”

      “Cheers, mate. I like to travel light.”

      Dave sets the box down and dusts off his hands. “Where’s your car?”

      “In Coventry.”

      “You want a lift to pick it up?”

      “Nah, I’ve got my bike. Left the car with that shop, remember? Ms Lily Howahkan. She’s gone back to the States to see family. She’ll be back in March, I’ll collect it then.”

      “Right.”

      Tobias fidgets with one of the mugs. “Dave.”

      “Yeah, mate?”

      “I… submitted my letter of intent. For the professorship.”

      Dave straightens, brows lifting. “That’s brilliant. When will you find out?”

      “Laura said maybe next month.”

      “You nervous?”

      “Not really. If I don’t get it this year, I’ll try again. And again.”

      “I’m nervous.” Dave groans, collapsing onto the bed beside him. “Bloody hell, if you do get it this year, you’ll be a full Professor before forty.”

      “Don’t say it like that—you’ll make me nervous too.”

      Dave reaches over, pulls him into a one-armed hug, and ruffles his hair with mock ceremony. “Well, I’m proud of you, Professor Almost.”

      Tobias laughs, ducking away from the hand.

      And yes—alright—he’s proud of himself too. Not for anyone else. Just for him.
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      A&E is chaos.

      It always is, to some degree—beeping monitors, the sharp tang of antiseptic in the air, the churn of urgency in every clipped command. But today it crackles with something heavier. Nurses dart between bays with focused precision, paramedics offload patients at a sprint, and the air is thick with the kind of tension that suggests someone’s barely holding the line.

      In Bay 3, a patient lies still, chest bare and waxen under fluorescent light. A nurse is counting compressions aloud whilst a junior doctor takes over CPR. Another nurse shoves the crash trolley forwards with her hip, pulling the defibrillator pads from the tray.

      “Clear.”

      The charge fires. The patient’s body lifts an inch off the gurney, then slams back down.

      Flatline.

      The monitor emits that long, low tone—impossibly final.

      No electrical activity. No pulse.

      The attending physician glances at the clock and says, without ceremony, “Time of death, 15:42.”

      Stuart looks up from the next bay, where he’s just finished inserting a central line. His gloves are slick with blood. He sighs, strips them off, and drops them into the bin.

      It’s routine. It shouldn’t be. But it is.

      Sometimes, people don’t make it.

      

      Nurse Turner materialises beside him, her face a shade paler than usual. She hands him a report from the incoming ambulance, her expression tight.

      “Construction site incident,” she says. “Hoist chain snapped on a tower crane. Dropped a steel beam from six storeys.”

      Stuart scans the paramedic’s scrawl. “Three dead on site, two in transit?”

      She nods.

      There’s been a slight uptick in fatal cases since January. Statistically meaningless, maybe. Numbers go up, numbers go down—it’s what they do. But statistics don’t carry stretchers. Paramedics do. And they feel every shift.

      Earlier in the afternoon, two barely-conscious victims were pulled from the rubble and loaded into ambulances.

      The first one—male, early thirties—had spinal trauma. The paramedic noted cervical instability, which made intubation too risky. They tried mask ventilation instead, but his airway collapsed somewhere en route.

      He didn’t make it.

      The second victim—female, twenties—started bleeding the moment they lifted her. Blunt force trauma, likely internal organ rupture. It took ten long minutes to stabilise her just enough for transport. A fifteen-minute ride followed.

      She nearly made it.

      As soon as the ambulance doors burst open, the trauma team swept her into Resus like clockwork. For a few breaths, it looked like they might outrun death.

      But her vitals crashed the moment she crossed the A&E threshold.

      Stuart was already moving, hands on her chest, counting compressions under his breath. Nurse Turner pressed the defibrillator into his hands without a word.

      Shock. CPR. Another shock.

      Nothing.

      After seven minutes of futile effort, Stuart calls time.

      He peels off his gloves and meets Nurse Turner’s eyes across the trolley.

      She doesn’t speak.

      A beat passes. Then⁠—

      “That’s the fourth major accident this week,” he says quietly. “How many were dead on arrival?”

      “Seven,” she replies. “Twelve more died in transit. And we’re only halfway through the week.”

      “We’ve seen worse,” Stuart admits, “but—this feels… off. Like the inverse of that run of impossible patients last year.”

      “Could be. Or it’s just a spike. Nothing to hang a theory on.”

      “Maybe.” He doesn’t sound convinced. “Still. I can’t help thinking something’s wrong.”

      After the impossible patients—those miracles strung together like a grim fairytale—and after everything he saw in that not-quite-real place called the Little Universe, Stuart’s capacity for belief has changed shape.

      He’s ready to believe anything now.

      His phone buzzes in his pocket.

      He checks the caller ID and steps out of A&E to the reception hall.

      “Tobias! Have you arrived?”

      The voice on the other end is muffled and ragged. “No, mate.”

      Stuart frowns. “Blimey. You sound like death.”

      “That’s what I’m calling about. Got a fever. I’m heading straight back to my room from the lab. So… rain check?”

      “Of course. I’ll pop by later.”

      Damn. He’d been looking forward to the weekend.

      Tobias moved back into the staff house over two weeks ago and they hadn’t managed more than a few text exchanges and a quick coffee. Stuart had even planned to cook—actual cooking, not just reheated curry.

      He’d asked Tobias to move in. The answer, whilst gentle, had been a firm absolutely not.

      Which… fair enough. After last year’s break-up, maybe it was too soon. But Stuart can’t shake the urge to keep him close—just close enough not to lose him again.

      He walks back into A&E, slipping his phone into his coat pocket.

      “You alright?” Nurse Turner asks as she readies another trauma bay.

      “My boyfriend. Flu, I think.”

      “Oh yeah. We’ve got a flood of cases from the uni clinic. All high fever.”

      “Seasonal?”

      “That’s what they’re saying.”

      “Maybe I should bring him in.”

      “Have you seen the clinic today?”

      

      Stuart stops by the outpatient wing on his way out.

      He doesn’t even make it to the waiting area. The corridor is jammed with people slumped in chairs, lined against the walls, coughing into tissues and mobile phones. A nurse threads through the crowd with a tray of temperature strips, shouting names over the din.

      Someone sneezes into a blanket.

      Someone else is openly weeping.

      The hospital’s dragged in extra chairs, but they’re still spilling into the hall. The air is thick—hot, humid, and breathing like a petri dish.

      Stuart blinks, puts on a surgical mask almost without thinking, and begins backing away.

      Slowly. Carefully. Like he’s retreating from a biohazard.

      Because, frankly, he is.
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        * * *

      

      The staff house doesn’t exactly announce itself. It crouches at the edge of campus like an afterthought—a squat, uninspired rectangle of pebble-dash, perfectly designed to be forgotten. A place for visiting researchers and short-term academics to hang their coats and pretend they belong for a few months. No soul, no charm, and certainly no heating that works properly in February.

      It’s dark when Stuart arrives, the kind of cold darkness that clings to his hair and gnaws at his fingers as he knocks softly on the door to Tobias’s room.

      Five minutes pass before it creaks open.

      Tobias stands there, bleary-eyed, with a mess of flattened curls sticking to his forehead and a feverish glaze dulling the sharpness in his eyes. He looks as though someone tried to microwave him and gave up halfway.

      “I woke you up, didn’t I?” Stuart smiles under his surgical mask.

      “That’s alright. I needed to get up anyway—my body’s really stiff.”

      “You look terrible. Sit down before you fall down.”

      Tobias shuffles back to the bed and sinks onto it like it’s the only solid thing left in the world. Stuart steps inside, flicking the door shut behind him with his foot, and peels off his gloves before pressing the back of his hand to Tobias’s clammy forehead.

      The fever’s warm but not spiking. No chest crackles. No alarming rash. Just standard flu—aches, chills, the vague sense of having been hit by a medium-sized truck.

      Nothing to worry about.

      Except Stuart is worried. Not about Tobias specifically—he’s strong, he’ll ride it out—but about the timing. The spike in deaths, the inexplicable cluster of major incidents, how this flu outbreak rippling through the university like a slow-moving wave. Nurse Turner’s right—this is what February does. Still. Something’s crawling under Stuart’s skin. Something that doesn’t feel like coincidence.

      “You’re drenched in sweat,” he mutters. “Shall I give you a bed bath?”

      “Fuck, no.”

      “What have you got to be embarrassed about? I’ve seen everything.”

      “No, you haven’t.” Tobias drags himself upright, slow and unsteady, and shuffles towards the bathroom.

      Stuart waits until the door clicks shut before moving into action. He peels back the duvet and winces—the sheet underneath is damp enough to wring out. His skin itches at the sight of it.

      He scans the room. No linen bag, no cupboard with crisp, folded sheets. He tries the wardrobe. Empty—save for two half-collapsed cardboard boxes.

      Of course.

      A suitcase sits closed on the desk, same one Tobias dragged back from Thailand weeks ago. Still zipped. Still full. He hasn’t unpacked.

      He’s been living here for over a fortnight and it looks like he moved in yesterday. A couple of books scattered on the floor. A glass with a lone toothbrush. Boxes and bags, but no clothes hung up, no little cactus basking by the window. Just enough to survive—not enough to settle.

      Stuart crouches and pulls out the boxes. Shirts, socks, a hoodie he hasn’t seen in months. He starts folding, shaking out the creases, tucking them onto the wardrobe rail with more care than he’ll admit to.

      He’s stayed here before, back when things were simpler—or at least clearer. Even then, Tobias never made the room his own. The walls were always bare, the lightbulb too harsh, the sheets perpetually mismatched.

      A bed and a storage unit. That’s what the staff house was to him.

      Maybe that’s what home has always meant to Tobias since he left home at a tender age—somewhere to sleep, not somewhere to belong.

      Stuart exhales a long sigh. The room feels colder now.

      At the bottom of the second box, he finds a spare bedsheet. It smells faintly of washing powder—sunlight in a bottle. Good enough.

      He strips the damp sheet off, bunches it up with surgical distaste, and lays the fresh one down with neat hospital corners.

      The bathroom door opens with a click, steam curling out.

      Tobias emerges in a T-shirt and boxers, skin pink and drowsy from the heat. He blinks at the empty boxes, then at Stuart.

      “Thanks, mate. I should’ve done that ages ago, but it just… didn’t happen.”

      “Do you have a hair dryer?”

      “Nope.”

      “Back under the duvet. I’ll dry your hair for you.”

      “Ooh, clean sheet.” Tobias slides gratefully into bed.

      Stuart fetches a towel from the suitcase and perches on the edge of the mattress. He drapes the towel over Tobias’s head and begins to rub, gently at first, then with firmer circles, working around the crown, behind the ears, down to the nape of his neck.

      Tobias exhales slowly, his shoulders sinking. Eyes close. Jaw slackens. He lets out a soft, involuntary sound—half sigh, half moan—like some invisible pressure inside his skull has finally released.

      “Having a fever is really not so bad,” he murmurs. “I love you, mate.”

      Stuart pauses, fingers resting in his damp hair. His heart does something strange, half-skip, half-stutter.

      “I know,” he says softly. “Shut up and go to sleep.”

      He keeps drying, hair now barely damp, until Tobias slips fully under. Mouth open. Brows relaxed. That familiar sadness still carved faintly into his sleeping face—but beneath it, a glimmer of something else.

      Strength.

      Pain changes people. But sometimes, in all the wreckage it leaves behind, it builds something new.
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        * * *

      

      The hospital is buckling under pressure.

      Corridors that—only last week—held a manageable current of coughs, fevers, and flus have become torrents. Isolation bays are full. Nurses now double as crowd control. In waiting rooms, surgical masks are traded like currency. There’s not enough space, not enough hands, not enough anything.

      Stuart had seen it coming. The increase in fatal accidents earlier in the month wasn’t random—it was the opening act. At the centre of the catastrophe: a new strain of avian influenza.

      Within ten days of the first admission, it had a name. Not an origin. The epicentre remained elusive. But cities—tight-packed and overworked—bore the brunt. Birmingham among them.

      By the end of February, the data left no room for optimism. Sharp spikes in cases. Mortality rates climbing with a brutal curve. Borders tightening. Governments locking down.

      For Birmingham, the order takes effect at midnight tonight.

      The university shuts down like a startled animal. Classes are cancelled indefinitely. Since morning, students have been streaming off campus in a quiet exodus—duffel bags slung over shoulders, taxis crammed with laptops and instant noodles. By evening, the place is nearly silent.

      

      Tobias emerges from the basement lab into a world that no longer feels familiar, like it’s been scrubbed of its soul.

      The campus is deserted, eerie under the orange spill of street lamps. Even the Guild stands in silence, its windows dark, its posters curling in the wind. The usual buzz of life—the clatter of heels on concrete, the distant music from someone’s Bluetooth speaker—has vanished.

      He would have liked a walk. But there isn’t time.

      Back at the staff house, he hauls out his suitcase and begins stuffing clothes inside without ceremony. Hoodies, socks, the stripy jumper Stuart hates. He’s halfway through folding his jeans when his phone rings.

      “Stuart! Where are you?”

      “Just got in. You said to call?”

      “Yeah. I’m packing. I’m coming over to yours.”

      A beat of silence.

      “To stay?” Stuart says.

      “Yes. The lockdown could last weeks, mate.”

      “Don’t do that.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m exposed every day. At the hospital. I’m not risking you.”

      Tobias rolls his eyes. “Come on. Let me in. I’ll go mad here on my own.”

      “Sweet,” Stuart says, mocking, “but no. It’s not worth it.”

      “I’ve already caught the flu, haven’t I?”

      “You were never tested. And even if you did, why take the risk again?”

      Why?

      Because Stuart’s drowning in the thick of it. Because the hospitals are at breaking point. Because he wants to be near, even if it won’t help. Because Stuart won’t ask for help, but Tobias knows he’ll need someone, eventually. And he wants to be the one.

      But Stuart would only dismiss that.

      So instead, Tobias says: “Because I haven’t seen you for a month.”

      “I was there when you had the fever.”

      “Yeah, but we didn’t do anything. Doesn’t count.”

      “How do you know? You were asleep.”

      “What the hell? And you would do it, too.”

      “Of course not.” Stuart laughs.

      “Come on, mate. I’m horny as fuck. Let me come over.”

      “How about I make you come over the phone?”

      Tobias blinks. “What?”

      “Phone sex.”

      “Er… no thanks.”

      “You ever done it before?”

      “No.”

      “Then let’s try. Might as well. I’d rather be the one getting you off than leave it to chance whilst you’re out of my sight.”

      “You don’t trust me to keep it in my pants?” Tobias chuckles.

      “Trust isn’t the issue. Access is. And since I’ve been denied access…”

      “It’s awkward. I don’t wanna talk about what I’m wearing and what I wanna do⁠—”

      “I already know what you’re wearing.” Stuart’s voice dips. “Brown chinos, striped shirt, hooded cardigan.”

      Tobias flashes a glance at his guitar. “How the hell⁠—”

      “You’ve only got, what, five outfits? It was an educated guess.” A pause. Then, firm: “Take them off and lie in bed.”

      “What? No, I’m too emb⁠—”

      “Tobias. Do it. Speakerphone. Now.”

      Something in Stuart’s voice makes his stomach flip. He fumbles the phone onto speaker, strips quickly to his trunks, and dives under the duvet.

      “I’m in bed,” he mutters.

      “Good. Now—what are you wearing?”

      “You said you wouldn’t bloody ask!” Tobias yells, face heating up.

      Stuart laughs, far too pleased. “Still got the trunks on?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good. Love you in those. They show off your arse just right. Did you put them on to look sexy for me?”

      Tobias hesitates. Then, emboldened: “Yeah. I did.”

      “That’s hot.” Stuart’s voice softens. “Stroke your cock. Just over the fabric. Slow at first… until the tip’s pressing against the waistband.”

      “It is.” Tobias’s voice has dropped, his breath catching.

      “Fuck, you’re hard already? When I see you like that, all flushed and desperate, I just want to wrap my mouth around you—slow, deep—maybe start with the tip, keep my hand on the base, work you over nice and rough. You’re still stroking, yeah?”

      “Ah… yeah.” His voice is thinner now, the words stretching like heat.

      “I want to see more. Take off the trunks.”

      “Hold on… okay. They’re off.”

      “Spread your legs a bit.”

      “Er,… Really?”

      “Do it.”

      Tobias obeys, his heart hammering somewhere between absurdity and arousal.

      

      At the other end of the line, Stuart bites back a grin. He can practically see Tobias—blushing, flustered, half-horrified. It makes his chest ache, unexpectedly.

      “Use your other hand,” he says, keeping his voice level. “Play with your balls. The way you do when you think no one’s watching. Pump a little harder.”

      “I… Ah⁠—”

      “Harder, Tobias.”

      No more words. Just the soft hitch of breath, the faint rustle of sheets. Then the unmistakable clatter of a tissue box skidding across a surface.

      And then—click.

      Call disconnected.

      Stuart lowers the phone and blinks at the dead screen.

      He’s been cut off.

      The silence lingers, absurd and oddly tender, wrapping around him until the corners of his mouth twitch. A quiet laugh escapes before he can stop it, warm and surprised in his own chest.

      It’ll take a few more tries before Tobias lets him hear the ending. But, still—he leans back in his chair with a satisfied smile.

      Job well done.
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      In the half-light of the underground garden, the new water feature babbles softly with life. Dappled sunbeams filter through a canopy of hanging ferns and UV lamps disguised as morning glow, painting shifting patterns across a lush tapestry of moss and undergrowth. The air is damp and still, save for the gentle trickling of water—a sound so delicate it might be mistaken for breath.

      The stream—if one could call something so elaborate a mere water feature—encircles the garden like a drawn sigil, a free-form loop that murmurs its way between stone and root. No more than two metres across, its shallow bed is strewn with smooth, oversized pebbles and the occasional flat-topped rock that invites passage, or perhaps contemplation. The gradient is subtle, almost imperceptible, but just enough. Water flows obediently forwards, slipping over polished stone, licking at mossy ridges. Here and there, tiny rivulets carve their own mischief, swirling into miniature eddies before rejoining the gentle current.

      At the far end, a water lock hums with quiet intent, lifting the tired stream back to its origin—an eternal circulation. Very on-brand, she thinks, for a garden designed for Death.

      Death strolls beside the stream, her skirts brushing low-lying fronds, the blue sheen of her hair catching a shaft of light like a ribbon of ice. She pauses to watch the water slip past, then casts a critical eye over Alex’s handiwork.

      So this is where the girl poured a portion of her life force. The design is functional, yes, but also—annoyingly—beautiful. Death watches a robin flit down to bathe in the shallows, wings flicking droplets into the air like liquid diamonds. The contradiction of it—the life nestled here, thriving in her quarters—pleases her more than she cares to admit.

      But today, the stream serves a purpose far less poetic than metaphor—it is a tool, and Death intends to use it.

      With both hands, she grasps the silver pendant at her neck. It gives a soft hiss in response—half warning, half recognition—and two scythes slide out from within, unfurling and expanding mid-air into their full, ancient forms.

      In her left hand, a pristine blade glints with pale promise: a hymn to beginnings, to dreams, to the crackling light of hope. In her right, a battle-worn edge hums with memory—its engraving worn smooth by time and endings, contentment etched in faded lines.

      She aligns their snaths, the hafts clicking into place with an elegance born of centuries. The double-headed scythe, balanced and deadly, forms a perfect ‘Z’ in the air.

      With practised ease, she lays the weapon horizontally over the stream and nudges it forwards. The scythe floats above the current, light as a shadow. As it glides past, millions of glittering specks bloom into being behind it—pinpricks of coloured light that settle into the water like stars coming home.

      Each speck charts its own course. Some drift lazily, others dart like minnows, and some are caught in a loop, circling a hidden snag. All are luminous, all are alive.

      Behind her, Alex is elbow-deep in a tomato vine, brows furrowed.

      “What are you doing?” she asks without looking up.

      “Data syncing,” Death replies.

      Alex sets down her pruning shears and approaches, brushing soil from her gloves.

      “Each speck is a living human,” Death explains. “When a soul enters a womb, a speck appears in the upper chamber of the water lock. From there, it joins the stream and flows until it reaches the end. Then it disappears—soul returning to the stars.”

      Alex squints at the current. “So we’re watching… everyone?”

      “Mm. A full sweep. The lifestream projects the data onto a timeline and lets me track souls in real time.” Death tilts her head, observing a flickering speck pirouette past a mossy stone. “See? Some zigzag, caught in eddies. That’s decision-making. Complication. Life.”

      “This one’s flying.” Alex points. “Straight shot to the end. What’s that about?”

      “We don’t judge,” Death replies, then hesitates. “Or… we try not to.”

      “Can we tell who it is?”

      Death double-taps one of the specks. A shimmer. A glowing panel rises like mist over the stream. A name. A location. Fourteen years old. Already over halfway through life.

      “That’s all we get?”

      “That’s all we need to know. I don’t meddle with human lives, and neither do you.”

      Alex’s voice dips. “That child won’t even reach thirty… What a waste.”

      Death studies Alex and softens her tone, “Yes, and we’ll be there at the end to guide them home.”

      

      The scythe, having completed its circuit, glides gently into the downstream lock. With a sweep of her arm, Death retrieves it, lifts it high—then splits it in two. The blades vanish into her pendant once more, swallowed by silver.

      She dusts off her hands and peers into the water lock.

      “Now, let’s see. Damping has started, and some lives have ended sooner than expected. And here, at the upper chamber⁠—”

      Something’s not right.

      Death frowns. There are more souls arriving than usual. The chamber is crowded, just as expected. But the stream should be releasing more souls into life, not bottling them up.

      Another delivery blockage?

      Her stomach knots.

      She turns sharply on her heel, skirts swishing.

      “Alex, I’m going out. Watch the stream. Let me know if it shifts.”

      Then she’s gone, her presence sinking away like light swallowed by the deep ocean. The water continues to trickle, quiet and endless.
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        * * *

      

      The hospital staff are, once again, being stretched like pastry—rolled thin and left to bake under fluorescent lights and mounting pressure. Some hadn’t yet recovered from the chaos of last year’s impossible patients, when an early-spring outbreak of avian influenza swept through. That had begun in late February. Now, over two weeks on, the wave hasn’t crested.

      Each day, patients pour in faster than the beds can empty, faster than the oxygen tanks can be restocked, faster than even the caffeine in the break room can circulate. Equipment is running low. Tempers are running high. And under the scrubbed surfaces and procedural smiles, fear simmers—because contagion doesn’t punch a clock.

      

      Death walks the hospital’s corridors, gliding through wards thick with urgency. Around her, people rush by—clipboards clutched like shields, eyes half-glazed with fatigue. None see her. They never do.

      This is familiar ground. Death watches life slip away every day. That’s not grim to her. It’s the balance of things—the harmony of the Universe. As long as a person lives a good life and dies a good death, there should be no regret in that. No panic. Just… release.

      She turns a corner and passes wordlessly through the double glass doors of the maternity ward.

      Here, the atmosphere shifts. The hospital has cancelled most non-urgent care, turning people away in droves to make space for the infected. But overdue mothers—well, no one can reschedule birth. They arrive wide-eyed, swollen with potential, and utterly unpredictable. Each womb now holds a quiet countdown, and no one knows when it will end.

      The ward is overfilled. Beds line the walls, spill into side rooms, even edge towards the corridor like tidewater encroaching. Midwives move like dancers trying not to trip. Machines beep in patient rhythm.

      Death was here last year. She remembers coaxing her little stars into the world, whispering to unborn souls to take their places, become their names. It wasn’t difficult—just slow work. Meditative, in its own way.

      She glides to the bedside of a sleeping woman and sits, Victorian skirts pooling neatly. One pale hand reaches out, resting gently on the curve of the mother’s stomach.

      “It’s your turn now,” she says.

      Silence.

      Death tilts her head. “Hello? Little star?”

      Nothing. No shimmer. No voice. No tug of the unseen thread.

      “Is anyone there?” Her voice sharpens, the way one might call into a fog.

      Frowning, she looks through her all-seeing eyes—the ones that see what is—peering into the thread of the unborn child’s life. The body is present, nestled safely within the mother, cells dividing, the tiny heart ticking away like a distant drum. But… there’s a hollowness. No light. No soul.

      She straightens, cold seeping into her spine.

      That’s not right.

      She moves to the next bed. The same. Another baby, another heartbeat—another void.

      Bed after bed she checks. In each, a child waiting to be born… and not a single soul among them.

      These births cannot happen.

      This isn’t coincidence. It’s catastrophe.

      Has this ever happened before?

      One memory flickers through. A case, long ago. The pregnancy had reached full term, everything perfectly ordinary. Except—no soul. She hadn’t noticed until three weeks past due. That had been in the era of hand-delivered souls, when she visited each womb herself.

      Her mistake. She’d left too soon, and the soul hadn’t fused into the body properly. It had floated loose, confused, halfway between the veil and the world. She spent days chasing it before it frayed into madness. A few more days and it would’ve become a Forsaken—a soul lost in its own torment. In the end, she caught it just in time, slipped it back into the waiting body. That child was born and grew into a legendary pathfinder among the Shoshone.

      But that was a different time.

      She’d installed the automated system not long after. Elegant. Efficient. Weekly updates. The data flows into an algorithm that analyses soul-body interaction, highlighting anomalies long before they become disasters.

      And last week’s report had been clean.

      Which means this has happened since. In the last few days.

      Death’s expression hardens.

      These little stars—unanchored—won’t last long. Days, maybe. If they remain unclaimed, and once the hope of finding life is lost, they will unravel.

      Forsaken.

      She shivers, despite herself. Not out of fear, but urgency. She must find them. Must track them down before they fade and fall and fracture into something unspeakable.
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        * * *

      

      Alex kneels beside the lifestream, eyes locked on a golden speck. It’s spinning. Not caught in any whirlpool, not tugged by current—just revolving in place like an indecisive compass needle. It’s fast, dizzying to watch, and despite several attempts, she hasn’t managed to double-tap it. Every time her finger draws close, it shoots off, only to return to the same spot, still spinning.

      She’s annoyed, but relieved. The fact that it’s not racing downstream means its path, however erratic, hasn’t veered towards the end. Yet.

      “What are you looking at?”

      Death materialises beside her, silent until she speaks. Her voice is smooth, distant, like a bell heard underwater.

      Alex startles. “Oh, you’re back already?”

      “Briefly. I need to confirm something. Has the stream changed?”

      Alex shakes her head, pointing. “No. But this speck’s been spinning around for a while. Hasn’t stopped once.”

      Death peers down. “Ah. That’s not uncommon. A pivotal moment, most likely. The soul is caught in a choice. It might settle. Or it could spiral out of control and tip the path entirely.”

      “Can we help?” Alex asks, still fixated.

      “No. We mustn’t meddle. Humans need freedom to make their own choices.”

      “Even when the choices are dreadful?” Alex glances up.

      Death nods once, her expression unreadable. “Yes. That’s what freedom means. It doesn’t come with training wheels.” Death’s gaze carries the weight of inevitability.

      Alex returns her eyes to the spinning speck. “Still feels wrong.”

      Death’s tone softens just a fraction. “We can’t steer their choices. But we can help the souls that haven’t yet fused to flesh.”

      She turns and walks to the water lock. Alex scrambles to follow.

      “These souls are trapped here in the upper lock,” Death says, gesturing to the glowing cluster. “They should be moving down into life, but they’re not. I need to locate them.”

      “I’ve been trying to tap on one,” Alex says. “Harder than it looks.”

      “They’re agonisingly small,” Death agrees. “The trick is to stare them down and reach in like you’ve done it a thousand times. Confidence matters. Even when you’re faking it.”

      She extends a pale hand.

      Alex hesitates, then places her hand in Death’s, and gasps. “I thought your hand would be ice-cold.”

      Death glances at her sidelong.

      “I mean, it’s not warm, exactly… more like—cool and soothing. And um… you smell like waterlilies.” Alex blushes.

      Death stills. A blink too long. Her grip doesn’t change, but there’s a subtle stilling in her shoulders, the faintest uptick at the corner of her mouth. She says nothing, but the air shifts—a quiet sort of pleasure that she doesn’t know how to express.

      She guides Alex’s hand towards a flickering speck. “Now, double tap. Slow and steady.”

      Alex does. A shimmer ripples through the water, and data unfurls in the air like a transparent scroll.

      “Location,” Death says.

      Alex squints. “Volcán Cayambe… Ecuador.”

      Death’s brow twitches. “The where isn’t the problem. It’s the when.”

      Alex’s eyes dart down. “267 BC? That can’t be right.”

      “My records don’t make mistakes,” Death replies coolly.

      “But… souls can’t time travel. Can they?”

      “Not on their own,” Death says grimly. “This is Time’s doing. It’s a trap.”

      

      Alex is cross-legged on the patio, tablet balanced in her lap, scrolling and scribbling. She’s catalogued the first five hundred displaced souls from the upper lock—barely a drop in an ocean. There are hundreds of thousands more.

      “Death, here’s the location of the first batch.” She hands over the tablet. “All of them—Volcán Cayambe.”

      Death flicks through the entries, jaw tightening. “And the time range?”

      Alex nods. “All over the place. A few minutes ago to… nearly a million years back. I can keep going, but it’ll take days.”

      “No need. I think we’ve seen enough to guess the pattern.” Death exhales sharply. “Time’s been intercepting new souls. Scattering them backwards.”

      “But why?”

      “To bait me. He’s laid this trap with living souls as the cheese.”

      “You were trapped inside the girl’s head too,” Alex says quietly.

      “By choice, but yes. I thought then he was trying to purge me from Earth. Now… I suspect it was the damping he wanted.”

      Alex’s hands go still. “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to retrieve the souls.”

      “From the past? You can do that?”

      “My presence echoes through time,” she says. “Wherever there has been life, there has been Death. I only need to resume that echo.”

      Alex pales. “Time is his realm. He’ll try to trap you again.”

      “He will,” Death agrees. “But I won’t be going as one. I’ll split. A million versions of me, scattered across time. Unless he finds every one of me, he’ll never truly win.”

      Alex swallows. “What would happen with the souls if you don’t bring them back?”

      Death’s voice lowers. “Then nothing happens. And that’s the true horror. There’s no life waiting for them—only the silence of what should have been. They drift, unanchored, clinging to a future that never begins. In time, they become a Forsaken—lost souls, wondering if an end will ever come, or if it would’ve been kinder never to exist at all. And that torment… it doesn’t end.”

      Alex stares, pale. “That’s… monstrous.”

      “Yes.”

      A beat. Then Alex draws herself up. “I’m coming with you.”

      “No,” Death says, reaching for her pendant. “I need you here.”

      She pulls free the archaic scythe—the one etched with the stories of endings. With a single fluid motion, she spins it once overhead and strikes the patio floor. The snath lands with a thunderous, resonant thud.

      “I need you to take my place whilst I’m gone. We can’t afford another disruption to the passage of human souls—not now.”

      “What?!”

      “Hopefully, nothing unusual will happen. The automated system should manage the afterlife. But if a soul gets stuck somewhere—and these are unusual times after all—you’ll need to intervene.”

      “Intervene how?”

      “Just swing the scythe. Like you’re harvesting wheat. The Universe will handle the rest.”

      “I’ve never used a… a sharp-edge weapon before.”

      “This isn’t a weapon. It’s many things. But never that.”

      Alex reaches out, hesitantly. As her fingers touch the handle, it shifts—only slightly, like something breathing beneath her skin.

      “Keep watch over the stream,” Death instructs. “If anything changes—call me.”

      “Telepathy?”

      “Yes. You’re not strong enough to steer it, but try anyway.”

      Alex nods, holding the scythe like it might explode.

      Death leans in and presses a kiss to her forehead. Then she turns, vanishing into a curl of ultramarine mist.

      The lifestream trickles on.
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        * * *

      

      Alex is practising with the scythe.

      Death said it wasn’t a weapon, but the edge glints like a promise made in steel—sharp, decisive, and entirely unwilling to be misunderstood. It’s hard to see it as anything else.

      Rule number one of any martial art: if you’re holding a weapon—or an agricultural tool—you’d better learn how to use it. Otherwise, it learns you.

      So she perseveres.

      She’s quick to realise Death wasn’t lying. The scythe wasn’t designed to fight. The snath—the long wooden handle—is unwieldy, better suited for reaching wayward stalks than parrying blows. Ideal, perhaps, for reaping a ghost across a room, but hardly good in a tight corner. Then there’s the blade itself—angled for grazing low things: grass, wheat… the trailing soul of the newly dead. Efficient for harvesting. Utterly useless at fending off anything that might want to kill her.

      If only the blade angle could be adjusted…

      She swings the scythe in a figure of eight, folding it into her boxing footwork, pivoting smoothly, passing it from hand-to-hand to extend the arc. It’s clumsy, but rhythmic. A dance with something much older than her.

      

      It takes hours. And a number of bruises. One cut narrowly misses her shin. A scratch blooms red on her forearm. She keeps going.

      By the time the last banana tree crashes to the ground with a leafy thud, she stops to catch her breath. Around her, the stems lie scattered in perfect rings, sliced clean through. The garden looks like it’s just hosted a polite massacre.

      She notices the change not by looking, but by feeling.

      The scythe no longer pulls awkwardly at her wrists. The snath has shortened—just enough. Its balance has shifted, settling in her grip like it finally recognises her. The blade has rotated too, gliding with a faint hiss as it locks into a new position—no longer curving downwards but rising in line with the shaft, its new shape echoing a question mark. Or a challenge.

      The metal gleams—no longer old and battered, but deep black, like a mirror reflecting midnight. Heavier, sturdier, silent in its intent. Ominous engravings shimmer along the blade, curling like ivy and spelling nothing, but meaning everything.

      It’s no longer Death’s scythe.

      In Alex’s hands, it has become something else entirely—a war scythe, unapologetically a weapon, forged by will.

      Alex bites her lip. Death isn’t going to be pleased.

      She props the scythe gingerly against the wooden frame of the tomato trellis, brushing dirt from her hands, and walks over to the stream.

      It’s unchanged. Or seems to be.

      The current moves with lazy conviction, looping round as always, occasional whirlpools teasing the specks like traps. A dry rock catches one, marooning it like a shipwrecked dream. Alex scoops water over it with her hand, but nothing happens. The stream is only a projection—data dressed as beauty. It can’t be altered by touch.

      Still, she watches.

      And there it is again.

      The golden speck—still spinning. Not trapped, just… unravelled. Whirling as if trying to flee its own centre. It pulls at her, oddly familiar, like the echo of an old friend’s voice.

      She dips her fingers in, just to stir things up. The surface ripples, briefly—then settles back to its sleepy flow. The specks carry on, unaffected. The golden one zips onward, bouncing off invisible edges, zigzagging downstream just a little faster.

      She frowns. Just a quick look. Nothing meddling about that.

      She breathes, focuses. Stare it down, Death had said. So she does. Her eyes burn with the effort. The speck doesn’t flinch, but she keeps staring.

      Then, something clicks.

      In its erratic motion, she sees the pattern—subtle, looping, a strange rhythm of deflection and return. Not random. Predictable.

      Her hand hovers over the stream. She moves with conviction, trusting what she’s seen.

      Double tap.

      A shimmer. A flicker of light. An information page blooms above the water like a summoned spirit.

      And Alex goes very still.

      It’s a face she knows. Too well.

      Her breath catches. The blood drains from her cheeks. The garden is suddenly too quiet.

      “Oh no,” she whispers. “What’s going on with you?”

      Without a word, she turns.

      She walks to the trellis, lifts the war scythe with both hands—it fits now like a well-worn glove—and, in a flash of pale blue, vanishes.
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      March 19th, 6 pm local time in Ecuador

      The volcano dozes beneath a bruised-orange sky, its snow-packed shoulders rising above ragged mist. No hiss of steam—Cayambe has held its silence for thousands of years—but the wind still howls around the crater, as if trying to preach to the quiet. Rock faces glow russet where the sun’s last slanting light strikes; everywhere else sinks into indigo at the thought of the approaching night. No boot-prints, no bird-calls, no careless tourist selfies—only the elemental cold.

      And there, moving around the summit like a pilgrim in mourning draped in Victorian black, walks Death. Her long blue hair trails behind her, riding on the wind.

      The coordinate on her augury map—0° 0′ 0″ N, 77° 59′ 31″ W—gleams in her mind’s eye: the highest point on Earth along the Equator. The very place where soul after soul has gone missing, across every splintered shard of time. Coincidence does not dare operate at this scale.

      A trap?

      Almost certainly.

      Time loves theatrical symmetry, and he is notoriously fond of front-row seats.

      Death finishes her slow circle around the crater, satisfied that the mountain keeps no hidden audience. Life clings here—moss in cracks, frozen lichen on stone—but no human souls stir, and no other celestial presence lingers in the air but her own.

      But this is Time she’s dealing with.

      Time watches. Always. From behind moments, between shadows, beneath the skin of now. She won’t risk being careless—not with him.

      Death alights upon the precise coordinate. Frost crunches beneath her dainty boots. From the silver pendant, she draws the Scythe of Beginning. The blade hums softly as if roused from dreams of genesis.

      Hovering the edge a hair above the untouched snow, she scours a vast circle. Steel whispers; reality parts. In the slit between instants she sows the future.

      Seeds—each no larger than a teardrop—tumble into the fissure. At first they simply lie there, considering possibilities. Then the scythe swings again. With every revolution its susurrus offers tales of empire and ruin, of desire and dust, challenging the seeds to choose their fate.

      An invitation to become.

      First, a hesitant stir—green shoots pushing shyly into the air. Then, with each pass of the scythe, they lunge skyward, gathering force, weaving their vines together. With unnerving synchronicity, they arc upwards, spiralling into a dome. The growth is voracious—bark thickening, tendrils knotting into ribs and vaults—until a living hemisphere encloses her in its embrace.

      A barrier, yes. But also a cradle. The dome seals with a final rustle, alive and unyielding. It will heal any damage inflicted upon it. It will not fall—not to fire, nor force, nor the fumblings of mortals. It is made to outlast.

      But not even this will endure forever.

      Time always wins. Eventually.

      For now, her return passage is secured.

      Death thrusts the snath-end of her scythe into the snow at the centre of the dome. It slides in smoothly, anchoring not just the dome—but the very moment. A fixed point in time, pinned like a moth beneath glass. The scythe feeds the vines with a pulse of power, stabilising the barrier, nourishing the structure with echoes of beginning.

      Midnight, she decides. That’s when she will return. Midnight, where time still runs forwards in this version of reality. The scythe will serve as her lodestar, fixed and unwavering. Until then, she has the span of night to gather the lost—one hundred thousand souls, scattered like cinders through the ages, each calling for her.

      She must be swift.

      She glances once more at the dying light. The sun is melting into the mountains, leaving behind a bleeding sky—liquid amber deepening to red, staining the snow a deep claret. The air tastes of endings.

      With a final breath, Death closes her eyes.

      Her form begins to unravel, not violently, but like ribbon caught in a slow wind.

      She comes apart in silence—each cerulean strand of consciousness a thread spun towards the faint pulse of a stranded soul.

      In moments, she is gone.

      Only wisps remain, vanishing into folds of time—just as the last smear of red slips beneath the horizon, and night claims the peak with its cold, moonless hand.
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        * * *

      

      One of Death’s many temporary reincarnations materialises on the southern slope of a volcano—a million years in the past.

      The light hits her first.

      A deep claret twilight washes over the landscape, rich and vivid, as if the sky itself has been steeped in wine. The hue is uncannily familiar, echoing the present she just stepped away from. For a moment, she wonders—has Time bled the colour backwards? Some poetic indulgence to welcome her arrival?

      It’s warm, too. Much warmer than expected. Uncomfortably so. The air simmers, heavy on her skin.

      “Wasn’t the Earth supposed to be in an Ice Age?” she mutters, her voice dry as flint.

      She takes a cautious step forward. Snow crackles beneath her boot, the crunch sharp and real. She frowns, scanning the horizon.

      Then comes the tremor.

      A gentle rumble rolls beneath her feet—nothing dramatic, just enough to raise the hairs on her arms. A breath later, the ground a few metres ahead splits with a violent hiss, and a plume of hot gas bursts skyward.

      Death blinks.

      She turns, slowly, back towards the looming silhouette behind her.

      The mountain roars.

      A fountain of lava erupts from the summit, arcs of molten rock lighting the sky in golds and blood-orange streaks. The glow she mistook for an oddly romantic dusk is, in fact, the wrath of the volcano. Not Time’s trickery—just Earth, in all its unapologetic fury.
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