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Prologue Campbell Ridge Cave, 1972 

Ruby, Anna, and Sandy trekked up the rugged trail to Campbell Ridge, their backpacks heavy with water bottles, extra flashlights, batteries, and granola for their spelunking adventure. The summer air buzzed with cicadas, but inside the cave, a damp chill greeted them. Limestone formations jagged stalactites as large as a pickup truck, and shimmering crystals jutted from the ceiling and walls, their surfaces catching the flashlight beams like prisms from another world. The pungent scent of wet earth and moss clung to Ruby’s nostrils, sharp and primal.

Ruby leaped over a rushing underground stream, nearly slipping. Her hand shot out, grabbing a protruding ledge to steady herself. Navigating much deeper than she’d ever gone before, she climbed over a massive boulder and squeezed through a narrow passage, her shoulders brushing against cold stone. The passage opened into a hidden chamber, roughly twelve by twelve, cloaked in shadow. She gripped the rock and said, “Hey, guys, you have got to see this!”

Sliding down, she landed on her feet. A shiver ran through her, the hair on her arms prickling.

What the heck?

Anna and Sandy scrambled in behind her, their flashlight beams darting across the enclosed space.

“Holy crow. Cool hieroglyphics,” Anna said, brushing dirt off her jeans.

Intricate symbols etched the walls: spirals that seemed to pulse, angular lines forming constellations,and cryptic shapes like half-moons cradling stars. A repeating spiral reappeared like a fingerprint, carved with uncanny precision. Some figures had eyes formed from inset crystals—sapphire, garnet, even what looked like black opal—catching the light with eerie clarity, as though they had been watching for centuries.

Among them, stick figures danced in eerie procession—some with outstretched arms, others kneeling before towering, winged forms. Beneath the carvings, a curving script—not quite runes, not quite pictographs. Ruby couldn’t read them, but they stirred something in her bones, like a half-remembered dream.

Sandy stepped closer, her fingers grazing the textured stone. “Far out. It’s a story. I’ve read about stuff like this in National Geographic—ancient tribes recording their myths.”Her flashlight lingered on a sequence of symbols: a radiant orb, a cascade of falling stars, and a figure with a haloed head wielding a blade. “This feels…cosmic.”

Ruby swept her flashlight across the room, her beam halting on a massive figure carved into the far corner. At least eight feet tall, it loomed over the chamber. Its form was humanoid but otherworldly, clad in what looked like a fitted suit with segmented plates. A blue glow faintly pulsed as tiny, rune-like patterns etched each plate. A domed helmet framed its featureless face, and a faint halo of etched lines radiated behind its head. Yet its hands held no tools—only embedded orbs that mirrored the spiraling symbols on the walls.

“Man, is that a freaking astronaut?” Ruby’s voice echoed.

Sandy tilted her head.“Could be a halo, not a helmet. Maybe it’s a deity… or an angel?”

“That’s some spooky vibes.” Anna bumped into Ruby, her flashlight jittering. “Sorry, Ruby, it’s hard to see in here. Did you know nomadic hunters lived in these caves during the Stone Age? They believed in an afterlife and high gods. This could be a tribute to their ‘sky lords.’”

“You’re such a geek, but I love you,” Sandy teased.

Ruby’s skin crawled. “I’ve got a weird feeling someone’s watching us. We should leave.”

“Weirdo.” Sandy grinned, but Ruby stayed silent, her eyes scanning the shadows.

“Hey, um, ah—there’s a light coming from over here.” Ruby handed her flashlight to Sandy and dropped to her knees. A faint blue glow pulsed from a crevice in the wall. She reached inside, her fingers closing around a cool object.

Pulling it free, she gasped. It was a crystal sculpture of a face with piercing sapphire eyes that emitted an eerie, throbbing light. The surface was flawless, like polished glass, its features sharp yet serene—an echo of the towering figure in the corner. No matter how Ruby turned it, those sapphire eyes seemed to follow them, unblinking.

Ruby swallowed hard. “It’s… watching us.”

Sandy snatched it from her. “It’s just a smaller version of the big guy.” She passed it to Anna, who turned it over, her fingers trembling.

“My fingertips are tingling,” Sandy said. “Do you hear that?”

“No,” Ruby and Anna said in unison.

“Someone is whispering we’re in danger. We need to leave now!” Sandy snatched the sculpture from Anna and shoved it into the crevice.

Ruby’s heart pounded. The ground beneath her vibrated, a low hum rising from the stone. “The cave’s shifting. Let’s rock before we’re trapped!”

They clambered back across the boulder, skidding on gravel and slick moss-covered stone, their flashlights bouncing wildly. Bursting out of the cave, they collapsed on a rock ledge, sunlight filtering through thick foliage. They sat, breathless, speechless.

“Oh, my gosh. We almost got buried alive,” Anna finally wheezed.

“No, seriously,” Ruby said, rubbing her arms. “That cave didn’t just move—it breathed. I swear it felt alive.”

Sandy sat bolt upright, her hands trembling. “You guys, that was not a normal statue. That was an angel in there. Or an alien. Or both. My brain’s exploding.”

Anna scoffed, half-heartedly. “Angels don’t wear space suits. And technically, stone is alive, maybe not like humans. They’ve carried energy for eons.”

“Maybe in heaven they do wear suits,” Sandy said. “I’m telling you, I heard him. He was talking in my head. He said we’re chosen.”

Ruby asked, “Chosen for what? To die in a cave-in?”

“No, like… chosen, chosen.” Sandy’s voice dropped to a whisper. “You know, like to protect the stones or something. It is baffling.”

Ruby opened her mouth to respond, but something about the look in Sandy’s eyes made her pause. 

Anna turned to Sandy, brow furrowed. “What stones? What are you talking about?”

Sandy pointed back toward the cave, her hand trembling. “The angel. Different colors, gemstones designated for us. We need to look for them.”

Ruby stared. “Like a scavenger hunt?”

“I’m serious!” Sandy snapped, her voice cracking. “He said they chose us. The stones carry pieces of something ancient—something that remembers. They’re part of us now.”

Anna blinked. “Where would they even be? And who chose us exactly?”

“I don’t know—just help me look!”

The girls scrambled to their feet and began checking their gear. 

Ruby unzipped her backpack—and froze. Nestled among her supplies, she found a palm-sized gemstone, as if it had always been there. It was amber, golden, and glowing faintly with a spider web suspended inside like a fossilized burst of lightning. It radiated heat through the fabric of her bag, pulsing faintly like a heartbeat. “Shut the front door,” Ruby said, holding it out for Anna and Sandy to see it.

Anna dug into her jean pocket, suddenly wide-eyed. “Oh, my gosh.” She pulled out an amethyst the size of a walnut, its facets flickering with violet fire. “I didn’t put this here. I swear I didn’t.”

Almost frantically, Sandy dumped her pack, and found nothing until she unscrewed the lid of her thermos, and peered inside. “Geez.” She reached in and retrieved a luminous hiddenite, so green it looked unreal—like melted emerald glass. “It’s real. He told me they’d find us.”

Ruby stared at the stones in their hands, heart thudding like a drum. “Who’s going to find us?”

Sandy gripped Ruby’shand. Her skin was ice cold. “There he is, the angel just inside the mouth of the cave. Do you see him? He looks familiar.”

Ruby and Anna exchanged glances, shaking their heads.

“I’m not kidding. You don’t see him? Hear him?” Sandy’s voice quivered. “He’s saying the gemstones are from the fifth heaven. They will trigger our supernatural powers at the appointed time. And we can’t tell anyone about what happened in the cave, the sculpture, or these stones. He says we are going to fight demons.” Her eyes rolled back, and she fainted.

Anna cradled Sandy’s head while Ruby splashed water on her face. 

Sandy’s eyes fluttered open. “Oh man, I want to go home. I want my Mama.”

Ruby helped her to her feet. “Let’s go.”

They never spoke of the cave event, the crystal artifact, or the gemstones again—until years later.


      [image: ]Luc, Ruler of the Fallen

High in a gnarled oak overlooking the cave’s entrance, Luc perched, his satiny black wings folded tightly to conceal his presence. His sharp eyes tracked the girls as they stumbled down the ridge. Beside him, Caiojezeal knelt, his own wings—gray and tattered—twitching with unease. The divine aura from the cave pulsed faintly, a reminder of the guardian within.

Luc’s lip curled. “I can’t believe those silly girls are a threat to me. Caiojezeal, you need to recheck your intel.”

Caiojezeal’s voice was low, reverent. “The redhead—Ruby—she’s a hybrid and doesn’t, my lord. Those gemstones…they’re shards from fifth heaven, torn from the celestial forge when the First War shattered the divine realms. Each stone holds a spark of creation capable of awakening dormant powers in mortals. The girls may seem weak now, but they’ll become formidable foes as adults.”

Luc’s wings ruffled, a shadow of irritation crossing his flawless face. Once a radiant archangel, he fell because of pride, his heart burning with the ambition to rival the Creator. The fifth heaven’s stones were relics of his rebellion—a rebellion that had cost him everything. Now, they were in the hands of children.

“A hybrid,” he mused, his voice silk over steel. “Her bloodline is useful.”

Caiojezeal nodded, his own history as a lesser angel of the celestial guard. He followed Luc out of loyalty, not defiance, believing he could restore order to a fractured cosmos. But now, watching those children, a tremor of doubt flared in Luc’s chest.

“The guardian in the cave—likely a sentinel of the fifth heaven—will protect the stones’ secrets. We must tread carefully. If the girls’ guardians sense our presence…”

Luc’s eyes glinted, cold as starlight. “Keep a team on them, but stay hidden. Get close to Ruby. Charm her, manipulate her—whatever it takes. We could turn her if she's a hybrid. The stones’ power could tip the balance in our favor.” He spread his wings, the air crackling with his resolve.

“The fifth heaven’s light will not burn me again.”
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1978, Everglade, Tennessee





Summer always brought a rush of tourists to the Everglade General Store, though locals like the Glenns stayed faithful year-round. 

Ruby stacked the last row of hand-cut soaps and peach-scented lotions on the shelf by the window, her thoughts drifting to the dream from the night before. She had been walking through a grove of pink dogwoods, the petals trembling in a breeze that carried the scent of honeysuckle and something ancient, like candle smoke and cedar. Sunlight filtered through the blossoms in strange patterns, too golden to be real. The air shimmered, thick with presence. 

She couldn’t see who walked beside her—only a sense of warmth, of safety. Like being known without having to speak. Her fingers brushed against the being, and her heart had leapt, unreasonably. There was no face, no name, just a pull as if part of her had been waiting.

Then the dream darkened. The dogwoods vanished, replaced by a window overlooking a city that could’ve been Nashville—but not. The skyline flickered like a mirage. Somewhere beyond the glass, a shadow stirred. It didn’t move, but it watched. It bled unease into the room, humming like static just below the threshold of hearing.

Ruby had turned to speak—to ask the presence beside her what it was—but the dream shattered before she could find words. Only the echo of a voice remained.” You’ll know him by the light in his eyes. But beware the one who mimics it.” 

She blinked hard at the sound of her boss’s voice, pulling her back to the bustling shop. “Ruby? You okay over there?”

She turned to run.

“Ruby Jane!”

She jolted upright, the dream splintering like glass.

“Yes, sir?” she called, blinking.

Mr. Burns stood near the counter with a ledger in one hand. “Could you work the register while I finish the books?”

“Sure thing.” She wiped her hands on her apron and headed toward the counter.

Since she was sixteen, Mr. Burns taught her the ropes—inventory, pricing, and even vendor negotiations. Her dream of owning the store one day wasn’t just a fantasy; she’d already saved almost five hundred dollars. He’d hinted more than once that he’d rather pass it on to someone who’d love it like family.

The shop itself was a time capsule: exposed logs, original beams, and wicker ceiling fans that stirred the vanilla-scented air. Behind the register, glass bins held saltwater taffy and wax bottles of colored syrup. Tourists didn't miss the charm, but for Ruby, it was home.

The bell above the door jingled. Two hot guys walked in.

She thought of the dream again. What did it mean?

Ever since the cave event and finding the amber stone, Ruby's dreams showed her things before they occurred. It was not always clear or immediate, but it was enough to make her wary.

She adjusted the candy jars to keep her hands busy. Don’t stare. Don’t be weird.

Then a cold flicker ran through her fingers—the same queasy, static feeling she’d had in the cave. She glanced around. No flickering lights. No power surges. But something wasn’t right. Scary. It was if someone unseen watched her. She had the sensation before, but as she aged, the feeling intensified.

The two guys made their way to the back cooler, grabbed sodas, and wandered toward the main candy aisle, murmuring, laughing, utterly unaware that Ruby was trying not to melt into the floor.

Ruby’s hands trembled as she straightened the coin tray beneath the counter.

The two guys approached the register. The one with the dreamy brown eyes set a soda and a Payday bar on the counter. His friend shoved his hands in his jean pockets.

“Will that be all for you today?” she asked, proud that her voice didn’t shake.

“Yes, ma’am,” Dreamy replied, flashing a crooked grin that nearly buckled her knees. “Y’all been busy?”

“Fridays and Saturdays are the worst,” she said, glancing toward the office. Mr. Burns had vanished into the back room.

“You’re safe,” the other guy said with a smirk. “Boss man’s outta sight.”

Ruby cracked a half-smile but didn’t let her guard down. Something about Dreamy's friend shouted for attention, but when his eyes locked her hers, he immediately turned away, looking at summer hats.

Dreamy leaned forward just enough to close the space between them. “A friend invited us to a party out at Ditch Lane. You know it?”

“I do,” Ruby said carefully.

He waited, then asked, “Could you give us directions?”

Before she could answer, the bell over the door chimed. Mrs. Alderidge entered, wrangling her toddler, who took off like a shot down the snack aisle.

Ruby glanced at the clock. Five minutes till close. Typical.

“That’ll be sixty-five cents,” she said, ringing up their order. “So, is the person who invited you named George Glenn?”

“Yeah,” Dreamy said, then added, “Know him?”

“My brother,” she replied. “Let me guess, you’re on George’s baseball team.

Dreamy nodded. 

That’s the way it always went. Invisible until someone needed directions. “I’m Ruby.” She met his gaze again. Big mistake—his eyes were warm, too warm. Dangerously good-looking.

“Nice to meet you, Ruby. I’m Reed. Over there is Brent.” Reed placed the exact change on the counter.

Reed. The name resonated with her. Why? No clue.

“Do you ever come to the games?” Brent asked, turning back toward the counter.

“Not this season,” she said. “But sometimes I go.”

Tommy, the toddler, grabbed a toy wind fan and yelled, “Vroom! Vroom!” as his mother sighed loudly.

Ruby focused on the register, but her senses kept tracking Reed like radar. His gaze landed on her lips, then quickly flicked to her eyes. Heat rushed to her cheeks. Time seemed to slow.

“So, are you going to the party tonight?” Reed asked.

“Yeah.” She tilted her head, affecting nonchalance. “Meeting some friends out there later.”

His smile deepened, but it was gentler than she expected. “Are they girl friends or guy friends?”

She laughed. “Both.” She’d meant it to sound breezy, but it came out defensive.

Brent snorted. “She’s got your number, man.”

Reed chuckled, undeterred. “Directions?”

With an exaggerated sigh, Ruby picked up a Bic pen and a small notepad from beside the cash register, sliding them toward him across the counter. “Knock yourself out.”

Reed flashed a smug grin as he quickly scribbled down directions to Ditch Lane as quickly as she recited them. He tore the page loose, folded it neatly, and tucked it into his back pocket. Tapping the pen lightly against the counter, he met her eyes. “Catch you later, Ruby.”

She bit the inside of her cheek as Reed and Brent walked out, the bell on the shop door jingling in their wake. Irritation simmered beneath her skin. Catch you later? Seriously? And yet, an unexpected warmth nudged its way into her chest, lingering annoyingly as she stared after them, leaving the parking lot.

She blew out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding and turned her attention to the last customer, forcing herself to smile and ring up Mrs. Alderidge’s items while little Tommy zipped through the candy aisle making race car sounds.

Mr. Burns returned just as Ruby finished bagging the groceries. “Go on and get out of here,” he said, rubbing his eyes. “You’ve earned it.”

She nodded, offering a quiet “Thank you,” before slipping into the back room to clock out. Her body moved on autopilot—hanging up her apron, grabbing her purse—but her mind stayed rooted in that electric moment at the register. Reed’s quiet, respectful presence. Brent’s cocky grin. The way both had looked at her, like she was someone worth noticing.

By the time she’d changed into cutoff jeans and a tank top, the sun had dipped behind the ridge. She brushed out her hair, reapplied lip gloss, and stared at herself in the bathroom mirror. Her heart still thudded too fast.

It’s just a crush, she told herself. A weird coincidence. A few seconds of eye contact.

Still, her fingers buzzed faintly when she touched the amber stone hidden in the zipper pocket of her purse. It was warm—just like it had been the day she pulled it from the cave.

She stepped out into the fading light, slid behind the wheel of her car, and rolled the windows down. The scent of honeysuckle and cut grass floated through the air, and the moon was already rising—full and pale and watching. She turned the radio dial until it landed on something familiar and loud, then floored the gas.

As the gravel hissed beneath her tires and the night opened wide in front of her, Ruby did what any girl with a summer crush and a secret too big for words might do.

She howled at the moon to remind the universe she was still here.
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Ditch Lane Party

Ruby pulled onto the gravel shoulder beyond the tree line and killed the engine. The rhythmic thump of bass and laughter drifted through the woods, like a heartbeat calling her home.

She followed the glow of firelight, winding through oak and sweetgum trees until she stepped into the clearing. Ditch Lane’s signature bonfire roared at the center, surrounded by a ring of overturned milk crates, lawn chairs, and car hoods claimed as thrones. Jerry’s pickup truck backed up close to the bonfire, doors flung open, stereo blasting Steve Miller Band’s “The Joker.”

Sandy spotted her first and jumped up from Rusty’s lap, waving both arms like she’d just won the lottery. “Ruby Jane! Took you long enough!”

“I had to work!” Ruby called back, grinning as she navigated the maze of coolers and half-empty beer bottles.

She dropped her bag near the log where Anna sat, sipping a Sun Drop from a red Solo cup. The three of them leaned in for a quick hug—the kind that said everything without words.

“Guess what?” Ruby said, barely containing her excitement. “Mr. Burns gave me a raise. And—he’s letting me handle negotiations with the food reps next week.”

“No way!” Anna’s face lit up. “Look at you, climbing the ladder.”

Sandy smirked. “All that hard work and no boyfriend. Priorities, babe.”

“I’ve got dreams,” Ruby said with a wink. “Besides, boyfriends come and go. Food reps are forever.”

They all laughed, and for a moment, Ruby felt completely light.

The fire popped, sending a swirl of sparks into the humid air. Recent grads from high school mingled with college students back in town for the summer. Someone passed around a six-pack of PBR. Someone else strummed a half-tuned guitar, trying to land on a Lynyrd Skynyrd riff. Laughter echoed across the field, half-daring and half-dreaming. Fog settling around them.

Ruby let herself breathe it in. 

“I met two guys at the store earlier who were supposed to be here. Seen them?” she asked casually, pretending to scan the crowd.

Sandy raised an eyebrow. “The ballplayers?”

“Uh hum. Reed and Brent. That’s the ones.”

Anna nodded. “They were here earlier, but George and Lizzie left, so I guess they did too.”

Sandy twisted off the cap from her beer. “Brent’s got that outlaw thing going on. I like it.”

“Yeah, well, he told me he wanted to kiss me,” Ruby muttered.

Sandy nearly spit out her drink. “What?! And you didn’t?”

“I told him to keep dreaming.”

Anna laughed. “Ruby, you savage.”

The three girls dissolved into giggles, the sound rising above the music and chatter.

Ruby pulled her amber stone from her pocket and rolled it between her fingers. Warm. Always warm. She didn’t know what it meant, only that since the cave, some part of her felt tuned to a different frequency—one no one else heard.

And yet here, tonight, beneath the stars, with her best friends at her side and her heart halfway spinning out of control… she felt okay.

She tucked the stone away and lay back on Anna’s quilt, letting the sounds of the party wash over her: the fire snap, the chorus of crickets, the bass line of a new song starting up—something swampy and slow.

Anna reached over and caught a firefly. “If we were in a movie, this would be the part where time slows down.”

Ruby smiled. “Yeah. Right before everything changes.”


      [image: ]After the party, Sandy and Anna arrived at Ruby’s childhood home, Everglade Farms, with their overnight bags slung over their shoulders like old times. The three had been inseparable since grade school—best friends forged in playground secrets, shared lunches, and countless sleepovers that stretched from giggling whispers under blankets to heartfelt confessions at dawn. Tonight was meant to be a throwback with junk food, old black and white movies, and catching up without the weight of adult life pressing in. They sprawled out in the garage turned playroom, the floor a nest of pillows and sleeping bags, the TV flickering with "Sabrina" with Audrey Hepburn and Humphrey Bogart. Popcorn bowls sat half-empty, and the air smelled of melted butter, as well as the faint scent of wild roses and hay from the fields outside. 

Ruby’s amber gemstone lay on the coffee table, catching the light like a watchful eye. As the movie droned on, Sandy muted it during a commercial break. “Remember our first sleepover? We stayed up all night telling ghost stories and swore we’d be friends forever.” 

Anna laughed, tossing a pillow at her. “Yeah, and Ruby scared us half to death with that tale about the cave monster. Wait a minute, the cave.” The word lingered, and Ruby felt a familiar tug. They’d danced around it for years, but tonight, with the nostalgia flowing, it felt right to probe. 

“Speaking of that. Do you ever wonder what really went down in there? When we were fifteen, that light, the way it changed us,” Ruby added.

The room shifted subtly, the laughter fading into a profound, almost sacred stillness. The TV screen shimmered with an ethereal glow, colors blending into a soft cascade of light that pulsed like a distant aurora. The popcorn kernels in the bowl began to lift gently—weightless at first, then drifting upward in a delicate dance, without force or chaos, floating like feathers caught in an unseen updraft.

Sandy’s eyes widened. “What the—?”

A wave of serenity washed over them all at once, the air growing luminous and warm, like stepping into sunlight filtered through stained glass. Beams of golden light extended from the corners of the room, reaching toward the center like guiding hands, and a murmur hummed through the vents—not harsh, but harmonious voices, layered and soothing, weaving no distinct words but imparting a gentle imperative: Wait. Safeguard.

Then came the vision, shared and luminous: They were teenagers again, huddled in the cave, but the walls shimmered with radiant energy, expanding outward in protective waves. The light from above wove into veils of shimmering silk, enveloping their tongues, their memories in a tender embrace. A soft hum resonated through their minds, a loving nudge of boundaries meant to preserve. It vanished in a blink. 

The TV snapped back to the movie—Sabrina, the classic with Audrey Hepburn—right in the middle of the iconic outdoor party scene. There she was, gliding across the screen in that divine Givenchy gown: white organza embroidered with delicate black floral motifs, the strapless bodice hugging her elegantly as she made her triumphant entrance after returning from Paris, transformed and radiant under the string lights of the Larrabee estate.The popcorn settled harmlessly back into the bowl. The ethereal light faded, leaving the room as it was.

Sandy blinked, her expression smoothing into casual delight as she glanced at the screen. “Oh man, look at that dress. Audrey Hepburn could make anything look sublime— that gown is like a dream. I’d kill for something that elegant at a garden party.”

Anna nodded enthusiastically, any trace of the earlier conversation erased from her mind, replaced by the film’s charm. “Right? The way it flows, with those black accents... pure magic. Givenchy was a genius. We should totally do a vintage movie marathon more often.”

Ruby hesitated for a split second, a faint fog lifting from her thoughts—what had they been talking about just now? Something about sleepovers, maybe? But the pull dissolved as quickly as it came, her attention drawn to the screen. “Yeah, it’s timeless. Makes you want to raid a couture closet.” 

She smiled, settling back into the pillows, the amber stone on the table glowing softly once more. Deep down, though, a whisper of unease lingered, like a memory just out of reach—protected, preserved, but not entirely gone.

As the conversation about Audrey’s timeless style wound down, the room filled with a comfortable lull, the movie’s soundtrack swelling softly in the background. 

Then the sailboat scene, and Sabrina sang, “Yes! We have no bananas... We have no bananas today...” Ruby started dancing and singing to the song.

Sandy and Anna exchanged puzzled glances, then burst into giggles, and joined in. Adding to the absurdity of the evening’s subtle weirdness. Their laughter echoed, chasing away the last whispers of unease. But as the credits began to roll on the screen, the scene faded to black, the faint glow of the amber stone on the table pulsing, Ruby and her friends oblivious to the divine intervention. The time would come soon enough for them to understand.
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