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PROLOGUE
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"They say time heals all wounds. But what if you ARE time's wound? What if every second that passes is another cut, another scar, another reminder that you tried and failed and tried again? Then healing becomes impossible. You just accumulate damage until you're more scar tissue than person. More ghost than man. And when you finally understand that the only way to save her is to damn yourself... that's when you become the Keeper. That's when the cycle closes. That's when you realize: you were always going to end up here. Alone. Ancient. Holding a watch that ticks backward toward a pain you can't prevent because preventing it would erase the only moments that mattered." — The Keeper of Hours (Final Entry)

"There is a mathematics to sacrifice. A calculus where you measure your suffering against someone else's happiness. Where you weigh your damnation against their brief salvation. And when the equation shows that your eternal pain buys them three months of joy... you do the math anyway. You accept the terms. You sign the contract in blood and regret. Because love isn't about fair exchanges. It's about impossible ones. It's about giving everything and getting nothing back except the knowledge that somewhere, in some timeline, for some brief window... they smiled." — Damien Cross, Age 73, Journal Entry #1,847

"The cruelest joke the universe plays is this: it gives you infinite chances to fail, but only one chance to succeed. And that one chance? It requires you to not exist. To erase yourself from their story. To love them so completely you remove yourself from their equation. That's the real test. Not whether you can save them. But whether you can love them enough to let them save themselves. And if you fail that test 1,847 times before learning the lesson... well. The universe is patient. And cruel. But mostly patient." — Unknown (found written on the wall of an abandoned warehouse, 2020)
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CHAPTER 1: THE ARRIVAL
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September 1st, 2020 - 3:47 AM - Abandoned Warehouse District

Damien woke to the smell of rust and river water. The same warehouse where it all began—or ended, depending on how you measured time.

He tried to stand. His body protested. Every joint screaming. Muscles that had forgotten how to work smoothly. He managed to get upright, leaning heavily against a concrete pillar.

Something was wrong. Beyond the usual post-jump disorientation. This was different.

His hands looked... wrong. Weathered. Spotted with age. Veins prominent under paper-thin skin. He touched his face. Felt loose skin. Deep wrinkles. A beard he didn't remember growing.

Panic flared. He stumbled toward a puddle of stagnant water. Looked down at his reflection in the faint pre-dawn light.

An old man stared back.

White hair. Weathered face. Maybe seventy. Maybe older. Eyes that had seen too much. Eyes he recognized because he'd seen them before—in a warehouse, in Timeline #1, when an old man had given him a watch and damned him to infinite failure.

Damien (voice cracked, ancient): "No. No no no no—"

He checked his pockets frantically. Found the watch. Still there. Still ticking backward. Still warm against his palm. But when he'd wound it last—in the hospital bed after Timeline #6—he'd been twenty-two. Young. Broken but healable. How was he seventy? What had happened?

Then understanding crashed down like a collapsing building.

He hadn't traveled back in time. He'd traveled back in timelines. Back to Timeline #0. The original timeline. Before the watch. Before the attempts. Before he'd even met Amaya.

And the watch had aged him. Every jump taking years. Every timeline burning through his lifespan like fuel. He'd made so many attempts—six? Eight? More?—that he'd burned through fifty years of his life in what felt like months.

Damien collapsed against the wall. Slid down to sitting. Stared at his ancient hands holding an impossible watch.

He'd become the old man. The Keeper of Hours. The one who'd given him the watch in the first place.
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