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The vastness of the Hourglass Wastes spread like an open wound in the fabric of time. The black sand dunes, unpredictable and treacherous, devoured the remains of future aborted ones, burying beneath their surface shattered ships, broken weapons, and the bones of those reckless enough to enter unprepared. Arin Vey, his skin tanned by the temporary wind and his eyes shielded by polarized glasses, crouched beside the rusty shadow of a pendulum tower. Its gears, frozen at an impossible angle, creaked with the echo of a forgotten era.

His fingers, wrapped in worn gloves, felt the sand for fragments of temporal crystals. These glimpses of broken realities were his currency, his obsession and, ultimately, his only clue to understanding what had destroyed his life. Chrona Prime's double sunlight reverberated across the desert, casting sharp shadows that seemed to whisper warnings.

"One more day, another glass less," he murmured, adjusting the straps of his backpack.

The hot wind carried the smell of ozone and desolation. Arin recalled the words of his mentor, Jarek: "The desert does not forgive, but it does not forget either. Every fragment here is a whisper of what could have been." Using an obsidian knife, he unearthed a crystal whose edges vibrated with unstable energy. Its surface, similar to that of a fractured mirror, reflected glimpses of a past that did not belong to her: a city on fire, a woman screaming, a child running into the darkness.

Before he put it away, a roar cleft the sky. Arin threw himself to the ground instinctively, the hot sand clawing at his neck. Above him, an airship from the Chronos Collective soared across the horizon, its hull marked with glyphs of temporal authority that glowed a sickly blue. The ships of the Collective were not a common sight in that area of the desert; only exiles like him and the insane ventured beyond the borders of the Solstice Citadel.

"Weapons tests," he growled, watching the ship veer abruptly.

A cloud of silvery smoke emerged from its turbines, forming the silhouette of a snake writhing in the air. It was a warning, a reminder of who controlled the time. Under the airship, the dunes undulated unnaturally, as if an invisible hand was molding them. The sand rose in reverse cascades, defying gravity, while a segment of the horizon vanished, like burnt paper detached from reality.

"Destabilization of the timeline," Arin murmured, putting the crystal in his pocket. He knew what was next: chronological shock waves, cracks in space-time, and, if he was lucky, a couple of hours before the desert claimed the wreckage.

He retreated to his camp, a precarious shelter of tarpaulins and metal scrap between the rusty legs of the tower. The air vibrated with residual energy, and his skin tingled with the familiar sensation of time bending around him. As he picked up a weathered map, a movement caught his attention: a wobbly figure emerged from the dunes, shrouded in smoke and his clothes charred.

The man collapsed on the perimeter of the camp, his jacket fused to his skin in the heat. Arin hesitated. Exiles rarely shared help, but something about the stranger's grasping of a bloody gear stopped him. With an oath, he dragged him under the shadow of the tower.

"I'm not going to save you," he warned, more out of habit than conviction. But I won't let you die screaming at my door.

The stranger was breathing heavily, his veins glowing with a silver hue: a sign of acute chronological poisoning. In his hand, a gear the size of a large coin, covered in celestial equations and coordinates, pulsed with a life of its own.

"The Cog—" the man stammered, pushing the object toward Arin. It is a lie. They're going to—" His eyes rolled back, and his body convulsed. Arin, accustomed to death, felt a chill when he noticed the absence of a pulse.

The gear, however, was burning in his palm. Its symbols, engraved with surgical precision, shone on contact with his skin. He activated his chronoscope, a makeshift device that translated temporal frequencies, and the screen flashed with the image of the Celestial Gearspire. At its core, one word stood out: Kael.

"Kael Thorne," he whispered, bile rising up his throat. My uncle.

The airship returned, its guns loaded. Arin stuffed the gear into his backpack and climbed up the rusty staircase of the tower. His fingers, skillful but trembling, found a control panel half-buried in the sand. The residual energy of the mechanism was weak, but sufficient.

"Come on, damn it," he murmured, remembering his mother's lessons on old machinery.

As the cannons fired, melting the base of the tower with liquid silver, Arin pulled a lever. The gears squeaked, and the structure collapsed like a wounded animal, burying the desert in a rain of sand and metal. He jumped onto a descending cogwheel, sliding into a canyon as the enemy ship moved away.
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