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Chapter 1 – The Cracks Between
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The first time Arjun slipped out of his own body, he thought it was just a dream.

The fluorescent buzz of the university library was still ringing in his ears, the last paragraph of his half-hearted thesis outline still glowing on the laptop screen, when the edges of the room folded in on themselves like paper soaked in ink. He remembered blinking, rubbing his eyes, then clutching the desk as the weight of himself lifted — no, was pulled — from bone and breath.

When his vision cleared, the air smelled of ash and iron.

He was standing on a jagged wall overlooking a battlefield. The sky burned purple with lightning, and below, ranks of armored figures clashed like waves colliding, shields splintering, banners snapping in the storm-wind. In his hands was a staff crowned with a shard of crystal, and when the lightning arced, it bent toward him, not away.

A voice shouted, not in English but in words that still made sense in his head:

“Archmage! Hold the line!”

Arjun froze. His mouth moved — and the words that came were not his own, but deeper, commanding, ancient:

“Stand firm. The wards will hold.”

And the wards did hold. Light poured from the staff, a shimmering dome rising to shield the soldiers clustered behind him. Arrows hissed against it, bursting into harmless sparks. The soldiers roared, surging forward under his protection.

Arjun staggered back, heart hammering. This isn’t real. This can’t be real. Yet the heat of the magic tingled in his fingertips, and the ground shook with the charge of mounted cavalry, and the man beside him — scarred, bleeding, grinning — clapped him on the back with such force he nearly toppled from the wall.

“For the realm!” the man bellowed.

The realm. The battle. The staff. The archmage.

Arjun shut his eyes. When he opened them again, he was back in the library, his laptop chiming with a low-battery warning.

The taste of ash was still in his mouth.



For three days, he told no one. He told himself it was just exhaustion, just the by-product of too much caffeine and too little sleep, just the imagination of a young man who had never really wanted to write a thesis in the first place.

But then it happened again.

Not to him. To Maya.



Maya was late again. Not for work — she was always on time for work, whether it was her morning shift at the diner or her evening shift at the grocery store — but for her son.

Nine-year-old Aarav was waiting outside the school gates, clutching his backpack straps, his hair curling damp from drizzle. She ran, breathless, waving, her shoes slapping puddles. “I’m here, I’m here,” she called, though the guilt in her chest made the words hollow.

He didn’t scold her. He just smiled tiredly and slipped his hand into hers. That was worse.

She bought him fried dumplings from the stall near the bus stop to make up for it. He ate quietly. She told herself she would take an extra shift tomorrow, save for his birthday gift, maybe even manage a small cake.

She blinked. The bus was gone. The dumplings were gone.

And she was sitting on a throne.

The hall stretched like the belly of a cathedral, marble pillars veined with gold, tapestries embroidered with stars. Courtiers lined the aisles, bowing as trumpets blared. On her lap lay a crown, heavy with emeralds. A child — not Aarav, but so like him it made her heart twist — knelt at her feet.

“Mother,” the boy said softly. “The council awaits your decree.”

Maya’s lips trembled. She wanted to scream. She wanted to clutch the boy and demand to know what this was, where her son was, what cruel joke had stolen her from the drizzle and the bus stop.

Instead, she heard her own voice speak, regal and unyielding:

“The decree stands. Let it be known that the crown will not bow to traitors.”

The courtiers cheered.

Maya wept.

When her vision snapped back, she was on the bus, Aarav asleep against her shoulder, the dumpling bag empty in his lap.

But the echo of the crown’s weight pressed against her skull.



Arjun didn’t know Maya yet. Not for another two weeks. But when he sat across from her at a community hall meeting — a support group he had been dragged into by a persistent friend — he saw the same look in her eyes that haunted him in the mirror.

The look of someone who had been somewhere else.



The third Borrower was Kenji.

Kenji didn’t even fight the dream. He welcomed it.

In his world — the small, cramped apartment littered with empty instant noodle bowls and game controllers — he was nothing. A dropout. A disappointment. A ghost in his own family.

But in the borrowed world, he was a knight.

He woke in armor that gleamed beneath a tournament sun, with a sword that fit his hand as if forged for him alone. The crowd roared his name, though it wasn’t Kenji they cheered. It was Sir Alaric of the Silver Guard.

And Alaric fought like a storm given flesh.

Kenji laughed as the lance shattered in his grasp, as the rival knight crashed to the sand, as the herald raised his gauntleted hand to the sky. It was everything he had never been allowed to be: strong, admired, seen.

So when he woke back in his dingy apartment, the silence was unbearable.

He longed for the next slip. He prayed for it.

And when it came, he embraced it like a lover.



The Borrowers did not yet have a name for what was happening to them. They did not yet know there were others.

But the cracks between worlds were widening.



Selene’s slip came during a meeting.

She was mid-sentence, explaining quarterly revenue projections to a room of bored executives, when the fluorescent lights stuttered.

She blinked.

And she was running. Barefoot across wet cobblestones, lungs burning, sirens blaring overhead. Drones swept the alleys with beams of red light, searching, hunting. In her hand was a scrap of paper with a sigil drawn in hurried ink.

“Go!” someone shouted behind her. “The safehouse is ahead!”

Selene ran harder, her sharp heels gone, her tailored suit replaced with rags. She skidded into a cellar where rebels crouched around a lantern, their eyes filled with desperate hope.

“You made it,” one whispered. “The plan can still work.”

Selene wanted to deny it, to insist this wasn’t her, but the words that slipped from her lips were cold, precise:

“Then let’s make sure it does.”

When she jolted back to her boardroom, her assistant was staring at her.

“Ms. Rao? Are you... all right?”

Selene smoothed her blazer with trembling hands.

“Yes,” she lied. “Let’s continue.”



Dante’s slip came last.

For him, it was not a battlefield or a throne or a tournament or a rebellion. It was peace.

He woke in a sunlit courtyard, the fragrance of jasmine on the air, a book in his hands. His fingers, scarred and calloused from soldier’s work, traced delicate lines of ink across parchment. Students sat before him, listening to his words as though they mattered.

The scholar’s voice — his voice — spoke of histories and philosophies Dante had never learned, but which poured from his tongue with the ease of memory.

No gunfire. No screaming. No blood. Just quiet.

When he returned to his cramped apartment, medals tucked in drawers he never opened, Dante found himself weeping.

Not from pain. From longing.



Five Borrowers. Five cracks.

Each thought they were alone.

But the worlds were already whispering to each other.

And the choices, once offered, would demand answers.
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Chapter 2 – The Stranger in the Mirror
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Arjun tried to convince himself it wouldn’t happen again.

For a week, he stuck to routines. He dragged himself to lectures, met friends for tea, forced himself into the numbing rhythm of assignments and small talk. If the first slip had been stress-induced, maybe normalcy could cure it.

But he couldn’t stop glancing at his hands.

That night on the wall, they had been steady, powerful, carved with confidence. Here, they trembled when he typed, fingers cramping after an hour of half-hearted writing. The staff he remembered — no, the staff the archmage had held — hummed in his memory, every detail burned into his mind more vividly than any textbook page.

When he finally fell asleep at his desk, pen still in hand, the world folded again.



The archmage’s body greeted him like a familiar coat.

The staff was in his hand once more, alive with a soft, pulsing light. Around him, the battlefield had cooled into a broken landscape: corpses littering the mud, banners soaked with rain. The storm was gone. The silence was deafening.

And yet the soldiers bowed as he walked among them.

“Master Arathen,” one whispered — that name, not his own. “Your wards saved us. Without you, the eastern flank would have fallen.”

Arjun’s breath caught. Arathen. That’s me here. Arathen.

It was absurd how natural it felt to answer to the name. When the soldier asked for orders, Arjun’s mouth opened, and the words spilled with ease:

“Burn the bodies. Reinforce the western barricade. The enemy will test us again by dawn.”

The soldier saluted and ran.

Arjun froze, horrified. I didn’t know I knew that. I didn’t even think. It just... came.

But the more he walked through the camp, the more natural it became. Men and women called out to him, and he answered without hesitation. He knew their names, their injuries, their fears. He laid hands on wounds and watched them close under a shimmer of light he didn’t understand. When a child wept over her father’s death, he bent to whisper comfort — and the words were not his, but they calmed her anyway.

It was intoxicating.

For once in his life, no one questioned his worth. No one doubted his ability. He was needed.



Later, in a tent lined with maps, a scarred general poured him wine.

“You should rest, Arathen,” the general said. “The men draw strength from you, but you’re still flesh and blood.”

Arjun lifted the cup. The taste was sharp, bitter, but it warmed him. “And you?” he asked, surprised by the archmage’s low, resonant voice slipping from his throat.

The general laughed, the sound weary but genuine. “I draw strength from you too.”

Arjun looked down at his hands again — not his own, but steadier, stronger.

And for the first time, he wondered: What if I don’t want to go back?



He woke gasping in the library.

The fluorescent lights stabbed his eyes. His pen had rolled onto the floor. His essay document sat blank on the screen.

He caught his reflection in the black window beside his desk. His real face — rounder, softer, marked with sleeplessness — stared back at him. It looked wrong. Like a disguise.

I’m losing myself, he thought, shoving the laptop shut. Arathen is bleeding into me. Or I’m bleeding into him.

But when he reached for his bag, his fingers tingled with phantom magic. And beneath his exhaustion was a treacherous whisper:

Maybe that’s not such a bad thing.
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Chapter 3 – The Weight of Power
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Arjun tried to avoid sleep.

He drank coffee until his stomach churned. He walked circles around his dorm courtyard under the thin glow of streetlamps. He even blasted music through headphones, forcing himself to stay awake with pounding beats.

But exhaustion is a tide, and it will have its pull.

When his eyes finally closed, the world folded once more.



The air was hot, metallic. Smoke curled into the twilight sky. Arjun found himself in a courtyard lined with prisoners.

They were gaunt, dirt-streaked, kneeling with hands bound behind their backs. Soldiers stood guard, spears glinting.

At the center, a council of officers turned toward him.

“Archmage,” one said — a woman with half her hair singed away, her armor battered but her eyes fierce. “The traitors have been captured. The general asks for your judgment.”

Arjun’s pulse jumped. Judgment? My judgment?

He stepped forward. The staff in his hand thrummed, almost as if urging him. The prisoners’ eyes lifted, hollow and pleading.

His thoughts tangled. I’m not Arathen. I can’t do this. I don’t even know their crime.

But then Arathen’s memories rose unbidden, pressing against his own. He knew — somehow — that these were collaborators who had guided enemy scouts through a secret pass. Dozens of soldiers had died in the ambush.

Arjun’s throat dried. The council waited.

“What is your decree?” the officer asked.

The staff pulsed again. Words crowded at the back of his throat, heavy with authority. All he had to do was let them out.

But Arjun’s real voice — his, not Arathen’s — screamed inside: You can’t. They’re people. This isn’t you.

He forced a breath. “Imprison them. Secure the pass. But no executions.”

A murmur rippled through the council. Some nodded approval. Others frowned.

The officer bowed stiffly. “As you wish, Archmage.”

Arjun exhaled. Relief coursed through him. I held on. I chose. That was me.

But when he glanced at the prisoners again, their eyes met his — and he felt something colder. A flicker of memory that wasn’t his: Arathen, delivering executions before without hesitation, believing it necessary.

And worse: the faintest whisper in his head, not his thought but Arathen’s, disapproving.

Mercy is weakness.



When Arjun snapped back into his own world, dawn light was seeping into the dorm window. He stumbled to the bathroom, gripping the sink, staring at himself in the mirror.

His own reflection looked... thinner. Faded.

For a heartbeat, the face staring back wasn’t his at all. It was Arathen’s. The sharp eyes. The high cheekbones. The silvered hair.

Arjun recoiled, slamming the light switch on. The image was gone. Just him again.

But his hands still tingled with magic. And deep inside, a gnawing dread whispered: What if the more I choose, the less of me remains?



He went to class that morning, sat in the back, tried to take notes. But when the professor called his name, he answered without thinking.

Not Arjun.

“Here,” he said, before he could stop himself. “Arathen.”

The whole room turned. Heat flared in his cheeks. He stammered, corrected himself, tried to laugh it off.

But his friend leaned close after class, frowning.

“Hey... are you okay? You’ve seemed... different lately.”

Different.

Yes. That was the problem.



That night, Arjun lay awake again. But this time, when sleep came, he didn’t resist.

He was already wondering which self he’d wake as.
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Chapter 4 – Between Two Fires


[image: ]






Arjun stopped trusting sleep.

But worse, he stopped trusting waking.

It began in small flashes.

A flicker of recognition when he passed the campus fountain, as if he remembered it not in daylight but moonlit, guarded by sentries.

The smell of incense from the temple near the station — suddenly layered with the tang of battlefire from the warded camps.

A girl’s laugh drifting through the quad — overlapped with a memory of a soldier’s laugh, one he knew belonged to Captain Deyra, though he had never met her outside the other world.

The cracks weren’t waiting for night anymore. They were bleeding through.



By the third week, he woke in his dorm muttering spells under his breath. The syllables tasted right and wrong all at once.

Once, in the library, he stretched his fingers absently — and the lights above flickered. Every fluorescent bulb in the row blinked in unison. Students cursed, laptops dinged. Arjun yanked his hands back, shaking, swearing under his breath.

No one else noticed him. But he noticed.

The magic was following him.



The next slip was worse.

He was Arathen again, walking the battlements. The soldiers saluted as he passed. He should have felt pride. Instead, guilt burned him raw.

The prisoners — the ones he had spared — had escaped.

The general’s jaw was tight, her voice clipped. “Mercy has its cost. Three men dead because of your restraint. They slit throats in the night, Archmage. You gave them that chance.”

Her words pierced like arrows. They weren’t just accusation — they were memory. He saw the blood-slick stone floor, the contorted faces of the murdered guards. The memory burned in him like it had been his watch, his loss.

But it hadn’t. That wasn’t his life.

And yet he felt the grief anyway.



When he woke, he was crying. Not Arjun’s quiet tears, but Arathen’s deep, guttural grief. His chest shook. His body ached like he had carried corpses through the mud himself.

He stared at his laptop screen, blank again. The cursor blinked like mockery.

What was an essay about comparative politics compared to the weight of lives, of decisions that carved fates?

His hands clenched. His reflection in the screen didn’t even look like him anymore. The cheekbones sharper. The eyes colder. For a heartbeat, his hair gleamed silver.

He slammed the lid shut.



That night, he dreamed he was looking into a mirror.

But the reflection moved before he did.

Arathen stared back at him.

“You don’t belong here,” Arjun whispered.

“You don’t either,” the archmage answered. His voice was steady, calm, terrifying in its certainty. “One of us is real. One is a shadow.”

Arjun’s stomach knotted. “I’m real. I have a family, friends, a life—”

Arathen tilted his head. “Do you? Your friends do not notice your absence. Your work lies unfinished. You drift like smoke in your world. Here, you are necessary. Here, you are known. Tell me — which of us is dreaming the other?”

The mirror cracked.

Arjun jolted awake, his sheets drenched in sweat.

But the voice lingered, curling through his mind.

Which of us is dreaming the other?



By dawn, Arjun no longer knew the answer.
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Chapter 5 – The Crown and the Child
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Maya had promised herself she would not cry in front of Aarav again.

He had enough to carry — homework, growing too fast in a world that seemed determined to grind softness out of him, a mother who was more absence than presence. She didn’t need to add her tears to his burdens.

So when she tucked him into bed that night, smoothing the blanket over his small frame, she smiled. She told him she would bring home cake for his birthday, no matter what. She told him she would sit with him all day, just the two of them.

He nodded sleepily, trusting her the way children do — blindly, completely.

It was that trust that broke her.

Because Maya already knew the diner had asked her to work a double shift that day. She couldn’t say no. Rent didn’t care about birthdays. Groceries didn’t either.

She kissed her son’s forehead and lingered by his bedside long after his breathing evened into sleep. Only then did she let herself cry, soundless tears sliding into her hands.

When she finally stumbled to her own bed, exhaustion pulled her under instantly.



The world she woke into was drenched in candlelight.

The throne beneath her was vast, carved of obsidian veined with gold. Courtiers lined the chamber, their silks rustling as they bowed low. At her feet knelt a boy — not Aarav, but so like him she had to grip the armrest to stop herself from reaching for him.

“Your Majesty,” the boy said, voice steady despite his youth. “The council awaits your word.”

Her crown gleamed on her brow. The weight of it was real, pressing, undeniable.

Maya’s heart hammered. She should have screamed, demanded to know why she was here again. But the courtiers’ eyes were so full of faith, so certain she belonged, that the words caught in her throat.

Instead, she heard her own voice — regal, commanding, nothing like the waitress who collected tips in a cracked plastic jar.

“Let them enter.”

And they did.



The councilors filed in: robed men and women with rings on every finger, voices low with urgency.

“Sire forces press the border,” one said.

“The treasury is strained,” said another.

“Loyalty wavers in the provinces,” said a third.

Each turned to her. Waiting. Expectant.

Maya wanted to laugh. In her world, she couldn’t even balance her paycheck against the electric bill. Here, they wanted her to balance kingdoms.

But when she opened her mouth, the words flowed with a terrifying ease:

“Raise tariffs on the northern trade. Divert coin to the border guard. Send emissaries to the wavering lords, not soldiers — yet. Show strength without blood.”

The councilors murmured approval. The boy at her side looked up with shining eyes.

“You’re brilliant, Mother.”

The word stabbed deeper than any blade.

For a heartbeat, Maya imagined it was Aarav’s voice. Aarav, proud of her. Aarav, seeing her not as exhausted, not as late, not as struggling — but as enough.

The longing hollowed her chest.



When she blinked awake, she was still in her own bed, dawn light cutting pale stripes across the wall. Aarav snored softly in the next room.

The crown was gone. But the weight of it still pressed against her skull.

And when she rose to make his breakfast, she caught herself straightening her posture as though courtiers still watched.



That day at the diner, when a rude customer snapped at her for mixing up his order, she didn’t shrink back. She straightened, voice calm and cutting:

“You’ll get your food in two minutes. Sit down and wait.”

He blinked, startled, then obeyed.

The manager gave her a wide-eyed look.

“Since when did you grow a spine, Maya?”

She didn’t answer. But inside, the crown still glimmered.



That evening, as she walked home with Aarav’s hand in hers, he chattered about school projects, about his favorite comic, about a science experiment gone wrong. She nodded, smiling. But part of her mind still replayed the council chamber, the bowing courtiers, the boy who had called her brilliant.

When Aarav asked, “Will you be home tomorrow, Mama?” the question sliced her open.

“Yes,” she said instantly.

But the crown’s weight pressed harder, whispering: The kingdom awaits.



That night, as she tucked him in, she kissed his forehead and lingered again.

But when she finally closed her eyes, she almost hoped for the throne room.

Almost.
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Chapter 6 – The Weight of Two Worlds
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Maya learned quickly that the swaps had no pattern.

Sometimes days passed without incident, and she thought maybe it had ended — that the crown and its whispers had been only a dream. Then, when her guard was lowest, the shift would seize her again.

The sensation was always the same: a falling inward, a sharp inhale, and then the jarring solidity of another body — stronger, taller, cloaked in silk and power.

It terrified her.

It thrilled her.



The third time it happened, she was standing in line at the grocery store, hand around Aarav’s as he begged her for a candy bar. Her wallet was thin, her patience thinner. She blinked — and the beeping registers vanished.

She stood instead in a war council.

Maps covered the table, markers for armies arrayed in neat lines. Soldiers and scribes looked up as she appeared, every face tense with fear.

“Your Majesty,” the general said, relief plain in his voice. “We were waiting.”

Maya’s heart lurched. Aarav. Where is he? Who’s holding his hand?

Her fingers closed on air.

Panic tore through her. But she forced her breath steady, forced her chin high. She could not falter here — not with so many eyes on her.

“What news?” she asked, the words flowing as though scripted into her tongue.

The council erupted in detail: enemy forces encamped, supply routes threatened, a looming siege.

Maya heard none of it. All she could see was Aarav, abandoned in the store aisle, calling for her.

But when the general paused, awaiting her command, she heard herself answer in a voice of unshakable steel:

“Reinforce the river crossings. Hold the line until I arrive.”

The council erupted in bows and murmurs of faith.

Faith. Trust. Dependence.

The same things she had always wanted from Aarav — and here, strangers gave it without hesitation.



When she jolted back into her real body, she was sprawled on the grocery floor. Aarav clutched her hand, tears brimming.

“Mama? You okay? You were gone! You just stood there—like you didn’t hear me.”

Maya tried to smile, but her throat locked. He had been calling her. She hadn’t heard.

Her cheeks burned. Not with shame — but with guilt wrapped around a darker, hungrier truth.

Because even as she hugged him close, even as she whispered apologies, part of her missed the war council. Missed the certainty in their eyes.



The days that followed blurred. At the diner, she moved with a strange new confidence, her posture regal, her tone commanding. Customers listened. The manager muttered about giving her more shifts, maybe even a raise.

But at home, cracks showed.

Aarav watched her with wary eyes.

“You’re different,” he said one evening, poking at his dinner.

“Different how?” she asked, too quickly.

“Like... when you’re here, you’re not really here.”

The words cut deeper than any insult.

Because he was right.



The next swap came in the dead of night. She had dozed off beside Aarav, his small hand curled in hers.

And then—

Torchlight. Stone walls. The clamor of soldiers sharpening blades.

She stood armored now, the crown heavy on her brow. A sword lay at her side, its pommel set with a ruby the size of her thumb.

They called her name — their name for her — with reverence. A queen, a commander, a savior.

Maya’s chest swelled. She raised the sword. Their cheers shook the walls.

For a dizzy, intoxicating moment, she forgot everything else.

Forgot Aarav.

Forgot the small, fragile life waiting for her in the other world.



When she returned, dawn was bleeding through the curtains. Aarav still slept beside her, his breath even, his trust unbroken.

But Maya lay awake, staring at the ceiling, hands trembling.

She knew, with a clarity that hollowed her chest:

One world would demand her.

The other would lose her.

And the choice, sooner or later, would not be hers to avoid.
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Chapter 7 – Fractures
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Maya had always prided herself on juggling.

Work, bills, school runs, doctor appointments — balancing exhaustion and survival like a circus act. She told herself she could always keep the balls in the air.

But now there were too many.

Two worlds, two lives, two selves.

And one of them was starting to slip.



It began with something small. Aarav’s homework folder, left unsigned for the second week in a row. His teacher’s concerned note crumpled at the bottom of her purse.

Then a missed lunchbox. Then a forgotten PTA meeting.

Each time, Maya told herself she was just tired. Distracted. Human.

But in the quiet corners of her mind, she knew. It wasn’t just forgetting.

It was replacing.

Every night she carried more from the other world: battle strategies lodged in her head where spelling tests should be, the names of generals displacing the names of Aarav’s friends.

And the crown — oh, the crown — its weight lingered even when it wasn’t there, an invisible hand pressing her spine straight, commanding her voice sharper.

It was only a matter of time before the fracture widened.



The breaking point came on a Tuesday.

Aarav had begged her for weeks to come to his soccer game. She promised she would. Swore it, even.

The diner shift was long, but she left early, rushing across town. She could see him already, tiny figure in the blue jersey, scanning the bleachers for her.

Her heart swelled. She waved. He grinned, the kind of grin that forgave everything.

Then it happened.

The swap.

No warning, no mercy.

One heartbeat she was lifting her hand to wave back. The next, she stood in a throne room, courtiers kneeling, torches blazing.

“Your Majesty,” they chorused, “the envoys await.”

Her breath caught.

No. Not now. Please, not now.

But the world would not bend for her.



She endured the council — an entire night of diplomacy, of speeches and decrees, of words that reshaped kingdoms. She was flawless. She was admired. She was obeyed.

And all the while, the ghost of Aarav’s grin gnawed at her.

When the shift released her, she was back on the bleachers. The field was empty. The sky dim with dusk.

Aarav stood at the edge of the grass, clutching his soccer ball. His face was pale, blotched with red from crying.

“You weren’t there,” he said.

Maya’s mouth opened, but no words came.

“I saw you,” Aarav whispered. “You waved. And then you were gone. Just—gone.” His lip trembled. “Like you didn’t care.”

The ball slipped from his hands and rolled away, unnoticed.



That night, Maya sat on the couch while Aarav shut himself in his room. She heard the muffled sobs through the door, each one a knife.

She pressed her palms to her temples.

The crown was still there, phantom weight heavy on her skull.

Her son’s sobs.

Her subjects’ cheers.

Her heart felt split down the middle, jagged and raw.

For the first time, she wasn’t sure she could put the pieces back together.



Maya thought she had been juggling.

But maybe she had been dropping everything — and only now was she beginning to see the wreckage.
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Chapter 8 – The Choice Between Suns
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Maya hadn’t slept in days.

Even when her body drifted into half-dream, her mind remained restless, afraid that closing her eyes would wake her somewhere else — in marble halls, in golden light, in a world that whispered her name like a prayer.

She’d stopped fighting the swaps. Stopped pretending she could predict them. But now... she dreaded them. Because she knew that soon, one of those worlds would demand more than she could give.

And when that moment came, she would break.



It was Aarav’s fever that set it in motion.

He’d come home from school flushed and listless, the soccer ball forgotten in his bag. The thermometer blinked red — 103. She sat by his bed all night, sponging his forehead, humming lullabies she barely remembered.

Between ragged breaths, he murmured, “Don’t go, Mama.”

She brushed his hair back. “I won’t. I promise.”

But promises were thin things, fragile against the pull of the other world.

And when the morning came, so did the summons.



It began as a flicker, a shimmer in the edges of her vision. Then the pull — not violent this time, but patient, insistent. A soft hand on her chest, drawing her across the divide.

“No,” she whispered, clutching the bedsheet. “Not now. Not today.”

Aarav stirred, mumbling her name.

The world shuddered. The room dimmed. The pull became gravity.

She bit her lip until she tasted blood — and then she was gone.



The throne room blazed with sunlight.

Her advisors knelt, waiting. Her general’s voice was urgent:

“The capital is under siege. The gates are falling. You must lead us, Majesty.”

Maya’s heart slammed. She could still feel the sweat on Aarav’s forehead, the tremor in his hand. She wanted to scream at them — I can’t stay here! My son needs me!

But the walls shook with thunder. Smoke billowed through the windows.

The kingdom was burning.

And every eye in that room looked to her — the queen who had saved them before, the one who could not falter now.

“Your orders?” the general pleaded.

Maya stood frozen between worlds.

Her hands trembled. Her voice cracked.

“Prepare the gates,” she heard herself say. “I’ll lead the defense.”

The words echoed through the chamber — and through her soul.



The battle was chaos.

She moved through it like a storm, sword flashing, voice commanding. Soldiers rallied at her cry. Enemies fell before her.

For one wild, exultant hour, she was everything the crown promised her she could be — strong, certain, untouchable.

But then she saw it: a glimmer, a reflection, like sunlight breaking through smoke.

Aarav’s face.

Not real, not there — but there enough.

His fevered eyes. His cracked whisper: Don’t go, Mama.

Her sword slipped from her hand.

And with that single hesitation, the arrow found her.



When she gasped awake, she was back in her apartment, clutching her side. Her shirt was dry, but she swore she could feel the wound burning beneath her skin.

Aarav lay beside her, face pale, breath shallow. His fever had broken — but barely.

She reached for her phone. Her hand shook too hard to dial.

And for a moment, she thought about letting go. About slipping back into that other world, where her people called her savior, where her pain meant something.

But then Aarav stirred, whispering her name.

“Mama?”

That one word — small, fragile, real — pulled her back like gravity.

Maya collapsed beside him, tears spilling hot and silent.

She had chosen, she realized. Not by decree, not by speech. But by instinct. By love.

The kingdom would burn without her.

Her subjects would die calling her name.

And she would never see that sunrise again.

But here — here — her son still breathed.

And that, she decided, would have to be enough.



By morning, she was still awake, her face hollow with exhaustion. Aarav slept, color returning to his cheeks.

Maya stared at the rising sun through the window — the first dawn she’d seen in this world that didn’t feel like a punishment.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, not sure which world she meant it for.

The crown no longer pressed against her skull. The pull was gone.

But so was something else — a piece of her she knew she’d never get back.

Because even when she had chosen love, a part of her still missed the crown.

And that was the cruelest truth of all.
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Chapter 9 – The Hollow Crown
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The morning after Aarav’s fever broke, the apartment was silent.

Too silent.

It wasn’t the peaceful hush she had always longed for after a long shift — it was heavier, emptier. Like the pause between heartbeats.

Maya sat on the edge of her bed, watching sunlight creep across the floorboards. Aarav slept beside her, his breathing soft and steady, his small chest rising and falling beneath his blanket. He was safe. He was alive.

And she had never felt so hollow.



The phantom pain pulsed beneath her ribs, where the arrow had struck in that other world. She lifted her shirt to check, half-expecting to find blood. There was nothing — no wound, no scar. Just her skin.

But it hurt. Gods, it hurt.

In her mind, the kingdom still burned. She saw the smoke curling over marble walls, heard the clash of steel and the screams of the dying. She saw the general’s betrayed eyes, her people’s prayers unanswered.

They had called her savior. And she had abandoned them.

“Mama?”

The word was so small, so human, that it shattered her thoughts.

Aarav blinked awake, rubbing his eyes. “Did I miss school?”

Maya smiled — a brittle, trembling thing. “You’re sick, baby. You need to rest.”

He nodded and curled into her lap. “I had a bad dream,” he mumbled. “You were gone again.”

Her breath caught. She pressed her lips to his hair. “I’m here now.”

It was all she could offer. It was all she had left.



The hours blurred.

She made soup. Aarav napped. She scrolled through work messages she didn’t answer. The world moved around her, but she felt detached, like someone had replaced her bones with glass.

In the bathroom mirror, she barely recognized herself.

There was a steadiness in her posture that hadn’t been there before, a trace of regal bearing she couldn’t shake. Her eyes looked older, heavier. Like they had seen wars no one else could imagine.

And behind that reflection, for the briefest heartbeat, she saw the queen — her other self — staring back.

The queen didn’t blame her. She didn’t scream or rage. She just looked.

Disappointed.



That night, after Aarav had fallen asleep, Maya sat alone at the kitchen table. The city hummed beyond the window. Her phone buzzed with missed calls. The silence pressed against her skin.

She traced her finger across the table’s worn surface and whispered, “I chose right.”

The words felt fragile, uncertain.

“I chose right.”

It should have felt like victory. It should have felt like peace.

But it didn’t.

Because the truth was more complicated — and far crueler.

She had chosen love. But she had also abandoned lives that depended on her. She had saved her son. But she had condemned her kingdom.

And part of her — the part that had stood tall in torchlight and commanded armies — still ached for the life she’d left behind.

She hated herself for that.

But she couldn’t deny it.



Before she went to bed, she checked on Aarav one last time. He was fast asleep, face flushed with health, breathing even.

She brushed his hair gently from his forehead and kissed him there.

“I’ll always be here,” she whispered. “Always.”

She didn’t know if she was making a promise — or an apology.



The phantom crown still weighed on her as she turned off the light.

It wasn’t just gone. It had burrowed into her. And she suspected it always would.
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Chapter 10 – The Crown’s Echo
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For a week, Maya told herself it was over.

She’d made her choice. She had stayed. The pull hadn’t come again. And with every sunrise she spent at Aarav’s side, with every mundane moment she stitched back into their lives — breakfast before school, laundry humming in the background, the small ritual of bedtime stories — she convinced herself the door had closed for good.

But the other world had not forgotten her.

And it had no intention of letting her go.



It began with whispers.

Not sounds, not truly — more like thoughts that weren’t hers brushing against the edges of her mind.

The western gate is lost.

The river burns.

We waited for you.

They came when she was half-awake, standing over the stove stirring soup. Or walking to the store with Aarav’s hand in hers. Or folding his tiny T-shirts into neat stacks. They were faint at first, ignorable — like echoes of a dream.

But with each passing day, they grew louder. More insistent. More real.

By the eighth night, she woke gasping, the phantom heat of flames licking her skin. Smoke clung to her lungs. Somewhere, far away, someone screamed her name — their name for her, not the one she’d carried all her life.

And for one heartbeat, the kitchen around her flickered. Its cheap laminate counters and humming refrigerator blurred into a high stone balcony overlooking a city in flames.

She blinked — and it was gone.



She told herself she imagined it.

But Aarav noticed.

“Mama,” he said one morning, frowning as he watched her stare blankly into her tea. “You’re doing it again.”

“Doing what?”

“Going away. Even when you’re here.”

She tried to smile. “I’m just tired.”

But he shook his head, small brow furrowing with a seriousness that broke her heart. “No. It’s like... you’re listening to someone else.”

Her hands trembled around the mug. “I’m listening to you,” she whispered, and for the first time she wasn’t sure it was true.



On the tenth night, the dreams returned.

But this time, they were different.

She wasn’t standing in the throne room or the war council. She was standing in a ruin — the remnants of a hall once grand, now shattered and smoking. Soldiers lay scattered like broken toys. The banners she had once ordered raised hung in tatters.

And in the center of the ruin, on her knees before a blackened throne, was her.

Not the version she had been. Not the queen resplendent and strong.

But a hollow-eyed shadow of her, cloaked in ash, crown twisted and cracked.

When Maya stepped closer, the figure lifted her head. Their eyes met — the same eyes, the same soul — and the queen spoke with a voice like stone ground to dust.

“You left us.”

Maya’s throat clenched. “I had to.”

The queen tilted her head, a grotesque mirror of her own movements. “Had to. Chose to. It makes no difference to the dead.”

Maya’s chest burned. “I saved my son.”

“And condemned countless children here.”

“I didn’t mean to—”

“Intent is the refuge of the guilty.”

The queen rose to her feet, each movement deliberate, terrible. “Do you think you can walk away from what you built? From the lives that hung on your breath? You thought you were playing dress-up. But this is no dream, Maya. This world remembers you.”

The air trembled. The ruin seemed to pulse, alive with anger.

“You are still our queen,” the shade hissed. “And queens do not get to walk away.”



Maya woke screaming.

It was still dark. Aarav was still asleep beside her. The room was quiet. Nothing was burning.

And yet — she could smell the smoke.

She pressed her hands to her chest, feeling her racing heartbeat, whispering to herself over and over: “I’m here. I’m here. I’m here.”

But the truth clawed its way up from the depths of her soul.

She wasn’t entirely here anymore. Not ever again.



The following days blurred in a strange haze. She moved through them like a ghost — cooking, working, smiling for Aarav’s sake — but the world felt thinner, brittle, stretched like glass about to shatter.

And then, one afternoon, as she folded laundry by the window, she heard it again. Not a whisper this time. A voice.

Clear. Urgent. Close.

“Your Majesty.”

Her breath froze.

“Your Majesty. The gate will fall without you.”

Maya turned slowly, half expecting to see a soldier standing in her living room. But there was nothing — just the hum of the refrigerator, the sunlight on the floor.

And yet... part of her wanted to answer.

Her lips parted before she could stop them.

“I... can’t.”

Silence followed. Then the voice again, softer.

“We will wait.”



That night, Maya lay awake long after Aarav had fallen asleep, staring at the ceiling and listening to the hum of the city beyond the window.

She had made her choice. She had chosen love, chosen this world, chosen her son.

But choices, she was learning, did not end things. They began them.

And somewhere, across a divide she could no longer see, a world still called her name.
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Chapter 11 – The Unraveling Thread
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Arjun didn’t notice when the two worlds stopped alternating and began to overlap.

At first, it was subtle — a slip in language, a reflexive turn of phrase that didn’t belong here.

When his professor asked a question about mythic symbolism, he answered with a passage from an ancient text that didn’t exist on Earth.

When his friends invited him to dinner, he found himself calculating troop rations instead of menu prices.

The bleed was slow, patient, like ink seeping through paper.

And Arjun, despite the fear clawing at him, didn’t want it to stop.

Because here, he was a nobody.

But there... he was needed.



He started carrying a notebook everywhere.

At first it was just sketches — maps of the warfront, runic circles he half-remembered from Arathen’s spellwork. Then came words: incantations, commands, entire pages of script that he swore he wasn’t writing consciously.

When he woke one morning, the notebook lay open on his chest, his own handwriting looping across a page in symbols he couldn’t read.

He took a photo of it with shaking hands, uploaded it to a translation forum, and within hours deleted the post — because staring at the image made the room bend. The symbols seemed to shimmer, as if alive.

He didn’t upload again.

But he kept writing.



Classes became noise.

Assignments forgotten.

Sleep unpredictable.

When the slips came now, they weren’t complete jumps — they were fractures.

He’d blink, and the library would blur into the war room. He’d blink again, and the soldiers’ faces would turn to students, their armor to denim jackets. The words they spoke would overlap, both languages woven into one impossible echo.

Once, he saw his professor’s face flicker — for an instant, replaced by the general’s.

And when he came to, the class was staring at him.

He’d been standing at the front of the room, lecturing.

The chalkboard behind him was filled with diagrams — not equations, but runes.

He had no memory of writing them.



That night, he didn’t even try to sleep. He sat at his desk, staring at the mirror across the room.

His reflection stared back — tired, gaunt, haunted. But something in the glass was wrong. The eyes glowed faintly blue, just for a heartbeat.

Then a voice.

“Why resist?”

Arathen’s voice. Calm. Deep.

Arjun’s pulse thundered. “Because this isn’t real.”

“Reality,” the voice replied, “is only the world that remembers you.”

Arjun pressed his palms to his temples. “You’re not real. You’re me pretending—”

“You are pretending,” Arathen interrupted. “Pretending to be small. Pretending to be weak. Pretending that your world holds you, when it has already forgotten your name.”

The mirror darkened, shifting — for an instant showing a reflection of Arathen, cloaked in flame and lightning, staff in hand.

“Come back,” the voice whispered. “We need you. They need you. You need you.”

Arjun stumbled backward. His breath came ragged.

When he blinked, the mirror was just a mirror again.



Days passed — though he was no longer sure how many. Time felt fractured, folded.

He stopped answering messages. Stopped attending classes. Stopped pretending.

The walls of his dorm room grew strange — faint outlines of archways bleeding through plaster, shelves that flickered between books and scrolls.

One morning, he awoke to find a feather — white as frost — lying on his pillow.

He knew it. The messenger hawks. The ones Arathen used for council summons.

He should have screamed. But instead, he smiled.

It was a sign.

He was being called.



When the shift came that night, he didn’t fight it.

He reached for it.

And for the first time, the passage didn’t tear — it opened.

He didn’t wake in Arathen’s world. He merged into it — memories aligning like twin constellations. Every motion familiar, every heartbeat doubled.

He walked through the war camp, soldiers saluting him, and felt no fear, no confusion.

Because for the first time, he understood:

He hadn’t borrowed Arathen’s life.

He had remembered it.



When dawn came in the real world, his dorm bed was empty.

The window was open. The air smelled faintly of ash and ozone.

On the desk lay the notebook, pages fluttering in the breeze. The last thing written there, in both English and the old tongue, read:

“The world that forgets me will fade first.”
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Chapter 12 – The Shape of Belonging
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The first thing Arjun noticed was the quiet.

Not the sterile silence of a library at closing, but a living quiet: wind sighing through canvas, embers clicking in a brazier, the faint rustle of paper charms that hung from his tent’s entrance.

He drew breath, and the air tasted of rain and woodsmoke. It was the breath of someone who had never known exhaust fumes, never known the metallic tang of city dust.

He had expected euphoria. Instead, what filled him was recognition—an ache that said, I am finally where I was supposed to be.



He rose and stepped outside.

The camp spread below the dawn like a living organism. Smoke curled from hundreds of cookfires; soldiers moved between tents, their voices a muted rhythm. Banners, stitched with runes he now read effortlessly, caught the morning light.

Beyond the ridge, a river gleamed like glass, and beyond that, the gray suggestion of enemy hills.

Someone approached—a woman in half-armor, her braid streaked with silver.

“Archmage,” she said, bowing. “The wards held through the night. The wounded are stable.”

Arjun nodded automatically. The title no longer jarred. It fit his skin like old clothing rediscovered.

“Good,” he said, and his voice carried the calm authority of Arathen without effort. “Prepare the scrying pools. I’ll join the council at second bell.”

The woman smiled, relieved. “As you will, my lord.”

When she left, Arjun exhaled, slow and steady. There had been no hesitation in his words, no flicker of confusion.

He had been Arathen entirely.



He walked the camp’s edge where the wards shimmered—a faint blue veil in the morning mist. He could feel the magic pulsing under his fingertips, responsive, eager. It wasn’t a tool; it was memory given substance.

Each rune etched in the barrier matched one he had sketched absent-mindedly in his student notebook. They glowed now, alive, as if thanking him for finding his way back.

Back, he thought. Not here.

The realization didn’t frighten him.



At the river’s edge stood the general—the same scarred woman who had once challenged his mercy. She was watching the water with that soldier’s stillness that hides exhaustion.

When he approached, she gave a nod that was almost affection.

“You’ve returned,” she said simply.

“I never truly left,” Arjun answered, and it felt true.

She studied him a moment, then smiled—a rare, small thing. “The men said your eyes looked strange last night. Brighter. I told them that means the Archmage’s spirit is burning again.”

She paused, gaze flicking to the horizon. “We’ll need that light soon.”

Arjun looked out across the hills. Rain threatened in the distance, a storm edging toward them. He felt the hum of power under his skin, the readiness of the wards, the poised breath of the army awaiting his command.

He should have felt the weight of responsibility. Instead, he felt whole.



That evening, when the fires dimmed and the camp quieted, he found a moment alone in his tent.

On the table lay a fragment of something small and incongruous—a torn piece of notebook paper. His own handwriting scrawled across it:

“Don’t forget the real.”

He stared at it for a long time. The words seemed alien, written by someone else. He tried to summon the memory of that world—fluorescent lights, the click of a keyboard, the faces of friends. They came as faint silhouettes, like dreams receding after dawn.

He whispered their names once, softly, to test how they felt on his tongue.

They felt wrong. Heavy. Out of rhythm with the language of this place.

He folded the paper carefully and slipped it into the pocket of his robe. Not as a talisman—just as proof that another version of him had once existed.



Later, in council, he traced troop movements on a map and gave orders with effortless certainty. His words shaped reality; the generals moved with trust that bordered on faith.

Every decision he made shimmered with the quiet thrill of purpose. He was no longer surviving; he was necessary.

And yet, sometimes, when he blinked, the lamplight flickered—just enough for a ghost of a reflection to appear in the brass table’s surface: a thin young man in a university hoodie, tired eyes wide with wonder and fear.

Arjun met that reflection’s gaze for one heartbeat.

Neither smiled.

Then the light steadied, and the reflection was gone.



That night, under a sky salted with twin moons, Arjun stood outside his tent, the wind threading through his hair like invisible fingers. He whispered a word—one of Arathen’s old runes for remembrance—and the air shimmered briefly, forming a shape that could almost have been a door.

He didn’t open it.

He simply watched it fade, feeling both grief and peace twine together inside him.

“This is my world,” he said aloud, as though someone might argue. “This is my world now.”

The wind carried the words away, and far beyond the hills, thunder answered softly.
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Chapter 13 – When the Sky Remembers
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For a time, Arjun lived as if he had always been there.

Days stacked into a rhythm that felt inevitable. He woke before dawn, renewed the wards that stitched the camp’s perimeter, shared counsel with generals, and studied the strange, shifting runes that only he seemed to understand.

He no longer thought in two tongues; he no longer reached for metaphors that belonged to a different sky.

When soldiers spoke of the Archmage, their eyes carried reverence, not curiosity.

And Arjun—Arathen—smiled and answered with patience and precision.

Peace settled on him like a cloak.

Yet every peace carries its hairline fractures.



The first crack appeared in the river.

One morning, he found its flow reversed. The current moved upstream, carrying silt and broken reeds against the natural pull of gravity.

The soldiers assumed it was magic gone wrong—a remnant of enemy sorcery. But when Arjun stepped close, the water whispered.

Not words exactly, but memories.

He saw flashes of another river—brown, city-bound, choked with refuse. He smelled exhaust, heard the clang of distant trains.

And then it was gone, leaving only the bright, impossible water of this world.

He stumbled back, heart hammering.

The soldiers saw only confusion on their commander’s face and hurried to excuse themselves. But Arjun knew what he had felt.

Earth. His Earth. Trying, somehow, to reassert itself.



The next fracture came in the night.

He dreamt—not of battles or councils, but of a classroom. Dust motes, whiteboard, a professor’s voice droning about cause and effect. He was half asleep, half aware.

Then he realized: it wasn’t memory replaying. The people in the room moved too fluidly, the light too real.

He was watching it happen.

And there, at the back of the lecture hall, sat an empty seat. His seat.

A friend leaned across it, whispering, “Do you remember Arjun? He just stopped coming.”

The professor sighed. “Another one lost to pressure, I suppose.”

The sound of chalk against the board scraped his nerves raw.

When he woke, his pillow was damp, his throat tight as if he’d been shouting.

Outside, a new star had appeared in the night sky—burning faintly red. He could feel its pull like a pulse under his skin.



By the fifth week, the fractures were no longer subtle.

When he touched the scrying pool, reflections no longer showed the battlefront—they showed places that shouldn’t exist here: skyscrapers bleeding through clouds, cars streaking like comets, neon signs in languages no one around him could read.

His apprentices thought he was experimenting. He let them think that. But every image left a residue—static in the air, a faint vibration in his bones.

And sometimes, faintest of all, he heard a child’s voice saying, Come back, Uncle Arjun, Mum says you promised you’d visit.

He had no nephew. No family like that. Yet the voice stung with a familiarity that made him double over.



The general found him one evening staring at nothing.

“You’re fading again,” she said quietly. “The soldiers whisper about it. They say sometimes, when you stand by the fires, your shadow looks thinner.”

He forced a smile. “I’m only tired.”

She didn’t look convinced. “You’ve been our anchor. Don’t let the sky take you too.”

He opened his mouth to reassure her, but behind her words he felt another voice coil through the air—his own voice from another world, distant, calling his name.

The sky rumbled softly. Twin moons blinked like eyes trying to stay open.



That night he climbed the ridge alone.

From there he could see everything—the endless fields, the shimmer of the wards, the stars wheeling overhead. They were his now, weren’t they? His people, his sky, his place.

And yet the edges of the world flickered faintly, like paint cracking under heat. Through those fractures he glimpsed brief flashes of another skyline: gray towers, a campus quad, the yellow of sodium streetlights reflected in puddles.

The air trembled. Two realities, humming in unison, slightly out of tune.

He spread his arms, as if balance alone could hold them apart.

“Stay,” he whispered—to the world, to himself, he wasn’t sure. “Stay.”

The wind answered with a sound like paper tearing.



When he looked down again, the river’s reversed current had stilled, and the camp below slept soundly. For a moment, he thought the fracture had passed.

Then the red star above brightened—pulsed once—and the mountains on the horizon rippled as though they were reflections in water.

A line of light tore across the night, silent but devastating.

The world sighed, deep and low, as if exhaling.



Arjun dropped to his knees. Magic roared in his veins, half ecstatic, half agony. The taste of ozone filled his mouth.

Somewhere, impossibly far away, he heard another breath—his own, ragged, in a dorm room that should no longer exist.

Two heartbeats.

Two worlds.

One thread tightening.

He whispered into the dark, voice shaking:

“I belong here.”

But even as he said it, he could feel the lie crumble between his teeth.
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Chapter 14 – The Stranger’s Sky
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Maya noticed it first in the small things.

A flicker of light at the corner of her vision when she wasn’t near a lamp.

A hum in the air that didn’t belong to any machine.

A shadow that seemed to hesitate half a second before she did.

She told herself it was exhaustion again, the leftover static from the dreams she’d spent weeks trying to forget. She told herself she was getting better—going to work, packing Aarav’s lunch, breathing normally.

And for a while, she believed it.

Then came the second sunrise.



She was pouring cereal for Aarav when it happened. One heartbeat the morning light streamed through the kitchen window—gold and gentle. The next, a red-gold radiance flooded the room, heavier, thicker, like syrup.

Aarav squinted. “The sun’s weird.”

Maya followed his gaze.

Above the buildings beyond their window hung two suns—one pale, familiar, and another deeper, molten, trembling faintly like a living thing.

Her hand went slack. The cereal spilled across the counter, forgotten.

“Mom?” Aarav whispered. “What’s happening?”

The hum she’d been hearing for days rose to a near-choral vibration. It wasn’t inside the room. It was inside her.

For a moment, she saw a flicker through the glass: tents, banners, a river running backward beneath twin moons.

Then the vision snapped, and she was staring again at the skyline of her own city, both suns flickering, one fading.



By noon, the second sun was gone—but the air had changed. People on the street moved with unease, whispering about the “optical illusion.” The news blamed atmospheric distortions. Social media called it a solar flare.

Maya knew better.

She recognized the hum of the other world’s heartbeat. The weight of its light.

Something—or someone—had disturbed the balance.



That night, when Aarav was asleep, she went to the window again. The sky looked ordinary, but she could feel the shimmer hiding under it. She closed her eyes and pressed her hand to the glass.

For a heartbeat, warmth spread through her fingers—familiar, resonant.

A voice brushed her mind. Not the queen’s voice, not the echo of her past self.

A man’s. Steady, tired, powerful.

Hold fast, it whispered. The worlds are thinning.

She jerked back, heart hammering. “Who—who’s there?”

The room was empty. But the air smelled faintly of rain and smoke.



Sleep didn’t come easy. When it did, it carried her into a dream that wasn’t a dream.

She stood in a vast, dark field under a split sky—half her city skyline, half an alien warfront. The two horizons overlapped like broken glass, shards of one world bleeding into the other.

Between them, at the center, stood a man with silver-streaked hair and eyes like stormlight.

He turned when he saw her.

For an instant, the worlds froze.

Neither of them spoke, but understanding hit like lightning. He was real—one of the others. Another Borrower.

And whatever he’d done, whatever tether he’d refused to release, had started this.

She felt it instinctively: his world pulling, hers unraveling.

The wind rose around them, tearing fragments of both skies into spirals.

“Stop!” she shouted over the noise. “You’re breaking it!”

He stared at her, face stricken. “I can’t.”



The ground gave way beneath them. Maya fell through darkness and woke with a scream lodged in her throat.

The alarm clock blinked 3:00 AM.

Aarav slept peacefully beside her, oblivious to the tremor that still rippled through the walls.

Maya sat upright, pressing a hand over her racing heart. The hum had grown louder again—steady, rhythmic, and unmistakably alive.

It wasn’t just calling her anymore.

It was calling everyone.



She rose, went to the window, and looked up.

The stars were wrong.

They were rearranging themselves into lines—thin, luminous threads crossing the sky, drawing the faint outline of a map she didn’t recognize.

One of those lines pulsed brighter, connecting her horizon to something far away.

And for the first time since the crown had left her, she whispered the truth she had been afraid to admit:

“It’s starting again.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 15 – The Man with the Stormlight Eyes
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The morning after the double sunrise, the city behaved like a body trying to hide a wound.

People still went to work. Traffic still snarled. But everything moved slightly slower, glancing upward too often—as if everyone feared the sky might do something strange again.

Maya kept her eyes down.

Her only mission was simple: get Aarav to school, act normal, and pretend the universe wasn’t unraveling above them.



Outside the apartment block, the air felt heavier, charged with invisible static. Streetlamps flickered even though it was daylight. The hum that had followed her for weeks had deepened, vibrating somewhere between heartbeat and thunder.

Aarav tugged her sleeve.

“Mama, is it gonna happen again?”

She crouched to his level, forcing a smile she didn’t feel.

“No. It was just a trick of light, remember? Like... when the air bends after rain.”

He frowned, doubtful. “But the air doesn’t sing.”

Her hand froze halfway through tying his shoelace. “What do you mean?”

“The air. When it glows. It makes that sound, like... someone talking but far away.”

He pressed a finger to his ear. “It says your name sometimes.”

Maya’s throat went dry. She tied the knot too fast, hurting his ankle slightly. “You’re just imagining it, baby.”

But she heard it too—the faint whisper curling through the city’s noise.

Hold fast.

The same voice as before.



She dropped Aarav at school but lingered outside the gate long after the bell.

Cars hissed by, horns blaring, but her gaze kept drifting to the clouds.

They weren’t moving right; they churned in slow spirals, circling an invisible point somewhere far to the east.

Where he is, she thought.

The man with the silver hair, the stormlight eyes. The one whose voice had brushed her mind.

The one she had shouted at in that impossible dream.

He wasn’t a dream. He was real. Another Borrower.

And somehow, their choices had found each other.



By afternoon the city began to shimmer.

Not in a dramatic, world-ending way—more like heat mirage, thin ripples bending light along building edges. People stared, took photos, laughed nervously.

The hum rose again, joined by something new: faint glimmers of silver dust spiraling through the air, catching sunlight like drifting ash.

Maya held her phone up to record it.

The screen glitched—flashed white—and for an instant showed something else: a stretch of tents, a red star in a twin-mooned sky.

When the image cleared, her own reflection stared back, terrified.

That was the proof she hadn’t wanted.

The two worlds were bleeding.



She ran to the school.

Children were being ushered inside; teachers tried to stay calm, calling it a safety drill. The hum grew louder near the gates, a vibration she could feel through the metal bars.

Aarav saw her and sprinted across the playground. “Mom!”

She pulled him into her arms, heart pounding. “We’re going home.”

“But Ms. Patel said—”

“We’re going home. Now.”

He didn’t argue. Maybe he heard the fear in her voice.



On the walk back, the air thickened, warmer and colder all at once. Pigeons swirled upward in chaotic flocks. The sky over the eastern horizon shimmered scarlet for a second and then returned to gray.

Aarav clung to her hand. “Mama, it’s like the stories you tell me before bed.”

Maya swallowed hard. “Those are just stories.”

“But what if they’re not?”

She didn’t answer. Because she could feel eyes—his eyes—watching her through the shimmer.



That night, she locked every window and unplugged every light. Aarav fell asleep on the couch, head in her lap. She stroked his hair, staring at the city beyond the balcony glass.

When the hum rose again, she whispered, “What do you want from me?”

The voice came soft, almost sorrowful: To fix what we broke.

The glass fogged over, and faint letters appeared, written in condensation by an unseen hand.

ARJUN.

Maya’s breath caught. The name pulsed once before fading.

She whispered it aloud, testing the sound. “Arjun.”

A wave of memory—not hers—hit like thunder: a young man standing on a wall of flame, holding lightning in his hand, shouting orders to soldiers who worshiped him.

The echo was so vivid it stole her balance.

When she blinked, her reflection in the window wasn’t hers at all. It was his.

Storm-bright eyes. Silver-threaded hair.

He was looking at her through the glass.

“Maya,” the reflection said, lips moving perfectly in sync with hers.

She staggered back, clutching Aarav. “Stay away!”

“I can’t,” the voice said from everywhere at once. “The seams are open. You feel it too.”

“I made my choice!” she shouted. “I let that world go!”

“And it’s still calling you,” he answered softly. “Because we’re all still tethered.”

The window trembled. Cracks laced across the glass, spider-webbing outward from where his eyes met hers.

Then the hum cut off—sharp, absolute silence.

The lights flickered.

Aarav stirred. “Mama?”

She pulled him close. “It’s okay, baby. It’s okay.”

But the truth trembled inside her like a heartbeat.

Nothing was okay.

The world wasn’t splitting anymore—it was connecting.



Maya stared at the cracked window until dawn painted it gold.

Behind the fractures, she could still see faint silver eyes watching, patient and sorrowful.

The man from the other world—the one who had once been Arjun—wasn’t trying to invade.

He was reaching out.

And something deep in her, a pulse older than guilt and heavier than fear, whispered that soon she would have to reach back.
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Chapter 16 – When Worlds Touch
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The glass kept whispering.

Not loud—never loud—but like a pulse that had learned to speak.

Every few breaths it throbbed under Maya’s fingertips, faint blue veins of light moving through the cracks, spider-webbing toward her reflection.
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