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Chapter 1: Two Broken Reflections
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The evening air hung heavy with the smell of rain-soaked asphalt and dying summer jasmine. Sixteen-year-old Hana sat on the rusted swings of the neglected neighborhood park, the chains groaning with every aggressive push of her scuffed sneakers against the dirt. Her phone was face down in the woodchips beside her. She didn't care if it cracked.

The screen had been a battlefield of screaming texts for the last hour. “You’re acting like a child.” “I can’t do this anymore, Hana.” “Stay at your mother’s.”

It was always the same. Ever since her father had packed his suitcases eight months ago and moved into a sterile apartment across town, every attempt at a conversation devolved into a demolition derby of blame. Tonight, she had just wanted him to come to her school’s cultural festival. She had practiced a speech, a desperate, rambling plea for him to just sit in the audience for one hour. Instead, he had called to say he was working late. When she screamed that he was a liar and a coward, he had hung up on her.

Hana dragged the heels of her hands over her cheeks, smearing the cheap mascara she’d bought specifically to look older. She felt like a fraud. On the outside, she was the bubbly, chaotic center of her friend group—the girl who laughed too loud, threw glitter at people, and hid her failing grades behind a wall of endless, exhausting energy. But inside, she was just a terrified kid who had been abandoned.

Her hands were shaking. Reaching into the pocket of her oversized hoodie, her fingers brushed against something cold. She pulled out the antique pocket mirror she’d bought for two dollars at a thrift store last week. It was a tacky thing, heavy silver-plated brass with a faded floral engraving. She’d only bought it because the shop owner said it was "romantic."

She flipped it open. In the dim streetlight, the glass was murky, clouded by age. She looked at her own reflection and felt a surge of pure, toxic revulsion. Puffy red eyes. Runny nose. A pathetic, messy girl who couldn't even keep her own father in the same house.

“I hate this,” Hana whispered to the empty park, her voice cracking. “I hate being me. I wish I wasn’t me. I just want to be anyone else. Someone who doesn’t feel like this.”

She pressed her thumb hard against the glass, as if she could physically wipe her own face away.

And the glass blinked.

It wasn’t a trick of the light. The murky surface shimmered, like a drop of ink had fallen into water, swirling violently. Hana gasped, nearly dropping the mirror. The reflection of her tear-stained face dissolved, replaced by a sudden, sharp image of a bathroom floor. White tiles. A shattered mirror.

Before she could scream, a violent, freezing static ripped through her skull. The swings vanished. The smell of jasmine was replaced by the sharp, chemical stench of cheap vodka and blood.

Darkness.

The first thing Hana registered was the cold. It wasn’t the crisp chill of an autumn park; it was the biting, unforgiving cold of a bathroom tile pressing against her cheek.

She groaned, her mouth tasting like copper and gasoline. She tried to push herself up, but her body felt incredibly heavy, her joints stiff and aching in a way a teenager’s body never should.

“Ow... what the hell?” she slurred. Her voice sounded wrong. It was deeper, raspier, stripped of the youthful pitch she was used to.

Hana forced her eyes open. She was lying on a pristine, marble bathroom floor. Above her, a massive vanity mirror was shattered, jagged shards of glass reflecting the cold blue light of a nearby city. She scrambled backward, terrified, her hands slipping on the tile.

She looked down at her hands. They weren’t hers. They were larger, the knuckles slightly red, the nails trimmed short and immaculately manicured but devoid of any nail polish. She was wearing a silk slip dress that clung to a body that was definitively, undeniably a woman’s, not a teenage girl’s.

Panic, raw and blinding, seized her throat. Hana scrambled to her feet, catching her balance on the marble sink. She looked up at the largest remaining shard of the broken mirror.

A stranger stared back at her.

It was a beautiful face, but it was haunted. High cheekbones, sharp jawline, eyes lined with dark, precise winged eyeliner. But those eyes were swollen from crying, and the expression on the woman’s face was one of absolute, venomous fury. Hana raised a hand; the reflection raised a hand. She touched her cheek; the reflection touched its cheek.

“No. No, no, no,” Hana chanted, stumbling backward out of the bathroom. She tripped over something heavy and hard, falling onto a plush, gray carpet. She looked down. It was an empty glass bottle of premium vodka. Next to it was a shattered picture frame. She picked up the photo, her hands trembling so violently she almost dropped it.

It was the woman in the mirror, standing next to a man in a tailored suit. They looked happy. Someone had taken a thick black marker and violently scratched the man’s face out, tearing the photo in the process.

Hana’s eyes darted around the apartment. It was massive. Floor-to-ceiling windows showcased a sprawling, neon-lit metropolis that was definitely not her small hometown. The furniture was minimalist, cold, and aggressively expensive. There were no stuffed animals, no colorful posters, no clutter. It looked like a showroom, not a home.

On a glass desk near the window sat a sleek, paper-thin laptop, a heavy set of keys, and a black leather work badge. Hana crawled over to it, her joints screaming in protest. She picked up the badge, squinting at the tiny text.

Hana Sato. Senior Director, Corporate Strategy.

Hana dropped the badge as if it had burned her. Hana Sato. Her name. But Senior Director? She was sixteen! She failed pre-calculus! She couldn’t be a Senior Director.

Her eyes landed on the laptop. The screen was on, displaying a digital calendar for the current date. It was exactly the same day she had just been in the park. Except the year was different.

She was sixteen years in the future.

Exactly sixteen years in the past, the true thirty-two-year-old Hana woke up gasping for air, her lungs burning as if she’d been submerged in ice water.

She expected to feel the agonizing sting of the glass she’d slashed her hand on, or the comfortable numbness of the vodka. Instead, she felt damp grass tickling her neck, and the overwhelming, suffocating noise of cicadas screaming in the summer night.

She sat up so fast her vision swam. She was sitting in the middle of a public park. Not the manicured, sterile gardens near her luxury apartment, but the rundown, graffiti-tagged park three blocks from her childhood home. The park where she used to play. The park where she had run away to cry when her parents started fighting, long before the divorce was finalized.

“What the...” she muttered. Her voice was high, light, and utterly jarring. She clapped a hand over her throat.

She looked down. She was wearing a cheap, oversized hoodie covered in paint splatters, ripped jeans, and a pair of sneakers that were falling apart. She pulled the hoodie away from her chest. No curves. No silk. Just a cotton t-shirt underneath with a faded cartoon character on it.

She scrambled to her feet, stumbling toward the streetlight illuminating the edge of the park. Her legs felt strange—lighter, unsteady, lacking the muscle tone of her daily gym sessions. She caught her reflection in the dark glass of a parked car.

A sixteen-year-old girl stared back at her. Round cheeks free of wrinkles. Bright, terrified eyes. The face she hadn’t seen in over a decade and a half. The face of the girl she used to be, before the world had beaten her into the Ice Queen.

“Impossible,” the thirty-two-year-old Hana whispered. But she knew it wasn’t a dream. The smell of the grass, the bite of the summer humidity, the exact layout of the rusty swings—it was all too painfully real.

She patted her pockets, looking for her phone, her keys, anything. Her fingers brushed against something metal. She pulled it out. It was the antique pocket mirror. The one she’d bought at the thrift store when she was sixteen. The one she had thrown into a moving box sixteen years ago and never looked at again.

The glass was pristine. Not a single cloud or swirl.

Suddenly, a loud, obnoxious ringtone shattered the silence. She looked down at the grass where she had been lying. A chunky, old-model smartphone was vibrating against the dirt. The screen lit up with a contact name: Dad ❤️

Thirty-two-year-old Hana felt her chest physically cave in. She hadn’t called her father "Dad" with a heart emoji in over ten years. After the divorce, after he moved away and slowly faded into bi-weekly, awkward phone calls that eventually stopped entirely, the relationship had calcified into cold resentment. Seeing that emoji felt like a punch to the gut.

She picked up the heavy phone, her thumb hovering over the green button. She couldn't answer it. What would she say? Hello, father, it’s me, your thirty-two-year-old daughter trapped in the body of the teenager you haven't spoken to nicely in a decade?

She let it ring until it went to voicemail. A moment later, a text popped up.

“Hana, I know you’re mad. I’m sorry. I’ll make it up to you. Please just come home, it’s late.”

Thirty-two-year-old Hana stared at the screen, tears pricking the corners of her teenage eyes. Make it up to you. He used to say that all the time. And he never did. And she had spent the next sixteen years turning herself into a weapon of perfection so she would never have to rely on anyone's empty promises again.

She shoved the phone into her pocket, gripped the pocket mirror tightly, and began the long, surreal walk back to her childhood home.

Back in the future, sixteen-year-old Hana was having a meltdown of epic proportions.

She had spent the last twenty minutes ransacking the pristine apartment, looking for any clue as to what was happening. She found a closet full of severe black, gray, and navy suits. She found a refrigerator containing nothing but sparkling water, expensive protein shakes, and a wilted lettuce. She found a bathroom cabinet stocked with clinical skincare products and prescription sleep aids.

There was not a single crumb of junk food in the entire apartment.

“Oh my god, I’m an old vampire,” Hana whimpered, sinking to the floor of the massive walk-in closet. Her head was pounding, her stomach was churning with the remnants of the vodka the older Hana had consumed, and the sheer scale of her isolation was pressing down on her.

She needed help. She needed her dad. She reached for the sleek smartphone on the desk—the one that had facial recognition she’d somehow bypassed just by picking it up—and scrolled through the contacts.

Dad.

Her heart leaped. She hit call before she could think. It rang once. Twice. Three times. Then, a click.

“Hello?” The voice was older, grayer, but unmistakably her father.

“Dad!” Hana sobbed, the dam breaking. “Dad, something terrible happened, I don’t know where I am, I woke up here and—”

There was a long, heavy pause on the line. The silence wasn't comforting; it was brittle.

“Hana,” her father said, his voice completely devoid of warmth. “It’s three in the morning. Are you drunk again?”

Hana choked on a sob. “W-what? No, Dad, it’s me, Hana! I’m sixteen, I—”

“Listen,” her father interrupted, sighing heavily. “I don’t know what your mother is telling you, but I can’t keep bailing you out of your emotional crises. If you’re going to call me in the middle of the night, at least have the decency to be sober. Goodbye.”

The line went dead.

Hana stared at the dark screen of the phone. The silence in the luxury apartment was deafening. Drunk again. Emotional crises. Her father, the man who used to kiss her skinned knees and read her bedtime stories, had just hung up on her like she was a nuisance.

She looked at the shattered mirror on the bathroom floor. She looked at the scratched-out photo of the man. She put the pieces together with horrifying clarity.

Her older self had become a monster. She had pushed everyone away. She was entirely, devastatingly alone.

Hana pulled her knees to her chest, burying her face in the expensive silk of the slip dress, and cried until her throat was raw. She didn't want to be here. She wanted her loud friends, she wanted her messy bedroom, she wanted her dad to tell her it was going to be okay. But she was trapped in a cold, beautiful prison built by her own future mistakes.

The next morning, thirty-two-year-old Hana stood outside the front door of her childhood home, paralyzed by an anxiety she hadn’t felt since she was a teenager. Which, technically, she was.

The house looked exactly as she remembered it—peeling blue paint on the shutters, the overgrown hydrangea bush by the gate. She pushed the door open. The smell hit her instantly. Coffee, toast, and the faint scent of her mother’s lavender perfume.

“Hana?” Her mother’s voice floated from the kitchen. “Is that you? I made breakfast before your shift at the mall.”

Shift at the mall? Right. Her after-school job. The one she quit at seventeen to focus on college prep.

Thirty-two-year-old Hana stepped into the kitchen. Her mother was standing at the counter, pouring coffee. She looked so young. No gray hairs, no deep worry lines etched around her mouth. She looked up, and her face fell.

“Sweetheart, you look terrible,” her mother said, rushing over. “Your eyes are all puffy. Did you sleep at all? And what are you wearing? You can’t go to work looking like a vagabond.”

The instinct to snap back with a razor-sharp, corporate insult was so strong it physically burned in thirty-two-year-old Hana’s throat. I’m not going to work, I’m dealing with a temporal anomaly, you idiot, she wanted to say. But she caught her reflection in the microwave door. She was a sixteen-year-old girl. If she acted like a thirty-two-year-old executive, they’d send her to a psych ward.

She forced her mouth into a stiff, painful smile. It felt like her face was cracking. “I’m fine, Mom. Just didn’t sleep well.”

Her mother frowned but seemed to accept it. “Well, eat fast. Mika and Sora are waiting for you at the bus stop.”

The smile vanished. Mika and Sora. The cheerleaders from hell. The girls who spent 90% of their time gossiping about boys and 10% of their time complaining about homework. Thirty-two-year-old Hana wanted to crawl into a hole.

She shoveled down a piece of toast, grabbed the heavy backpack that smelled like old textbooks, and braced herself. As she walked out the front door and down the driveway, she saw them. Two girls in brightly colored skirts, bouncing on the balls of their feet, waving frantically.

“Oh my god, Hana! Did you hear about Takeishi? He totally got a mohawk!” Mika squealed as Hana approached.

Thirty-two-year-old Hana stared at her. “Who the hell is Takeishi?” she deadpanned, her exhaustion overriding her filter.

The two girls froze, their smiles dropping. “Uh, the guy in our math class? The one you’ve had a crush on since seventh grade?” Sora said slowly, giving her a weird look.

Oh god, Hana thought, feeling a migraine forming behind her eyes. I have a crush on a guy with a mohawk. My past self had no taste.

“Right,” Hana said, her voice flat as a board. “Tragic haircut. I’m devastated.”

She walked past them toward the bus stop, leaving the two girls scrambling to catch up, utterly bewildered by the icy aura radiating from their usually bubbly friend. Hana clutched the strap of her backpack. She had eleven months of this. Eleven months of faking smiles, pretending to care about teenage drama, and hiding the fact that her soul was thirty-two years old and screaming for a vodka martini.

She was going to go insane.

Across the timeline, sixteen-year-old Hana was facing a trial by fire of her own.

She had spent an hour in the bathroom of the luxury apartment, trying to figure out how to shower without having a panic attack, and another hour trying to put on the "minimalist" makeup she found in the drawers, which basically just meant drawing sharp lines on her eyes that made her look like an angry bird.

Now, she was standing in a glass elevator, soaring up the side of a skyscraper that looked like it belonged in a sci-fi movie. Her stomach dropped with every floor. She was wearing a stiff black blazer that felt like a straightjacket, and carrying a leather briefcase that felt heavier than her entire high school locker.

Okay, she thought, hyperventilating quietly as the elevator dinged. I am Senior Director Hana Sato. I am powerful. I am important. I am definitely not a sixteen-year-old girl who still sleeps with a nightlight.

The doors slid open. She stepped out into a hive of activity. Dozens of people in sharp suits hurried past, holding tablets and coffee cups. Nobody looked at her. Nobody smiled. It was terrifyingly quiet, the only sounds the clicking of heels and the hum of electronics.

“Director Sato.”

Hana jumped so hard she almost dropped her briefcase. A short, nervous-looking man with glasses was standing next to her, holding a tablet.

“Kota from IT,” he said, not making eye contact. “You requested a security sweep of your laptop last night after you... uh, had an incident with it.”

An incident? Hana’s mind raced. “Right. The incident. Very serious. Did you fix it?”

“Yes. But you have the Yamamoto presentation in ten minutes. Mr. Tanaka is already in Conference Room A, and he is... well, he’s in a mood.”

Hana nodded stiffly, trying to mimic the cold, detached walk of the women she saw passing by. She walked down the hallway, her heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird. She found Conference Room A. Through the glass walls, she could see a massive oak table. At the head of the table sat a man with a face like carved stone. Mr. Tanaka.

Don’t throw up. Don’t throw up. Don’t throw up.

She pushed the door open. Every head in the room turned to her. The silence was suffocating.

“You’re late, Sato,” Mr. Tanaka barked, his voice like a whip crack. “Start the slide deck. Now.”

Hana walked to the front of the room, her legs shaking so badly she was surprised she didn't vibrate out of her shoes. She looked at the laptop on the podium. The screen was on, displaying a complex chart full of red lines and financial projections. It looked like ancient hieroglyphics.

She picked up the remote clicker. Her thumb hovered over the button. She looked at the terrifying boss. She looked at the stern-faced clients. The panic reached a boiling point. The sixteen-year-old inside her snapped.

“Okay, so,” Hana started, her voice coming out high and fast. “I don’t actually know what any of this means.”

The room went dead silent. Mr. Tanaka’s left eye twitched.

“Like, this graph?” Hana pointed frantically at the screen. “It’s just going down. That’s bad, right? Why is it going down? Did someone mess up? Because honestly, if we just, like, talked it out instead of making scary graphs, we’d probably save a lot of time, Dude.”

She clapped her hand over her mouth. Did I just call Mr. Tanaka 'Dude'?

The silence stretched on for an eternity. One of the clients slowly closed his laptop. Mr. Tanaka looked like he was about to have a stroke.

“I think,” Mr. Tanaka said, his voice dangerously low, “that we should reschedule this meeting. Everyone out. Except you, Sato.”

Hana stood frozen at the podium, watching the room empty out. As the last person filed out, she heard the faint sound of someone in the hallway whisper, “Did the Ice Queen just call Tanaka ‘Dude’?”

Hana rested her forehead against the cold screen of the laptop. She was so dead. She didn't survive the morning. Her older self was going to come back to a fired reputation and a cardboard box for an office.

But as she stood there, shaking in her expensive shoes, she realized something else. For the first time since waking up on the bathroom floor, she wasn't crying. She was terrified, but the heavy, crushing weight of the "Ice Queen" persona had shattered the moment she opened her mouth.

She had no idea how to be a Senior Director. But she was going to have to figure it out, one disaster at a time.
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Chapter 2: Alien in My Own Skin
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The sleek, black leather chair in Mr. Tanaka’s office felt less like a seat and more like an electric chair. Sixteen-year-old Hana sat on the very edge of it, her spine rigid, her sweaty palms pressed flat against her thighs to stop them from trembling. The office was a shrine to intimidation. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the gray sprawl of the metropolis, and the walls were lined with awards, framed financial charts, and absolutely nothing that suggested a human being actually lived behind the massive mahogany desk.

Mr. Tanaka stood with his back to her, staring out the window. He hadn’t spoken a word in four minutes. The silence was a physical weight, pressing down on Hana’s chest, making it hard to breathe. In high school, if you messed up, a teacher yelled, gave you detention, and it was over. Here, the silence was a scalpel, slowly dissecting her nerves.

"I have managed this company for thirty years," Tanaka finally said, his voice a low, dangerous rumble that didn't echo so much as it absorbed into the heavy oak paneling. "I have seen economic crashes. I have seen corporate espionage. I have seen grown men cry in this very office when they lost millions."

Hana swallowed hard. "That sounds... really sad, actually."

Tanaka turned around slowly. His eyes were sharp, dissecting her. "But in all my thirty years, Sato, I have never seen a Senior Director walk into a high-stakes client meeting, look at a quarterly projection, and call it 'scary,' then proceed to call me 'Dude.'"

"I’m sorry," Hana squeaked, her voice cracking. "It just slipped out. My mouth does that sometimes. It's a condition."

"It is not a condition," Tanaka said, walking toward the desk and resting his knuckles on the polished wood. "It is a lack of discipline. For the last three years, you have been my most ruthless, most efficient director. You don't smile. You don't joke. You walk into a room, and people shape up because they are terrified of you. Today, you walked in looking like a lost child, and you made a mockery of this department."

Hana wanted to cry. She wanted to explain that she was a lost child, that she was literally a sixteen-year-old high school sophomore who had never taken a business class in her life. But the words died in her throat. If she told the truth, they would call security, or worse, a psychiatrist. She was trapped in the life of a woman who sounded like a literal robot, and she had no idea how to put the robot back together.

"I understand," Hana forced out, trying to lower her voice to match the gravitas of the room. "It won't happen again."

"It better not," Tanaka snapped, sliding a thick manila folder across the desk. "The Yamamoto clients were deeply offended. They are giving us forty-eight hours to completely restructure the proposal. If we lose this account, the board will be looking for a scapegoat. That scapegoat will be you. Get out of my sight and fix this."

Hana grabbed the folder, muttered a shaky "Yes, sir," and practically ran for the door. As she stepped into the bustling hallway, the cold air conditioning hit her sweat-dampened neck. She leaned against the wall, clutching the heavy folder to her chest, trying to stop her heart from beating out of her ribs.

She had forty-eight hours to restructure a corporate proposal she didn't understand, or her older self was going to get fired.

Hana dragged herself back to the corner office labeled 'Senior Director, Corporate Strategy.' She pushed the door shut and locked it, finally letting out a massive, ragged breath. She looked around the sterile space. There were no personal photos, no plants, no colors. Just black, white, and gray. It was a tomb. How could anyone live like this? How could she live like this?

She sat down at the expensive ergonomic chair behind the desk and opened the manila folder. She pulled out the pages. They were covered in dense paragraphs of corporate speak: synergy, leverage, paradigm shift, B2B integrations. It looked like an alien language. To her, math was a chore; she barely passed algebra by drawing smiley faces on her scantrons. This was advanced economics.

She pushed the papers away, resting her head in her hands. Her stomach let out a loud, embarrassing growl. She hadn't eaten since the piece of toast her mother—her young mother—had made her that morning, which felt like a lifetime ago.

Hana opened the bottom drawer of the desk, hoping to find a secret stash of candy, like she kept in her school locker. Instead, she found a box of unflavored protein bars and a bottle of antacids.

"Wow. My future self is basically a robot vampire," Hana muttered. She unwrapped a protein bar and took a bite. It tasted like compressed cardboard and regret. She chewed mechanically, staring at the proposal.

She couldn't do this. She couldn't speak the language, she couldn't do the math, and she couldn't pretend to be this cold, heartless person. But as she looked at the dull gray walls, she felt a spark of stubborn teenage rebellion ignite in her chest. Her older self had built this awful, lonely prison. But Hana was a teenager. Teenagers were experts at making a mess of things, but they were also experts at survival and bending the rules.

If she couldn't be a ruthless executive, she was just going to have to be herself and hope it didn't get them both killed.

Across a sixteen-year time gap, the thirty-two-year-old Hana was experiencing a very different kind of torture.

The local city bus smelled like diesel fuel, wet dog, and cheap body spray. It was cramped, loud, and lurching violently over potholes. Thirty-two-year-old Hana was squeezed into a corner seat, her knees pressed against the metal frame in front of her, wishing desperately that she was dead.

To her left, Mika was scrolling through a social media feed on a cracked phone screen, holding it way too close to Hana’s face. "Oh my god, look at this skirt. It’s so cute. Hana, don't you think this is cute?"

To her right, Sora was applying a thick layer of lip gloss using the reflection of the bus window, smacking her lips loudly. "I heard Kenji is going to ask Yui to the summer festival. Can you believe that? After he totally flirted with you last week!"

Thirty-two-year-old Hana closed her eyes, pressing her fingertips against her temples to stave off the migraine that had been building since she woke up on the grass. She had spent the last ten years of her life working in absolute silence. Her office was soundproofed. She ate lunch alone. She communicated almost exclusively via terse emails. This sensory overload of teenage girl chatter was physically causing her ears to ring.

"I don't care," Hana said flatly, not opening her eyes.

The bus fell oddly quiet. Hana opened one eye. Both Mika and Sora were staring at her with expressions of utter bewilderment, their lip gloss and phone forgotten.

"What do you mean, you don't care?" Mika asked slowly. "You cried about Kenji for like, three days last week."

"I was hormonally imbalanced," Hana replied, the corporate jargon slipping out before she could stop it. "Kenji has the intellectual capacity of a goldfish and the interpersonal skills of a damp sock. I have no interest in his romantic endeavors."

Sora blinked. "Did... did you just use the phrase 'interpersonal skills' on a bus?"

"I'm feeling unwell," Hana lied smoothly, turning to look out the grimy window. "I have a headache. Please refrain from speaking at a volume above a whisper for the remainder of the transit."

Mika and Sora exchanged a wide-eyed look. The old Hana would have giggled, agreed with whatever they said, and gasped dramatically about the boy. This Hana was speaking like a strict librarian. They didn't know how to process it, so they did what teenagers do when faced with an awkward situation: they ignored it and went back to their phones, albeit in much quieter, confused whispers.

Hana let out a silent breath of relief. She had bought herself a few minutes of peace, but the relief was fleeting. She was acutely aware of the heavy weight of the antique pocket mirror in her hoodie. She had tried to smash it against a rock in the park before coming home. The rock had chipped, and the mirror hadn't even scratched.

She was trapped. Stuck in a timeline she had already lived through, surrounded by people she had long since left behind. The worst part wasn't the loud buses or the childish drama. The worst part was the crushing wave of nostalgia. Looking at Mika and Sora, she remembered how they had slowly drifted apart after high school. One moved away, the other got tied up in a bad marriage. And her father... the text message from last night still burned in her pocket. I’ll make it up to you.

He never did. He had missed her high school graduation, her college acceptance, and ultimately, her life. The thirty-two-year-old Hana knew exactly how this timeline would play out if she didn't interfere: her parents would scream, her father would leave, and she would spend the next sixteen years building walls so high no one could ever hurt her again.

The bus lurched to a stop. "Kyoto High! Next stop!" the driver yelled.

Hana stood up, swaying slightly as her teenage equilibrium struggled to adjust. She stepped off the bus and looked up at the massive, wrought-iron gates of her old high school. Students in uniform swarmed the courtyard like colorful ants. The noise was deafening—shouting, laughing, bicycle bells ringing. It was a chaotic nightmare.

She took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and walked in.

The morning was a blur of humiliation.

In first period Literature, the teacher, Mr. Hirabayashi, called on her to analyze a classic poem. The thirty-two-year-old Hana easily recognized it as a piece about the futility of war, a topic she had written dozens of graduate-level papers on. She stood up, adjusted her hoodie, and delivered a flawless, two-minute critique that used words like "juxtaposition," "existential dread," and "societal constructs."

When she finished, the classroom was dead silent. Mr. Hirabayashi slowly lowered his coffee cup, his mouth slightly agape.

"Uh... that's very insightful, Hana," he said, clearing his throat. "A bit dark for a Tuesday morning, but... accurate. Very accurate."

The boy sitting behind her, the one with the flashy mohawk—Takeishi—leaned forward and whispered, "Jesus, Sato. Did you swallow a dictionary for breakfast?"

Hana didn't turn around. "I ingested knowledge, Takeishi," she said coolly. "Perhaps you should try it sometime. It might compensate for your tragic haircut."

The class erupted into muffled laughter. Takeishi shrank back in his seat, his face turning bright red. Hana felt a small, petty spark of satisfaction, but it was immediately swallowed by the crushing reality of her situation. She was a thirty-two-year-old woman bullying a sixteen-year-old boy. She was turning into the very kind of toxic person she despised in the corporate world.

When the lunch bell rang, Hana didn't follow the stream of students toward the loud, chaotic cafeteria. She couldn't handle it. She needed silence. She needed air.

She navigated the narrow, quiet hallways of the old school building, remembering the layout with a painful clarity. She pushed open a heavy fire exit door that had a broken alarm, and stepped out onto the school's roof.

The noise of the school faded into a dull hum. The roof was covered in faded green astroturf and surrounded by a chain-link fence. It was an unofficial hideout for students skipping class, but today, it was empty. Hana walked to the far corner, sat down with her back against the concrete wall, and finally let her rigid posture collapse.

She pulled her knees to her chest, buried her face in her hands, and just breathed. The panic she had been suppressing all morning finally bubbled to the surface. She was trapped in a teenager's body. She had no money, no power, no control. She was entirely helpless.

A soft scraping sound made her flinch. She snapped her head up, her eyes wide.

About ten feet away, sitting cross-legged in the shadow of an air conditioning unit, was a boy.

He was wearing an oversized, gray hoodie that practically swallowed him. His dark hair was messy, falling over his eyes. He had a worn paperback book open in his lap, but he wasn't reading it. He was just sitting there, quiet as a ghost, looking at her.

Hana stared at him, her heart hammering. She didn't recognize him. She remembered almost every face from her high school graduating class, but this boy looked like a background character. He had a certain stillness to him, an aura of someone who actively tried not to be noticed.

"Can I help you?" Hana snapped, her defensive corporate walls instantly shooting up.

The boy didn't flinch at her harsh tone. He just shook his head slowly. "No," he said. His voice was quiet, steady, and completely unbothered.

"Then why are you staring at me?" she demanded, her voice trembling slightly from the lingering adrenaline of her panic attack. "Didn't anyone ever tell you it's rude to stare?"

"You were crying," the boy said simply. "I wasn't staring. I was observing."

Hana wiped her cheeks aggressively, mortified. She hadn't even realized tears had leaked out. "I'm not crying. It's allergies. And I don't need an audience. Leave."

The boy didn't move. He just looked at her for a long moment, his dark eyes unreadable. Then, he reached into the pocket of his massive hoodie. Hana tensed, half-expecting him to pull out a phone to take a picture or something equally cruel.

Instead, he pulled out a small, steel can. He stood up slowly, his movements unhurried, and walked over to her. He didn't get too close, maintaining a respectful distance. He bent down and placed the can on the astroturf in front of her. It was a can of Boss Coffee from the vending machine downstairs. It was still warm.

Hana looked at the can, then up at the boy. He had already turned around and was walking back to his spot by the AC unit.

"You don't have to smile if it hurts," the boy said quietly, not turning around as he sat back down. "It's exhausting to watch you pretend."

Hana felt like she had been slapped.

In her thirty-two years of life, in all her failed relationships, in all her corporate battles, no one had ever said anything even remotely like that to her. Her ex-fiancé had lied to her face for a year. Her coworkers feared her. Her family walked on eggshells around her. Everyone had accepted the mask of the Ice Queen.

But this random, quiet teenager in a gray hoodie had looked at her—looked right through the angry, adult persona she was desperately trying to project in a sixteen-year-old body—and had seen the breaking point.

She looked down at the warm can of coffee. She picked it up, her fingers brushing the cold steel. She didn't open it. She just held it, letting the faint warmth seep into her frozen palms.

For the first time since she woke up on the damp grass, the crushing weight in her chest lightened, just a fraction. She didn't say thank you. She didn't know how. But she didn't tell him to leave, either. They sat in silence on the roof, ten feet apart, for the rest of the lunch period.

Back in the future, sixteen-year-old Hana was experiencing her own lunchtime crisis.

She had managed to avoid speaking to anyone for an hour by furiously typing random words into the laptop, pretending she was doing something important. But now, her stomach was demanding attention, and the cardboard protein bar had only made things worse.

She tentatively pushed open the office door and peered out. The open-plan workspace was a maze of identical desks. People were typing, talking in hushed, serious voices, or walking briskly with tablets. It was terrifying.

She spotted a breakroom at the end of the hall. Hana slipped out of her office and tried to mimic the confident, brisk walk of the women around her. She failed miserably, shuffling like a penguin in her too-high heels. She made it to the breakroom without bumping into anyone, letting out a sigh of relief as she entered the small, sterile room.

There was a fancy espresso machine that looked like a spaceship, a refrigerator, and a small round table where three women were sitting, drinking coffee and whispering. They fell silent the moment Hana walked in.

Hana recognized them from the morning meeting. They were the "Coffee Klan," as the younger Hana had mentally dubbed them. They were impeccably dressed, their faces perfectly made up, but their eyes were sharp and calculating.

Hana grabbed a plain yogurt from the fridge, trying to look casual. As she turned to leave, one of the women spoke.

"Quite the show this morning, Director," the woman said, her voice dripping with fake sweetness. "We were wondering if you're feeling quite alright. You seemed... erratic."

"I’m fine," Hana said quickly, her voice coming out high-pitched. "Just a little tired. Long night."

"Mmm," another woman hummed, taking a slow sip of her latte. "We noticed. It’s just that you’ve been so... distant lately. Cold, even. And then today you show up acting like a teenager who lost her prom date. It’s quite the whiplash."

The third woman chuckled softly. "Maybe she finally cracked under the pressure. It happens to the best of us."

Hana stood by the door, clutching her yogurt. In high school, if someone talked to her like this, she would have cried, or yelled, or run away. But looking at these women, with their smug smiles and passive-aggressive tones, a sudden wave of teenage indignation washed over her.

They were bullies. They were just mean girls in expensive suits.

"You know what?" Hana said, dropping the stiff, robotic act. She leaned against the counter, popping the top off her yogurt. "You’re right. I was cold. I was a total ice queen. But honestly? Listening to you guys gossip in the breakroom every day sounds way more exhausting than just being quiet. At least I wasn't wasting company time judging other people's breakdowns."

The smiles vanished from the women’s faces. They stared at her, utterly stunned.

"Besides," Hana continued, taking a spoonful of yogurt. "My presentation might have been a mess, but at least I didn't spend the whole meeting staring at Tanaka's tie and whispering about how ugly it was. Which, by the way, it is. It’s hideous."

She gave them a bright, perfectly teenage smile, spun around on her heel, and walked out of the breakroom, leaving the three women sitting in absolute, horrified silence.

As Hana walked back to her office, her heart was pounding, but she felt a strange, exhilarating rush. She had just stood up to the adult mean girls. It felt amazing.

She sat down at her desk, looking at the dense corporate proposal. She still didn't understand a single word of it. But as she looked around the dull, gray office, an idea popped into her head. If she couldn't speak corporate, she was just going to have to translate it into something she understood.

She grabbed a thick stack of sticky notes from a drawer. They were standard beige. Boring. She dug deeper and found a pack of neon pink and yellow sticky notes she must have bought by mistake.

Hana smiled. She picked up a black marker and started scribbling on the pink notes. She peeled them off and stuck them directly onto the printed proposal pages.

Over a complex paragraph about "client leverage," she stuck a pink note: They are being mean, don't let them push us around!

Over a chart showing a downward financial trend, she stuck a yellow note with a sad face: This looks bad. Why is it going down? Fix it!

Next to the budget projections, she stuck a pink note: We need more money for snacks. Just kidding. (But seriously, this budget is too tight).

She went through the entire fifty-page document, covering the dense corporate text with neon sticky notes, translating the terrifying business jargon into blunt, childish, but oddly accurate observations.

She sat back, admiring her work. The proposal now looked like a teenager's diary. It was a mess. It was completely unprofessional.

But for the first time since waking up in this cold apartment, the office didn't feel quite so lonely.
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Chapter 3: The Ice Queen Throws a Tantrum
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The neon sticky notes stared back at sixteen-year-old Hana like a crime scene. The fifty-page corporate proposal, once a menacing fortress of financial jargon, now looked like it had been attacked by a pack of highlighter-wielding fifth graders. Pink and yellow squares overlapped each other, bordered by sloppy black marker diagrams of sad faces, exclamation points, and one poorly drawn cat that Hana had doodled in the margin when she got bored.

It was a disaster. It was completely unprofessional. It was absolutely going to get her fired.

But as Hana sat behind the massive mahogany desk, sipping a glass of tap water because she couldn't figure out how to use the fancy espresso machine, she felt a strange sense of calm. She had done what she always did when she was overwhelmed in high school: she had broken the problem down into pieces she could actually understand.

The core issue, according to her sticky-note translation, was simple. The Yamamoto clients were bullies. They were demanding more work for less money, and the original, thirty-two-year-old Hana had tried to play their game, using complicated charts to justify the costs.

"What they actually need," Hana muttered to herself, tapping a pink sticky note that read JUST SAY NO! "is for someone to tell them that their ideas are stupid. Nicely. But still stupid."

A soft knock on the glass door shattered the silence. Hana jumped, nearly knocking over her water glass. Kota, the pale IT guy with the permanent slouch, stood in the doorway, holding a tablet to his chest like a shield. He wasn't making eye contact, as usual, but his eyebrows were raised a fraction of an inch, which Hana was learning was the equivalent of a screaming panic attack for him.
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