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— and to myself, for standing tall against all odds.
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authors to self-publish their work, even without the backing of
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Kirana "Ana" Jones stood
in front of her bathroom mirror, applying the perfect amount of lip
gloss for what she deemed "effortlessly beautiful but not trying
too hard." At seventeen, she had mastered the art of being perfect.
Her Indonesian mother's genes blessed her with striking dark eyes
and silky black hair, while her American father contributed to her
confident demeanor and excellent English skills that made her
teachers swoon.


"Ana, honey, Leon's here!" her mother called from downstairs in
accented English.

Ana grinned at her reflection. Leon Chang was the epitome of a
perfect boyfriend – half Chinese, half British, with an accent that
made her knees weak and a smile that could probably end world
hunger. He was student body president, debate team captain, and had
already received early admission to Yale. More importantly, he
looked at her like she hung the moon and personally arranged all
the stars.

She bounded down the stairs, her uniform skirt swishing
perfectly (she had calculated the exact length that was both
school-appropriate and devastatingly cute). Leon stood in the
foyer, looking like he stepped out of a teen romance novel in his
perfectly pressed uniform.

"Good morning, beautiful," he said, offering her his arm with
theatrical gallantry.

"Why thank you, handsome," she replied, doing a little curtsy
that made her mother giggle from the kitchen.

As they walked to school, Ana mentally reviewed her schedule: AP
Calculus test (she'd studied for three hours), Student Council
meeting at lunch (she was treasurer and took the job very
seriously), and drama club rehearsal after school (she was playing
the lead in the spring production of "Much Ado About Nothing").

Life was absolutely, perfectly, wonderfully on track.

Then she saw him.

Lukas Andersen leaned against the school's main entrance like
some sort of Norwegian villain from a teen movie. His blonde hair
caught the morning sun in a way that was frankly offensive to Ana's
sensibilities – nobody should look that good while being that
terrible. He was new this semester, some sort of exchange student
situation, and had immediately established himself as the most
infuriating person Ana had ever encountered.

"Oh great," she muttered, "Satan's Nordic cousin is here
early."

Leon squeezed her hand. "Come on, love, just ignore him."

But ignoring Lukas Andersen was like ignoring a particularly
attractive tornado. He had a way of dominating every room he
entered with his stupid perfect cheekbones and his stupid perfect
smirk and his stupid perfect way of disagreeing with everything Ana
said in AP Literature.

"Well, well," Lukas called out in his accented English as they
approached. "If it isn't the perfect couple. How nauseating."

Ana stopped dead in her tracks. "Excuse me?"

"You heard me, Princess." He pushed off from the wall with fluid
grace that made Ana want to scream. "Walking around like you own
the place. Some of us find it rather... precious."

Leon stepped forward protectively. "Back off, mate."

Lukas raised an eyebrow. "Oh, the knight defends his lady. How
very... predictable."

Ana felt her perfect composure cracking. "You know what your
problem is, Andersen? You think being cynical makes you deep, but
really you're just a pretentious jerk who can't stand seeing other
people happy."

"And you think being perfect makes you interesting, but really
you're just..." He paused, his blue eyes scanning her face with
infuriating intensity. "Well, we'll see, won't we?"

Before Ana could ask what that cryptic comment meant, the bell
rang, and Lukas sauntered off into the building like he owned
it.

"What an absolute waste of good genetics," Ana huffed.

Leon laughed and kissed her temple. "Forget him. You've got more
important things to worry about – like that calc test."

Ana smiled, her good mood restored. He was right. She had a
perfect life, a perfect boyfriend, and a perfect future planned
out. Some random Norwegian exchange student with commitment issues
and an attitude problem was not going to ruin that.
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That evening, Ana sat at
her perfectly organized desk, reviewing her notes for tomorrow's
Student Council meeting. Her room was a shrine to achievement –
walls covered with certificates, photos of her and Leon, and a
corkboard displaying her five-year plan: graduate valedictorian,
attend Stanford with Leon, major in English Literature, become a
successful editor, marry Leon in a beautiful ceremony, have two to
five children, live happily ever after.


She glanced at the photo on her nightstand – her and Leon at
homecoming, looking like they'd stepped off the cover of a teen
magazine. Everything was perfect. Everything was exactly as it
should be.

Her phone buzzed with a text from Leon: "Sweet dreams, my
perfect girl. Can't wait to see you tomorrow. ❤️"

Ana smiled and typed back: "Love you too. See you bright and
early!"

She changed into her favorite pajamas (pink with little clouds
on them, because she was still seventeen and allowed to be cute),
completed her elaborate skincare routine (her Indonesian
grandmother's secret rice water treatment followed by three
different moisturizers), and slipped into bed.

As she drifted off to sleep, her last thought was about her AP
Lit essay on "Pride and Prejudice." She'd argue that Elizabeth
Bennet and Mr. Darcy were the ultimate example of how opposites
attract, though personally, Ana preferred relationships where
people actually liked each other from the start. Like her and Leon.
Perfect people belonged with other perfect people.

The irony of this thought would not be lost on her future
self.
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Ana woke up to the sound
of crying. Not gentle, melodic crying like in movies, but the
full-throated, lung-powered wailing of someone who clearly had
opinions about the current state of affairs.


She sat up groggily, expecting to see her familiar room with its
motivational posters and color-coded calendar. Instead, she found
herself in a bedroom that looked like it belonged in a home design
magazine. The walls were a sophisticated sage green, the furniture
was expensive-looking wood, and there were actual adult books on
the nightstand instead of her collection of young adult novels.

The crying got louder.

"What the hell?" Ana mumbled, then immediately covered her
mouth. Since when did she swear first thing in the morning?

She stumbled to the bathroom and nearly screamed at her
reflection. The face looking back at her was definitely hers,
but... older. Like, significantly older. Her face had lost the soft
roundness of seventeen and had developed actual cheekbones. Her
hair was shorter, styled in a way that looked expensive and
effortless. She was wearing silk pajamas that probably cost more
than her entire teenage wardrobe.

The crying was getting more insistent.

Ana – or whoever she was now – rushed toward the sound and found
herself in a nursery that looked like something out of a Pinterest
board. In a crib that cost more than her family's car stood a tiny
person with brown hair and the angriest expression she'd ever seen
on someone under three feet tall.

"Oh God," Ana whispered. "There's a baby. There's an actual baby
and it's... it's looking at me like I should know what to do with
it."

The baby – who appeared to be about two years old based on Ana's
limited knowledge of small humans – pointed at her and unleashed a
string of what sounded like accusations in toddler language.

"I... um... there, there?" Ana tried, approaching
cautiously.

The toddler was not impressed by this response.

"MAMA!" the little girl screamed, which made Ana's heart stop
because that definitely seemed to be directed at her.

"Oh no, oh no, oh no," Ana muttered. "I'm not qualified for
this. I don't even like babysitting. I can't be someone's mama. I'm
seventeen!"

But the mirror had been pretty clear about her not being
seventeen anymore.

Footsteps thundered up the stairs, and Ana turned toward the
door, hoping for some adult who could explain what was happening.
Instead, Lukas Andersen appeared in the doorway, looking harried
and holding a bottle.

Ana's brain promptly short-circuited.

He was older too, probably around her new age, and had somehow
become even more annoyingly attractive. His hair was slightly
mussed, he was wearing a Harvard sweatshirt and pajama pants, and
he had the look of someone who'd been up half the night. When he
saw her standing there gaping, his expression shifted to one of
intense relief.

"Thank God you're awake," he said, rushing past her to scoop up
the toddler. "Astrid's been asking for you all morning, and
Oliver's been fussy. I was starting to think I'd have to call your
mother."

Ana stared at him. "I'm sorry, what now?"

Lukas paused in his soothing of the now-quieter toddler and
looked at her with concern. "Ana? Are you alright? You look like
you've seen a ghost."

"I... you... what are you doing here? And who is Astrid? And who
is Oliver? And why do you know where I live? And why aren't you in
Norway being terrible?"

The expression on Lukas's face shifted from concern to alarm.
"Ana, sweetheart, I think you should sit down."

"Don't call me sweetheart!" Ana snapped, then immediately felt
bad because the toddler – Astrid, apparently – looked startled.
"Sorry, not you, little one. You're very cute. I just... I'm very
confused about why your... why he's here."

Lukas set Astrid down gently and moved toward Ana with the
careful movements of someone approaching a spooked animal. "Ana,
what's the last thing you remember?"

"Going to sleep last night after texting Leon about—" Ana
stopped. Something was very, very wrong here. "What year is
it?"

"It's 2025, love."

Ana sat down hard on the nearest chair. "That's... that's
impossible. That's ten years. I can't have lost ten years. I'm
seventeen. I have a calc test today. Leon's picking me up for
school. I have Student Council."

Lukas knelt beside her chair, his blue eyes soft with worry.
"Ana, you're twenty-seven. We've been married for five years. These
are our children – Astrid is two, and Oliver is three months old.
You were in a car accident a few hours ago and hit your head. The
doctors said there might be some memory issues, but we didn't
think..."

Ana's world tilted sideways. "Married? To you? That's... that's
the most ridiculous thing I've ever heard. I hate you. You're
arrogant and mean and you think you're better than everyone else.
Why would I marry you?"

Something that looked like hurt flashed across Lukas's features
before he covered it with a gentle smile. "Well, when you put it
like that, it does sound rather unlikely."

From somewhere else in the house, another cry joined Astrid's
renewed whimpering – this one even smaller and more insistent.

"That would be Oliver," Lukas said, standing. "He's probably
hungry. I'll get him, and then maybe we should call Dr.
Martinez."

As he left the room, Ana looked around the nursery with fresh
eyes. It was clearly designed by someone with excellent taste and
unlimited budget. The walls were painted with a beautiful mural of
a forest scene, complete with friendly woodland creatures. There
were toys that looked both educational and expensive, books in what
appeared to be multiple languages, and a rocking chair that looked
like it belonged in a magazine spread.

Astrid toddled over and climbed into Ana's lap with the
confidence of someone who'd done this a thousand times.

"Mama," she said firmly, patting Ana's cheek with a tiny
hand.

Ana's heart did something complicated. "I... hi there, Astrid.
You're very pretty."

Astrid beamed and launched into what seemed to be a detailed
explanation of something very important in her toddler language.
Ana nodded seriously, pretending to understand while her mind
reeled.

Lukas returned carrying a tiny bundle that must be Oliver. The
baby had the same brown hair as his sister.

"This is impossible," she whispered.

"I know it must be overwhelming," Lukas said gently, settling
into the rocking chair with Oliver. "But the doctors said your
memories might come back gradually. Until then, we'll figure it out
together."

Ana watched him feed the baby with practiced ease. This was not
the Lukas she remembered – the arrogant, dismissive boy who'd made
her want to scream in AP Literature. This Lukas moved with gentle
confidence, spoke with warmth instead of condescension, and looked
at her like...

Like he loved her.

Which was completely insane.
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After what Lukas
diplomatically called "a brief emotional breakdown," Ana found
herself sitting at a kitchen table that probably cost more than her
parents' car, staring at a cup of coffee that tasted like it came
from some fancy place where they knew everyone's name and
dissertation topic.


"Okay," she said, trying to summon her old organizational
skills. "I need facts. Just... all the facts. Starting from the
beginning."

Lukas sat across from her, Oliver sleeping in his arms like it
was the most natural thing in the world. Astrid was in a high chair
beside him, systematically destroying what appeared to be very
expensive organic blueberries.

"Well," Lukas began, "you probably want to know what happened to
Leon first."

Ana's heart clenched. "Is he...?"

"He's fine. He's actually a successful investment banker in
London now. Married to a lovely woman named Charlotte. They have a
son." Lukas paused. "You two remained friends, actually. He was at
our wedding."

"He was at our..." Ana rubbed her temples. "This is insane. I
was going to marry Leon. I had a plan. I was going to go to
Stanford, and we were going to have this perfect life, and I was
going to be an editor at some prestigious magazine."

"Well, you did become a writer," Lukas offered. "Just... a
different kind than you expected."

Ana looked around the obviously expensive house. "What kind of
writer? And don't tell me I write instruction manuals for IKEA
furniture, because this place looks like it was designed by someone
with actual money."

Lukas shifted uncomfortably. "You write... romance novels."

"I write what now?"

"Romance novels. Under the pen name A.K. Jones. You're actually
quite successful. Your last book hit the New York Times bestseller
list."

Ana stared at him. "I write romance novels. The kind with
shirtless men on the covers?"

"Well, your covers are actually quite tasteful, but...
essentially, yes."

"And I'm successful at it?"

"Very successful. You have a rather devoted fanbase. They call
themselves 'Ana's Army.'"

Ana put her head in her hands. "My seventeen-year-old self is
rolling over in her metaphorical grave. I was going to write
serious literature. I was going to edit important books. I was
going to contribute to intellectual discourse."

"Your books make people happy," Lukas said quietly. "They've
helped people through difficult times. That seems rather important
to me."

Ana looked up at him, surprised by the sincerity in his voice.
"How would you know? You always hated anything that wasn't
depressing European literature."

"People change, Ana. You helped me understand that there's value
in stories that give people hope."

Before Ana could process this revelation, Astrid threw a
blueberry that landed squarely on Lukas's forehead.

"Dadda!" she announced proudly.

"Thank you, sweetheart," Lukas said solemnly, plucking the fruit
from his hair. "Very good aim."

Ana watched this interaction with fascination. The Lukas she
remembered would have been horrified by the mess, the chaos, the
complete lack of intellectual stimulation. This Lukas seemed
genuinely delighted by his daughter's food-flinging abilities.

"Okay," Ana said slowly, "so I'm a successful romance novelist
married to my former nemesis with two children and apparently
excellent taste in kitchen appliances. What else do I need to
know?"

"Well, you teach a creative writing workshop at the local
community college. You speak at conferences sometimes. You're on
the board of a literacy nonprofit. Oh, and you've been working on
what you call your 'serious' novel for about three years."

"What's it about?"

"I'm not entirely sure. You're very secretive about it. But
based on the research books lying around, I believe it involves
Indonesian history and the concept of found family."

Ana felt a spark of recognition. That actually sounded like
something she would write. "And what about you? Are you still
insufferably pretentious?"

Lukas laughed – a real laugh, not the sardonic chuckle she
remembered. "I'm a philosophy lecturer at Harvard. I specialize in
ethics and moral philosophy. So yes, probably still insufferably
pretentious, but hopefully in a more useful way."

"Harvard?" Ana couldn't hide her surprise. "That's... actually
impressive."

"Don't sound so shocked. I was always intelligent, even if I was
a bit of a prat about it."

Astrid chose that moment to launch another blueberry, this one
hitting Ana squarely in the nose.

"Mama!" Astrid giggled.

Despite everything, Ana found herself laughing. "Well, at least
someone in this family has their priorities straight."
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The first challenge came
at naptime.


"She usually goes down around one," Lukas explained, bouncing
Oliver gently while Astrid ran circles around the living room with
the manic energy of someone who had recently discovered the joy of
mobility.

"Okay," Ana said with false confidence. "How hard can it be? Put
child in bed, child goes to sleep, right?"

Lukas and Oliver exchanged a look that suggested they knew
something Ana didn't.

Twenty minutes later, Ana was sitting on the floor outside
Astrid's room, listening to what sounded like a very small person
systematically destroying everything she could reach.

"Maybe she's not tired?" Ana called down to Lukas.

"She's tired," came his amused reply. "She's just...
negotiating."

"Negotiating what?"

"Whether or not she wants to acknowledge the basic human need
for rest."

A loud thump from inside the room suggested Astrid had moved on
to furniture rearrangement.

Ana opened the door to find Astrid standing in her crib, hair
wild, clutching a stuffed elephant and grinning like she'd just won
a small war.

"Hi there," Ana said carefully. "So... we're going to sleep now,
right?"

Astrid considered this proposal and apparently found it lacking.
"No!"

"No?"

"No sleep! Play!"

Ana looked around the room for inspiration. In the corner, she
spotted a bookshelf filled with picture books. Acting on instinct,
she grabbed one and settled into the rocking chair.

"How about a story first?"

Astrid's eyes lit up. She climbed out of her crib with
impressive agility and crawled into Ana's lap.

The book was about a little mouse who went on adventures. Ana
had never read to a child before, but something about Astrid's rapt
attention made her put on different voices for each character. By
the third page, Astrid was giggling. By the end, she was
yawning.

"Again!" Astrid demanded, but her eyes were already
drooping.

Ana read the story two more times, her voice getting softer with
each repetition. When Astrid's breathing evened out, Ana carefully
transferred her to the crib and tiptoed out of the room.

She found Lukas in the kitchen, Oliver in a bouncy seat while he
made what appeared to be a gourmet lunch.

"Success," Ana announced proudly.

"Well done. Most people take weeks to master the Astrid Nap
Negotiation Protocol."

Ana watched him cook with the same fascination she'd felt
watching him feed Oliver. Everything about this adult Lukas was
competent and calm. He moved through domestic tasks with the same
confidence he'd once reserved for dismantling classmates' arguments
in AP Literature.

"Can I ask you something?" she said.

"Of course."

"What happened? I mean, how did we go from hating each other
to... this?" She gestured around the kitchen, at Oliver, at the
general domestic bliss.

Lukas paused in his chopping. "You really don't remember any of
it?"

"Nothing after falling asleep the night I was seventeen."

He was quiet for a long moment. "We didn't actually hate each
other, you know. I was just... I had no idea how to talk to you.
You were so perfect, so confident, so sure of yourself. I felt like
anything I said would sound foolish in comparison."

"So you decided to be mean instead?"

"I was seventeen and terrified that the most interesting girl
I'd ever met would never notice me unless I provoked her." He
smiled ruefully. "Not my finest strategic thinking."

Ana stared at him. "You thought I was interesting?"

"Ana, you were the most vibrant person in any room. You lit up
when you talked about books, you genuinely cared about making
everyone feel included, and you had this way of seeing the best in
people that was absolutely magnetic. I was half in love with you by
October."

"But you were so awful! You disagreed with everything I
said!"

"Because I wanted you to keep talking to me. Even if you were
arguing, at least you were looking at me."

Oliver chose that moment to start fussing, and Lukas immediately
went to soothe him. Ana watched the practiced way he held his son
and felt her worldview shifting again.

"So when did we... how did we...?"

"Senior year. You and Leon broke up right before graduation –
amicably, actually. You realized you were better as friends. I was
planning to leave for university without ever telling you how I
felt, but you cornered me at graduation and demanded to know why
I'd spent two years being 'needlessly cryptic and
infuriating.'"

"And?"

"And I told you the truth. That I'd been trying to get your
attention because I thought you were extraordinary, and I was sorry
for being such an idiot about it."

Ana tried to imagine her seventeen-year-old self in this
scenario. "What did I say?"

"You said, and I quote, 'Lukas Andersen, you are the most
frustrating person I have ever met, and I cannot believe I'm about
to say this, but would you like to get coffee and discuss this like
actual human beings?'"

Despite herself, Ana laughed. That did sound like something she
would say.

"And then?"

"And then we talked for six hours. About books, about
philosophy, about what we wanted from life. You were heading to
Stanford, I was going to Harvard. We decided to stay in touch."

"Long distance?"

"For four years. Letters, emails, video calls. We visited each
other when we could. It was... intense. All that intellectual
sparring we'd done in high school, but without the hostility. We
challenged each other, supported each other, helped each other
grow."

Ana felt a strange pang at this story of a life she couldn't
remember. "And then?"

"And then you graduated summa cum laude with a degree in English
Literature, just like you planned. I finished my Master's in
Philosophy. You moved to Boston for a publishing internship. I was
starting my PhD. We finally lived in the same city."

"And I gave up my publishing dreams to write romance
novels?"

Lukas's expression softened. "You didn't give up anything, Ana.
You discovered something new. You started writing stories for
yourself, just for fun, while you worked at the publishing house. I
read them and told you they were brilliant. You didn't believe me
until you published the first one and it became an overnight
sensation."

Oliver had fallen asleep against Lukas's shoulder. The sight of
this tall, intellectual man holding a tiny baby with such
tenderness made Ana's chest feel tight.

"When did we get married?"

"Five years ago. You proposed to me, actually."

"I proposed?"

"During a philosophical argument about the nature of love. You
stopped mid-sentence and said, 'I want to have this argument with
you for the rest of my life. Will you marry me?'"

Ana covered her face with her hands. "That sounds exactly like
something I would do."

"It was perfect. Very you."

"And Astrid?"

"Astrid was born a few years after we got married. Oliver
arrived three months ago." His voice grew soft. "You're an
incredible mother, Ana. Even if you can't remember it right
now."

Ana looked around the kitchen – at the family photos on the
refrigerator, the crayon drawings stuck to the wall, the high chair
with its smears of organic blueberries. This was someone's life.
Her life, apparently. A life she'd built with a man she'd once
considered her nemesis.

"I wrote romance novels," she said slowly, "and you became a
philosophy professor, and we got married and had babies."

"The very romantic comedy your seventeen-year-old self would
have found completely implausible."

"This is insane."

"Yes," Lukas agreed cheerfully. "It rather is."
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The next challenge came at
dinner time.

"What does Astrid eat?" Ana asked, staring at the contents of
what appeared to be a very well-organized refrigerator filled with
organic everything.

"Food," Lukas replied unhelpfully while Oliver had his evening
feeding. "She's two. She has opinions about everything and the
dietary preferences of a small, particularly stubborn
dictator."

Ana opened what appeared to be a container of homemade pasta
sauce. "Did I make this?"

"You're actually an excellent cook. Another talent you developed
post-seventeen."

"I burned ramen noodles when I was seventeen."

"Yes, I remember you mentioning that. Frequently."

Astrid wandered into the kitchen and attached herself to Ana's
leg like a very affectionate barnacle.

"Mama, hungry!"

"Okay, sweetheart. What would you like to eat?"

"Pizza!"

Ana looked at Lukas. "Do we have pizza?"

"We have pizza ingredients. You usually make it from
scratch."

"I make pizza from scratch?"

"Every Friday. It's a tradition. Astrid helps."

Ana looked down at Astrid, who was now jumping up and down with
excitement. "Okay, little one. I guess we're making pizza."

What followed was the most chaotic cooking experience of Ana's
life (that she could remember, anyway). Astrid's definition of
"helping" involved throwing flour with abandon, stealing pepperoni
directly from the package, and providing detailed commentary on
every step of the process in her toddler language.

"More cheese!" Astrid commanded, climbing onto a step stool to
reach the counter.

"That's already a lot of cheese, sweetheart."

"More!"

Ana looked at the pizza, which now resembled more of a cheese
sculpture with occasional glimpses of crust. "You know what? You're
right. More cheese it is."

Lukas watched this exchange with obvious amusement while
bouncing Oliver. "She's very decisive about her culinary
preferences."

"I can see that. Is she always this... intense?"

"She gets it from her mother."

"Hey!"

"It's a compliment. Your intensity is one of your most
attractive qualities."

Ana felt herself flush, which was ridiculous because this was
Lukas, and she didn't find Lukas attractive. Except... this version
of Lukas, covered in flour dust and holding a baby while making
gentle jokes, was significantly more appealing than her memories
suggested.

The pizza actually turned out to be surprisingly good, despite
(or perhaps because of) Astrid's enthusiastic assistance. They ate
in the dining room, which had clearly been decorated by someone
with excellent taste and a lot of money to spend on art.

"So," Ana said, cutting Astrid's pizza into tiny pieces, "tell
me about my books."

"Which ones? You've written twelve."

"Twelve?" Ana nearly choked on her orange juice. "I've written
twelve novels?"

"Twelve published novels. I believe there are a few more in
various stages of completion on your computer."

"What are they about?"

Lukas grinned. "Love, mostly. But clever love. Complicated love.
Love between people who think they hate each other, love between
people who are completely wrong for each other on paper, love that
surprises everyone involved."

"That sounds..."

"Familiar?"

Ana looked across the table at this man who had somehow become
her husband and the father of her children. "A little bit,
yeah."

After dinner, Lukas insisted on handling bath time ("It's my
turn," he said, "and besides, Astrid has very specific opinions
about water temperature that take time to master"). Ana found
herself alone in what was apparently her office.

The room was beautiful – floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, a window
that looked out over a garden, a desk that was clearly designed for
serious work. The walls were covered with framed book covers
bearing the name "A.K. Jones" and what appeared to be very positive
reviews from major publications.

Ana sat at the desk and opened the laptop. Her email was full of
messages from someone called "Jenny" who seemed to be her agent,
someone called "Marcus" who seemed to be her editor, and dozens of
fans asking when her next book would be released.

She clicked on a folder labeled "Current Project" and found a
document titled "The Space Between Stars." She opened it and began
to read.

The story was about a young Indonesian-American woman who worked
as a translator for a refugee resettlement organization. It was
beautifully written, with careful attention to cultural details and
emotional complexity. It was also clearly unfinished – the document
ended mid-sentence about fifty pages in.

Ana scrolled through her other folders and found twelve
completed novels with titles like "Enemies to Lovers Academy," "The
Reluctant Billionaire's Heart," and "Love in the Philosophy
Department." She opened the last one and immediately understood why
it had been successful.

The writing was sharp, funny, and genuinely romantic. The
characters were complex and believable. The dialogue sparkled with
wit and intelligence. It was nothing like the formulaic romance
novels she'd assumed she was writing.

"Finding anything interesting?" Lukas appeared in the doorway
with Oliver in his arms.

"I'm actually... good at this," Ana said, surprised.

"You're very good at it. Your readers adore you because you
write smart women who don't have to become stupid to fall in
love."

"And the other book? The serious one?"

Lukas's expression grew careful. "What about it?"

"It's good, Lukas. Really good. Why haven't I finished it?"

"You'll have to ask yourself that when your memories
return."

Ana closed the laptop and looked at him. "What if they don't?
What if I never remember the last ten years?"

"Then we'll make new memories."

"But this is your life. Your real life, with someone who chose
to be here. I'm just... borrowing her existence."

Lukas sat in the chair across from her desk, Oliver sleeping
peacefully in his arms. "Ana, you are not borrowing anything. You
are exactly the same person you always were, just with different
experiences. The woman I fell in love with is still there – I can
see her in the way you handled Astrid today, in the way you threw
yourself into making dinner, in the way you're trying so hard to
figure everything out."

"But what if I never love you the way she did?"

The question hung in the air between them. Lukas was quiet for a
long moment.

"Then we'll figure that out too," he said finally. "But Ana? I
think you're underestimating your own capacity for growth. You
always did adapt faster than anyone gave you credit for."
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Three days into her new
life, Ana was starting to find a rhythm. She could successfully put
Astrid down for naps (bribery via picture books), manage basic baby
care for Oliver (mostly by following Lukas's detailed
instructions), and she'd even figured out how to work the coffee
machine that probably cost more than her teenage allowance.


She was getting used to the way Lukas moved through their shared
space with easy domesticity, the way Astrid climbed into her lap
automatically for stories, the way Oliver seemed to find her
presence soothing even when she felt completely out of her
depth.

What she wasn't prepared for was the phone call.

"Ana!" The voice on the other end was bright, familiar, and
completely impossible. "How are you feeling? Lukas said you had
some memory issues from the accident?"

"I'm sorry," Ana said carefully, "who is this?"

"It's Leon! Leon Chang? Your ex-boyfriend turned best friend
turned the best man at your wedding?"

Ana sat down hard on the couch. "Leon?"

"Oh wow, you really don't remember, do you? Lukas mentioned it
might be serious, but I thought... Ana, it's me. We've talked every
week for the past five years."

"You're... we're friends?"

"Of course we're friends! We were friends before we dated,
friends while we dated, and friends after we figured out we were
much better as friends than as a couple. You're the one who
introduced me to Charlotte."

Ana's head spun. "You're married?"

"Three years now. Charlotte's pregnant with our second,
actually. Little James is two – almost exactly the same age as
Astrid. They're going to grow up together, just like we
planned."

"We planned this?"

"Ana, are you okay? You sound... different."

Ana looked around the living room where Astrid was
systematically reorganizing her book collection and Oliver was
sleeping in his bouncy seat. Lukas was in his office, preparing for
a lecture. This domestic scene that should have felt foreign was
starting to feel almost... normal.

"Leon, can I ask you something?"

"Anything."

"What happened? Between us, I mean. I remember being so sure we
were going to get married."

Leon's laugh was warm and familiar. "Oh, Ana. We were seventeen
and trying so hard to be perfect that we forgot to actually know
each other. We loved the idea of being the perfect couple more than
we loved each other."

"That's not how I remember it."

"Because you were seventeen and had everything planned out in
color-coded charts. But Ana, we were friends first, and when we
finally admitted we were better as friends, it was such a relief.
We could actually talk to each other instead of trying to maintain
some impossible standard."

Ana felt something shift in her chest. "And you were okay with
me marrying Lukas?"

"Okay with it? Ana, I gave the speech that made everyone cry.
Including Lukas, though he'll deny it."

"You gave a speech at my wedding to Lukas Andersen?"

"The best speech I've ever given. Want to know what I said?"

Ana found herself nodding even though he couldn't see her.

"I said that I'd watched you two spend two years in high school
trying to pretend you didn't fascinate each other, four years in
college writing emails that were basically love letters disguised
as intellectual debates, and two more years in Boston dancing
around the fact that you were obviously meant to be together. And
that I'd never seen two people challenge each other to be better
while still loving each other exactly as they were."

"He fascinated me?" Ana asked weakly.

"Ana, you used to quote his arguments from AP Lit at dinner.
You'd get this look on your face when you talked about him – like
you were trying to solve a particularly interesting puzzle.
Charlotte says it's the same look you get now when you're working
out a plot problem in your books."

Ana looked toward Lukas's office, where she could hear him
talking to what sounded like a student over video call. He was
animated, passionate about whatever philosophical concept he was
explaining. She realized she was watching him with exactly the kind
of interest Leon had described.

"Leon?"

"Yeah?"

"What if I never remember? What if I'm stuck being seventeen in
a twenty-seven-year-old's life?"

"Then you'll figure it out, because that's what you do. You
adapt, you organize, you make lists, and you turn chaos into
something beautiful. You always have."

After the call ended, Ana sat on the couch feeling like her
world had shifted again. Astrid climbed up beside her with a
book.

"Story, Mama?"

"Sure, sweetheart."

As she read about a little bear who went on adventures, Ana
found herself thinking about the woman she'd apparently become. A
successful author who wrote stories that made people happy. A
mother who made homemade pizza on Fridays. A wife who'd found love
in the most unexpected place.

"Ana?" Lukas appeared in the doorway, having finished his call.
"Everything alright? You look thoughtful."

"Leon called."

"Ah." Lukas sat in the chair across from her. "How was
that?"

"Confusing. Enlightening. He said you cried at our wedding."

"I did not cry. I had something in my eye. Probably pollen."

"He said it was during his speech about how we spent years
pretending not to fascinate each other."

Lukas's cheeks went slightly pink. "Leon has always been prone
to exaggeration."

"Is it true though? Did I fascinate you?"

Lukas was quiet for a moment, watching Astrid turn pages in her
book. "Ana, you've fascinated me since the first day you walked
into AP Literature and completely dismantled my pretentious
analysis of 'Wuthering Heights' in about three sentences."

"I dismantled your analysis?"

"Thoroughly. You pointed out that I was so busy trying to sound
intellectual that I'd completely missed the point of the book. You
said, and I quote, 'Maybe if you spent less time showing off your
vocabulary and more time actually reading what Emily Brontë wrote,
you'd realize this isn't a romance – it's a cautionary tale about
what happens when people are too proud to admit they care about
each other.'"

Ana felt a spark of recognition. 

"You were right, of course," Lukas continued. "You were right
about most things. That's why I kept arguing with you – I wanted to
understand how your mind worked."

"And now?"

"Now I get to live with the most fascinating person I've ever
met and watch her mind work every day. Even if you can't remember
choosing this life, Ana, you're still you. You're still the person
who sees connections others miss, who makes everyone around her
feel seen and valued, who turns ordinary moments into something
special."

Ana looked around the room – at Astrid snuggled against her
side, at Oliver sleeping peacefully, at this man who looked at her
like she hung the moon even when she couldn't remember why she'd
fallen in love with him.

"Lukas?"

"Yes?"

"I think I'd like to try writing something. Not romance, not the
Indonesian book. Something new."

His face lit up. "What kind of something?"

"A story about a girl who wakes up in the wrong life and has to
figure out if it's actually the right one after all."
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Two weeks into her
accidental adulthood, Ana had developed what she privately called
"The Fake It Till You Make It Protocol." She could now change a
diaper without gagging, had mastered the art of toddler negotiation
(everything was a trade – stories for naps, vegetables for dessert,
cooperation for extra books), and could carry on a reasonably
intelligent conversation about philosophy with Lukas while
simultaneously preventing Astrid from eating PlayDoh.


She'd also discovered that her adult self had excellent taste in
everything from kitchen appliances to lingerie, which was both
helpful and slightly embarrassing when she accidentally found her
own underwear drawer.

"Mama, up!" Astrid demanded from her high chair, having
systematically distributed her breakfast across every available
surface.

"Almost done, sweetheart," Ana said, wiping Oliver's face while
balancing her coffee cup and trying to read an email from her agent
on her phone.

The email was about a book tour for her latest release, which
had apparently been scheduled before her accident. Three cities,
two weeks, multiple bookstores and libraries. The kind of
professional obligation that seventeen-year-old Ana would have been
thrilled about and twenty-seven-year-old Ana felt completely
unprepared for.

"Problem?" Lukas asked, appearing in the kitchen dressed for
work in what Ana had learned was his "serious philosophy professor"
outfit – button-down shirt, dark jeans, and a blazer that made him
look like he stepped out of an academic magazine.

"Book tour," Ana said, showing him the phone. "Starting next
week."

Lukas read over the schedule. "That's quite a lot. Jenny really
packed it in, didn't she?"

"I have no idea how to do a book tour. What if people ask me
questions about my books and I don't remember writing them?"

"Then you'll do what you always do – you'll be brilliant and
figure it out as you go."

Ana looked at him skeptically. "You have a lot of faith in
someone who needed detailed instructions to work the coffee
machine."

"That coffee machine is unnecessarily complicated. I have a PhD
and it took me three days to figure it out."

Astrid chose that moment to launch a piece of banana across the
kitchen with impressive accuracy, hitting Lukas squarely in the
chest.

"Good arm," he said seriously to his daughter. "We should
consider baseball."

Ana watched this exchange and felt that now-familiar flutter in
her chest. Over the past two weeks, she'd started to understand why
her older self had fallen for this man. He was still intellectually
intimidating, but his intelligence was warm now instead of cutting.
He was endlessly patient with their children, supportive of her
writing, and had a dry sense of humor that caught her off guard at
least three times a day.

He was also devastatingly attractive when he was being domestic,
which was a problem Ana tried not to think about too often.

"I could come with you," Lukas offered. "On the tour, I mean.
Bring the children, make it a family trip."

"You'd do that?"

"Ana, we're partners. In everything. That's what this is."

Ana felt that chest-flutter again, stronger this time. "What
about your classes?"

"I can arrange for guest lecturers. Academic conferences are
considered professional development."

"This isn't an academic conference, Lukas. This is me talking
about romance novels to people who probably read them in grocery
store checkout lines."

"First of all, your readers are incredibly diverse and
intelligent – I've met many of them at your previous events.
Second, romance novels deserve the same respect as any other
literature. They're stories about human connection, emotional
growth, and the triumph of love over adversity. How is that less
valuable than, say, a thousand-page novel about a man having an
existential crisis in Dublin?"

Ana stared at him. "Did you just defend romance novels?"

"I've been defending your work for years. You write beautiful,
intelligent stories that make people happy. Why wouldn't I be proud
of that?"

Before Ana could respond, Oliver started crying and Astrid began
singing what appeared to be her own composition about bananas. The
moment of domestic chaos gave Ana time to process what Lukas had
just said.

He was proud of her work. He'd been defending it for years. He
didn't see her romance novels as lesser literature – he saw them as
important stories worth telling.

Seventeen-year-old Ana had never imagined finding a partner who
would support her dreams while also challenging her to grow. She'd
been so focused on finding someone who fit her perfect plan that
she'd never considered someone who might help her build something
better than what she'd planned.

"Okay," she said suddenly.

"Okay what?"

"Okay, let's do it. Family book tour. But I'm warning you, if I
have a complete meltdown in front of fifty romance readers in
Portland, you're the one explaining it to my agent."

Lukas grinned – the real, warm smile that transformed his entire
face. "Deal." 
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The family book tour
turned out to be one of the most chaotic and wonderful experiences
of Ana's life (that she could remember, anyway). They drove from
Boston to New York to Philadelphia in a rented SUV loaded with
enough baby supplies to stock a small nursery, while Astrid
provided color commentary on everything they passed and Oliver
practiced his lung capacity.


The first event was at a bookstore in Manhattan that specialized
in romance novels. Ana stood outside the store, holding Oliver and
watching through the window as people filed in. The audience was
exactly as diverse as Lukas had predicted – college students,
grandmothers, professional women, a few men who looked like they
genuinely enjoyed being there.

"What if I forget how to talk?" Ana asked, bouncing Oliver
nervously.

"Then I'll remind you," Lukas said, taking Astrid's hand as she
tried to investigate a particularly interesting sidewalk crack.
"You're going to be brilliant."

"How do you know?"

"Because you always are when you're talking about something you
care about."

"But I don't remember caring about these books."

"Then care about the people who read them. Care about the
stories that help people feel less alone, that give them hope, that
make them believe in love."

Ana looked through the window again. A woman was holding one of
her books, laughing at something her friend had said. A teenager
was taking a selfie with the book display. An elderly man was
carefully examining the back cover summary.

These were her readers. People who had chosen to spend their
evening listening to her talk about stories she'd written but
couldn't remember writing.

"Okay," Ana said, taking a deep breath. "Let's do this."

The event went better than Ana had dared to hope. She started by
being honest – explaining about her accident and memory loss, but
assuring the audience that while she might not remember writing the
books, she could see why her older self had wanted to tell these
stories.

Then she opened the floor to questions, and something magical
happened.

A woman in her forties asked about the character development in
"Love in the Philosophy Department," and Ana found herself able to
discuss the emotional arc even without remembering writing it. A
college student wanted to know about research methods, and Ana
discovered she could talk intelligently about the process based on
what she'd observed in her own office.

But the question that stopped her in her tracks came from a
teenager who looked nervous about speaking up.

"Your books always have these really strong heroines who don't
have to change who they are to find love," the girl said. "They
just... grow into better versions of themselves. How do you write
characters like that?"

Ana looked out at the audience, at Lukas holding a sleeping
Oliver in the back row, at Astrid coloring quietly in her lap, and
felt something click into place.

"I think," she said slowly, "the best love stories aren't about
becoming someone else to deserve love. They're about finding
someone who sees who you really are and loves that person enough to
help you become who you're meant to be."

The audience made appreciative sounds, and Ana realized she
meant every word, even if she couldn't remember learning the
lesson.

After the event, as they walked back to their hotel, Lukas was
unusually quiet.

"Penny for your thoughts?" Ana asked, shifting Oliver to her
other arm.

"Just thinking about what you said. About becoming who you're
meant to be."

"What about it?"

"You've been worried that you're not the same person who chose
this life. But Ana, watching you tonight... you are exactly who
you're meant to be. Memory or no memory, you're still the woman who
sees the best in people, who tells stories that matter, who turns
ordinary moments into something special."

Ana stopped walking. They were on a quiet street in Manhattan,
the city lights creating a soft glow around them. Astrid had fallen
asleep in her stroller, and Oliver was peaceful in Ana's arms.

"Lukas, can I ask you something?"

"Always."

"Do you ever miss the version of me who remembers choosing this?
Who remembers falling in love with you?"

Lukas was quiet for a long moment. "Sometimes," he said finally.
"But Ana, I'm falling in love with this version of you too. The
woman who reads stories to Astrid with different voices, who throws
herself into learning how to be a mother, who stands up in front of
strangers and talks about love like it's the most important thing
in the world."

Ana felt her heart do something complicated. "I think I'm
falling in love with you too. Which is completely insane because
two weeks ago I was seventeen and thought you were the most
annoying person on the planet."

"And now?"

"Now I think you might be the most amazing person on the planet.
Which is almost more terrifying."

Lukas stepped closer, careful not to wake the children. "Why
terrifying?"

"Because what if this is just some weird psychological thing?
What if I'm only attracted to you because you're safe and familiar
and taking care of me? What if when my memories come back, I
remember why I loved you, but this feeling – this new falling in
love feeling – disappears?"

"Then we'll figure it out," Lukas said, echoing his words from
that first day. "But Ana, what if it doesn't disappear? What if
this is just who we are together, memory or no memory?"

Ana looked at this man who had somehow become her husband,
holding their sleeping daughter while their son dozed in her arms,
and felt the last piece of resistance crumble.

"There's only one way to find out," she said, and stood on her
tiptoes to kiss him.

It was soft, tentative, nothing like the passionate kisses she
imagined her older self had shared with him. But it was real, and
it was hers, and when Lukas smiled against her lips, Ana thought
maybe, just maybe, she was exactly where she belonged.
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Ana stood in her office,
looking at the completed manuscript of "The Space Between Stars."
It had taken her six months to finish, working in stolen moments
between diaper changes and toddler meltdowns and book tours. But it
was done, and it was good, and it was entirely hers.


The story had evolved as she wrote it, becoming less about
Indonesian history and more about the concept of home – how
sometimes the life you think you want isn't the life you need, and
how love can find you in the most unexpected places.

"Finished?" Lukas appeared in the doorway with two cups of
coffee and a three-year-old attached to his leg.

"Finished," Ana confirmed, saving the document with a sense of
profound satisfaction.

"Mama, story!" Astrid demanded, climbing into Ana's lap with the
confidence of someone who knew she was always welcome there.

"What kind of story?"

"Happy story!"

Ana looked at her daughter – this bright, funny little person
who had somehow become the center of her world – and then at Lukas,
who was holding Oliver (now nine months old and fascinated by
everything) while reading the first page of her manuscript over her
shoulder.

"I can do that," Ana said. "Once upon a time, there was a girl
who thought she had everything figured out..."

As she spun a tale about a princess who discovered that the best
adventures were the ones she never planned, Ana reflected on the
strange journey that had brought her here. She still didn't
remember the last ten years. Dr. Martinez said the memories might
come back gradually, or they might never return at all.

But Ana had stopped worrying about it.

The woman who had lived those ten years had made good choices.
She'd built a career she was proud of, found love in an unexpected
place, created a family that filled her heart every single day. Ana
was grateful to her older self for laying the groundwork for this
beautiful life.

And she was excited to see what came next.

"The end," she finished, kissing the top of Astrid's head.

"Again!" Astrid demanded, because some things never changed.

"Always," Ana laughed, because some things were worth repeating
forever.

Outside, the Boston spring was in full bloom, and Ana Andersen –
romance novelist, mother, wife, and woman who had learned that the
best plot twists were the ones you never saw coming – settled in to
tell the story again.

After all, the best love stories were worth repeating.

And this one, she was finally ready to admit, was her favorite
one yet.
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The 1380s Trowulan sun was completely, utterly merciless. For Dyah Raras, the sweltering heat of fourteenth-century Java was just a fact of life, but the sweat pooling beneath her rough, woven kemben this afternoon felt like a special kind of torture.

Being a parika—a bottom-tier maid in the inner circles of the Majapahit palace—was exhausting on the best of days. Today’s mission? Harvesting three massive baskets of fresh jasmine and grinding a cooling powder paste for Gusti Ayu Dyah Sekar’s bath ritual. The noble minister’s daughter was notoriously vain and had a tongue sharp enough to slice through bone.

"You're moving too slow, Raras! If those flowers wilt before they reach the bathing pools, it's your head on the chopping block!" a head servant shrieked as they crossed paths in the open-air corridor of the pavilion.

Raras could only bow her head low, fixing her gaze on her bare toes against the scorching stone floor. "Sendika dawuh, Nyai (As you command)," she whispered. Her voice was barely a breath—the signature volume of a girl trained to be completely invisible. To the rest of the palace, Raras was just breathing wallpaper. She was the clumsy girl, the one who couldn't flirt with the royal guards to save her life, and absolutely useless in the toxic, high-stakes political games of the upper castes.

But what they didn't know was that beneath her clumsy facade, Raras saw everything. She knew exactly which minister was taking bribes behind
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