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Chapter 1 The Fall
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I woke up with the back of my head hurting like someone had hit me with a brick.

No. Not "like."

Someone had hit me with a brick.

Derek Lin pushed me on the charity gala balcony, and the back of my head slammed into a stone pillar.

That bastard.

I opened my eyes and saw a ceiling covered in gold paintings. Not hotel gold. The kind of gold you only see in historical dramas.

Then I saw Derek's face.

He was kneeling next to me, pale as paper, lips shaking. His hand pressed on my shoulder, knuckles white.

"You—" I opened my mouth to curse him.

"Don't move." His voice sounded wrong. Low. Scary. "Your head's bleeding."

I froze.

Not because of what he said. Because of what he was wearing.

He wasn't in his gala suit. He was in a dark blue robe, like ancient Chinese official clothing. His hair was tied up with a jade pin, loose strands falling around his face.

He looked... different.

"Your clothes," I said.

Derek looked down at his sleeve. His brow folded. His expression went from confused to something I couldn't name. Fear?

I'd never seen Derek look afraid.

Fifteen years. Kindergarten through college, then founding our nonprofit together. He always had that punchable "I've got everything under control" face.

But now his throat moved up and down.

"Maya," he said, voice very soft. "Do you remember what happened?"

I remembered.

The gala. Our funding dried up. I was working potential donors, and Derek walked over and told everyone my plan was "charity-branded self-indulgence." I dragged him to the balcony. We fought. He pushed me. I hit my head.

Then cold light exploded from my neck—the jade pendant I was wearing. The "historical artifact" we'd borrowed for the exhibit.

Then falling.

Falling forever.

"The pendant," I said.

Derek nodded. He raised his hand. In his palm lay a dark green pendant carved with symbols I couldn't read. "It brought us here."

I struggled to sit up. My head spun. My stomach flipped. I looked down and saw I was wearing clothes too—a deep red robe, same style as Derek's, different color.

"Where are we?" I asked.

"A kingdom called Erian." Derek's voice sounded like he was reading a report. "Queen Ira. Twenty-two years old. Crowned at seven, stripped of power at fourteen. The Council and the Merchant Alliance run things now. We appeared in the议事厅—the council chamber—in front of everyone."

"We?"

"You were unconscious for three hours." Derek stared at me. "They think you were attacked. The court astrologer called us 'the Twin Balances.' Outsiders from a prophecy who'll break the existing order."

I stared at him.

"You're joking."

"I wish I was."

The door opened.

An old man in a black robe walked in. Gray hair. Sharp eyes. He looked at me, then at Derek, then spoke in a dry, calm voice.

"Councilor Lin. Councilor Chen is awake?"

Derek stood up, blocking me. "Lord Chancellor. She needs rest."

"The Queen wants to see you." The old man—Chancellor Aldren—said. "Now."

Derek didn't move. "Her head is bleeding."

"Councilor Lin." Aldren's voice didn't change, but I heard the warning underneath. "You are the Twin Balances. In this place, you are either used or eliminated. There is no third option."

My heart missed a beat.

Derek was quiet for three seconds.

Then he turned, bent down, and helped me up. His hands were steady, but I felt his fingers shaking slightly.

"Can you walk?" he asked.

"Yes."

I was lying. My legs felt like jelly, each step like walking on cotton. But I wasn't showing weakness in front of Derek Lin.

No chance.

The议事厅 was bigger than I expected. Room for three hundred people at least. Officials in two lines—dark blue on one side, deep red on the other. A wide path down the middle. At the end, a black chair.

Not gold. Not jewel-encrusted. Just a plain, worn black wooden chair.

A young woman sat in it.

No crown. White robe. Hair tied up with a simple silver pin. Thin face, sharp cheekbones. Eyes like两块黑色的冰—two chunks of black ice.

Queen Ira.

She looked at me. Just once. But I felt like I'd been skinned alive.

"Maya Chen." Her voice was lower than I expected. Like winter wind through dead branches. "Derek Lin."

"Yes," Derek answered for me.

The Queen's gaze moved to him. "You come from another world."

Not a question. A statement.

"We're not sure," Derek said.

"The astrologer is never wrong." The Queen said. "Your arrival has caused panic in the court. Some want to use you. Some want to eliminate you."

My palms were sweating.

"So?" Derek asked.

The Queen leaned back. "So I'm giving you a choice. The Southern Administration and the Northern Defense. Each needs a deputy director. Pick one."

"What does that mean?" I asked.

"It means you either become part of the system," Chancellor Aldren cut in, "or you become its enemy. Her Majesty is offering you protection."

Derek glanced at me. One second.

"Northern Defense," he said.

"Southern Administration," I said.

The Queen looked at us. The corner of her mouth twitched. Not a smile. Just confirmation—confirmation that we really were as opposite as the rumors said.

"Good." She stood up. "In three days, you'll inspect the southern trade route together. The Merchant Alliance has been restless lately."

"Together?" Derek and I said at the same time.

The Queen stood. She was taller than I expected—at least five foot seven. She looked down at us, eyes completely empty.

"You are the Twin Balances," she said. "Twins. Always together."

She turned and left.

The议事厅 emptied out. Chancellor Aldren paused next to me on his way out, voice dropping low.

"Be careful of the Merchant Alliance. They'll send people to kill you on the road."

Then he was gone.

Just me and Derek.

Empty hall. Candles stretching our shadows long across the floor. He stood three steps away, his dark blue robe lifting in the draft.

"Does your head still hurt?" he asked.

"None of your business."

"Maya."

"Don't say my name."

He was quiet for a second.

"Fine," he said. "Councilor Chen."

Then he turned and walked away.

I stood in the empty hall and realized something.

In this strange world. In this kingdom we knew nothing about.

Derek Lin was the only person who knew my real name.

The only one.

I didn't know if that was luck or a curse.
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Chapter 2 Face to Face
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Three days later, we met at the south city road.

I wore my Southern Administration deputy uniform. Deep red. Bronze badge at my waist. Derek stood by the carriage. The Northern Defense's royal blue made him look like someone who stepped out of a painting.

If I hadn't hated him since I was five, I might have thought he looked good.

"That's all you're bringing?" He looked at the bag over my shoulder.

"Got a problem with that?"

"The southern route takes seven days. That's not enough."

"I said I don't need your help."

He took a long breath, like he was holding something back. Then he reached into the carriage and pulled out a bundle, tossing it to me.

"Medicine. Food rations. Maps. Your copy."

I caught it. Heavy.

"When did you prepare this?"

"While you were unconscious."

I opened my mouth to say something sharp, but my throat closed up. I shoved the bundle into my bag and climbed into the carriage.

The carriage was small. Much smaller than I expected.

Derek's legs were too long. His knees almost touched mine. He pressed himself against the door, but there wasn't enough space. We couldn't avoid each other.

"Can you move over?" I said.

"I'm already against the door."

"Move more."

"Maya."

"Don't call me—"

"Maya Chen." His voice dropped. "We're passing through three towns after we leave the city. The first two are Merchant Alliance territory. The third is their ally's turf. We need to find a stop before then, or—"

"Or what?"

"Or we get killed on the road."

I looked at his eyes. He wasn't joking.

"How do you know that?"

"Northern Defense archives." Derek said. "I spent three days reading five years of inspection records. The Merchant Alliance has killed at least seven inspectors in the last three years."

Seven.

My heart sped up. "Then why did the Queen send us?"

"Because we're the Twin Balances." Derek said. "If we die, she has an excuse to move against the Merchant Alliance. If we come back alive, she has evidence to use against them. Either way, she doesn't lose."

I stared at him.

"You found all that in three days?"

"I haven't slept in three days."

He said it calmly, like he was talking about the weather. But I noticed the dark circles under his eyes. The paper cuts on his fingers.

Derek Lin. The man who was always calm, always in control. He hadn't slept for three days in this world.

"Why didn't you sleep?" I asked.

"Because someone had to prepare." He said. "And you weren't going to do it."

"You—"

"Don't get mad." He raised his hand to cut me off. "I'm not putting you down. I'm stating facts. You were unconscious for three days. I read three months' worth of archives in that time. We divide the work differently. That's all."

I bit my lip.

He was right. But that didn't make me less angry.

"Give me the map," I said.

Derek blinked. "What?"

"I'll handle the route. You handle intelligence." I held out my hand. "Path planning and risk assessment. That's my specialty. Five years at the nonprofit."

He looked at me.

Then he smiled. Not a mocking smile. A "finally" smile.

He pulled a leather map from his robe and handed it to me.

"The Southern Administration files say the third road is safest," he said.

I looked at it for ten seconds.

"The third road is a trap."

"What?"

"The third road goes through Goldenwater Town. It's the Merchant Alliance's supply hub. If they want to hit us, that's the perfect spot." I traced a line on the map with my finger. "Take the dirt road. Bypass Goldenwater. Go this way."

Derek leaned over to look. His shoulder pressed against mine. His breath hit my hand.

"That road has no inns," he said.

"So we stock up at the town before and push through."

"There are bandits there."

"Then don't let them find us."

He was quiet for two seconds.

"Fine," he said. "Dirt road."

The carriage started moving. Wheels crushed gravel. The cabin shook. Derek's body slammed into me with every bump, and each time, he pressed himself toward the door.

But there was no space left by the door.

"Can you not—" I started.

"No," he cut me off. "I have nowhere to go."

I looked at his shoulder getting crushed against the door frame. For some reason, it was funny.

"Serves you right," I said.

"I know."

"You picked Northern Defense. You knew you'd be traveling with me."

"I picked Northern Defense because I want to be Chancellor." Derek said. "Not because of you."

"So you getting crushed like this is my fault?"

"It's my fault." He said. "For not calculating that the Queen would put us in the same carriage."

The carriage went quiet.

Just the sound of wheels on gravel. Horses snorting sometimes.

I looked at the map. Derek leaned against the door with his eyes closed. I thought he was asleep, but his eyelashes were moving.

"Derek," I said.

"Yeah."

"Why didn't you sleep for three days?"

He opened his eyes and looked at me.

Those eyes had red veins. Exhaustion. And something I'd never seen before.

"Because if you died," he said, "I'd be the only outsider left in this world."

Then he closed his eyes and didn't speak again.

I gripped the map.

The paper crumpled in my palm.
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