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​​Prologue: The First Time the Door Opened
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The first time the sky broke, no one understood what they were seeing.

At first, it looked like light.

A thin silver line stretching across the sky, brighter than any star, cutting through the blue like someone had drawn a line across reality itself. People stopped in the streets and pointed upward. Some thought it was a comet. Others thought it was a new kind of aurora.

Then the line widened.

The sky did not tear like fabric.

It cracked like glass.

A long fracture spread across the sky, branching outward in silent lightning, revealing something behind it that no one had words for. Through the cracks, another sky was visible—darker, filled with unfamiliar stars, overlapping with the one above their own world.

Two skies in the same place.

Two realities trying to exist at the same time.

People began to panic.

Buildings flickered.

Mountains in the distance shifted and then shifted back, like reflections in water. For a moment, an entire section of the city disappeared and was replaced by a forest from another world, then snapped back again.

Reality was no longer stable.

And in the center of it all stood the Door.

It was taller than any building around it, a massive ring of black stone and crystal standing upright in the middle of the plaza, carved with symbols that glowed with silver light. Inside the ring, the air twisted and folded, showing glimpses of other worlds—oceans under purple skies, cities floating in the air, deserts with three moons, forests that glowed at night.

Valea stood in front of the Door, staring at what they had built.

“We need to close it,” Cael said behind her.

His voice was calm, but she could hear the fear under it.

“We can’t close it yet,” she said, not turning around. “If we close it now, the Veil will collapse unevenly. Worlds could disappear entirely.”

“Worlds are already disappearing,” he said.

She finally turned to look at him.

Around them, people were running, shouting, trying to evacuate the plaza. The sky cracked again, another fracture spreading across the blue, revealing more stars that did not belong to this world.

“We were supposed to connect worlds,” she said quietly. “Not destroy them.”

Cael walked up beside her and looked at the Door.

“We didn’t destroy them,” he said. “We just opened everything too fast.”

The ground trembled beneath their feet.

In the distance, a tower flickered between two versions of itself, then collapsed into nothing as both versions tried to exist in the same place at the same time.

Valea closed her eyes for a moment.

“We can fix this,” she said quietly. “We just need more time.”

Cael looked at her carefully.

“We don’t have more time,” he said.

She opened her eyes and looked at the Door again, at the overlapping worlds inside it, at the sky cracking above them, at reality slowly tearing itself apart because they had tried to connect everything at once.

Then she said something that would change everything.

“Then we make more time.”

He frowned slightly. “What do you mean?”

She looked at him.

“We hide the key,” she said. “We scatter our memories across our lives. We reincarnate over and over until we understand reality well enough to fix what we broke.”

He stared at her.

“That could take hundreds of lifetimes,” he said.

She nodded.

“Then we live hundreds of lifetimes,” she said.

The ground shook again. Another crack split the sky, and for a moment, three different suns appeared in three different parts of the sky before collapsing back into one.

He looked at her for a long time.

“In every life,” he said quietly, “we’ll have to find each other again.”

She stepped closer to him.

“I think we always will,” she said.

He nodded slowly.

“Then in every life,” he said, “I’ll be the one who finds you first.”

She smiled slightly.

“Deal,” she said.

The sky cracked again.

The Door glowed brighter.

Worlds overlapped.

Reality trembled.

And before everything changed forever, before time split into a thousand lives and a thousand worlds and a thousand versions of the same two people searching for each other again and again—

They hid the key.

And they chose to be born again.
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​​Chapter 1: The Dream That Was Not a Dream
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Valea knew she was not in her own world the moment she saw the second moon.

It hung low and silver above the horizon, larger than the first, split through its center by a thin line of shadow that made it look as though the sky itself had once been broken and never fully healed. Beneath it, the city glowed in layers of pale gold and violet, its towers carved from luminous stone and threaded with veins of crystal that pulsed like living light.

She stood at the edge of a terrace open to the night, one hand braced against a white pillar warm with strange energy, and felt the wind move through her hair like a whisper she almost understood.

This place was impossible.

And yet nothing in her felt surprised.

The scent in the air was unfamiliar but known to her all at once—rain on warm stone, night-blooming flowers, something electric beneath it, something almost like memory. Below, bridges of glass arched between towers. Lanterns drifted over dark water that circled the city in shining bands. Everywhere she looked, crystal light flickered in windows and walls and walkways, as if the entire city had been built from captured stars.

She had never been here.

She knew that with absolute certainty.

But as she looked over the glowing skyline, her chest tightened with the ache of recognition.

Not new, some quiet place inside her whispered.

Remembered.

A shiver moved through her.

Then a voice behind her said, quietly, “You came back.”

Valea turned.

He stood in the open archway as though he had stepped out of the night itself—tall, broad-shouldered, dressed in dark clothes that moved like shadow over water. The strange violet light of the city caught in the planes of his face and along the line of his throat. His hair was black, or nearly black, and the wind had pushed it loose over his forehead. There was something severe in the shape of him, something controlled, but his eyes—

His eyes undid her.

She knew them.

Not from anywhere she could name. Not from any room, road, town, or season of her life.

And yet the moment she saw them, something deep inside her gave way.

A thousand feelings rose at once—relief, longing, grief so sharp it was almost joy.

He looked at her like a man seeing someone returned from the dead.

Valea opened her mouth, but nothing came out.

He crossed the terrace slowly, as if sudden movements might frighten her away. “You’re earlier this time,” he said.

“This time?” Her voice sounded thin in the vast, glittering night.

His gaze searched her face. For one breathless moment, something like hope flickered there. Then it dimmed, gentled, and became something far more dangerous.

Tenderness.

“You don’t remember,” he said.

She should have stepped back. She should have demanded who he was, where she was, what this place was.

Instead she heard herself ask, “Should I?”

His expression shifted—pain, old and quiet. “Not yet.”

He stopped just in front of her. Near enough that she could feel the warmth of him in the cool night air. Near enough that every part of her body seemed to recognize him before her mind could catch up.

Valea stared at him. “Who are you?”

A smile touched his mouth, but it held no real amusement. “You always ask me that first.”

The words should have sounded impossible. Instead they sent a pulse of fear through her, followed by something even worse: the unmistakable feeling that he was telling the truth.

“Have we met?”

“Yes,” he said.

“When?”

He looked up briefly, toward the split moon, as if measuring time by something beyond ordinary clocks. “More times than either of us were meant to.”

The air changed.

Valea felt it before she understood it. A pressure passing through the terrace. A low vibration under her bare feet. The crystals embedded in the railing and walls dimmed for half a second, then brightened in a hard, unnatural pulse.

The man’s head lifted sharply.

No—Cael, something inside her said with sudden and absolute certainty.

Cael.

The name struck her like a bell.

She swayed.

His attention snapped back to her. “What did you say?”

“I didn’t—” But she had. Or thought it. Or remembered it. “Cael.”

For the first time since she’d seen him, true shock broke through his composure.

He took one step closer. “You remember my name.”

“I don’t know how.”

Neither did he, she could tell. But beneath the surprise, something fierce and bright kindled in his expression. Hope. Terrible hope.

Another pulse ran through the building. Stronger this time. The light in the crystal veins along the floor trembled.

Cael turned toward the city, his face going still.

Far in the distance, a sound rose.

Not a horn. Not thunder.

Something deeper.

Something ancient.

It rolled across the glowing skyline like the groan of a world shifting in its sleep.

Valea felt the hair rise on her arms. “What was that?”

His jaw tightened. “We’ve run out of time.”

Before she could ask what he meant, the air split with a sound like glass singing.

All across the city, light flashed.

Then the sky cracked.

It happened in silence at first—a fracture spreading across the dark above them, thin as a silver thread and then widening, jagged and luminous, until the stars themselves seemed to distort around it. A ripple moved outward through the night. The lanterns over the water flickered out. Somewhere below, people began to scream.

Valea staggered back from the terrace edge.

“What is happening?”

Cael seized her wrist.

The instant his hand closed around her skin, a violent rush of images tore through her.

A forest of red leaves and white stone.

A sea black as ink under a moonless sky.

A ring of crystal pillars in a desert of shining sand.

Cael bloodied and kneeling.

Cael laughing.

Cael with his forehead pressed to hers, whispering something she could not hear.

Cael dying in her arms.

Valea gasped and nearly collapsed.

His grip tightened, steadying her. His voice came low and urgent. “Listen to me.”

The sky cracked again.

This time the terrace shook.

From the fracture overhead, shadows began to spill—not darkness exactly, but absences. Places where light vanished, where shape bent inward, where the edges of the world seemed to loosen.

Valea couldn’t stop staring.

The shadows moved like living tears in reality, falling soundlessly toward the city.

The crystals around them went dark.

Below, the first tower shattered.

Not from impact.

From within.

A pulse of black spread through its center, and the glowing stone burst apart in a rain of light and debris.

Valea flinched at the sound, finally finding her voice. “Cael—”

He cupped her face with one hand, forcing her to look at him.

The chaos around them dimmed.

Not because it had stopped.

Because all of her had narrowed to him.

His thumb brushed her cheek with aching familiarity. “You need to wake up.”

“No.” The word came from somewhere instinctive, immediate. The panic in her voice startled her. “No, don’t—”

“Valea.”

The way he said her name made her chest feel like it might split open.

“You have to wake up now,” he said. “Listen carefully. I need you to remember something.”

The terrace trembled under another impact somewhere below. A wave of heat pushed through the archway behind him. In the city, bells had begun ringing—deep and frantic.

Valea grabbed his wrist. “Come with me.”

For a moment his face changed. Not fear. Not surprise. Something far older. A grief practiced so many times it had become almost gentle.

“I can’t,” he said.

“Why not?”

“Because this is not the life you stay in.”

Her fingers dug into his skin. “What does that mean?”

He looked at her the way a person looks at something they cannot bear to lose and cannot keep.

“It means this is only one door,” he said softly. “And you were never meant to open all of them at once.”

A shadow struck the far side of the terrace.

Stone exploded. Glass shrieked. The nearest pillar cracked down the middle.

Cael turned, shielding her with his body as shards scattered across the floor in bright, ringing arcs.

When he faced her again, there was blood at his temple.

Something in Valea broke.

She reached for him without thinking, pressing her hand to the side of his face. Heat leapt between her palm and his skin—real, immediate, devastatingly real.

His eyes closed for the briefest second, leaning into the touch as if he had wanted it for centuries.

When he opened them again, they were darker.

More desperate.

He pulled something from beneath the collar of his shirt—a crystal suspended on a thin chain. It was clear at first glance, but as he placed it in her hand it bloomed with hidden color: silver, blue, and the faintest pulse of violet at its core. It was warm, almost hot, and the moment her fingers closed around it, a sharp tone sang through her bones.

The same note echoed in the cracked sky above.

Valea looked down at it in shock. The crystal was shaped like a tear, but within it light moved in spirals, as if something alive had been sealed inside.

“What is this?”

“Find it,” he said.

She looked up, confused. “You just gave it to me.”

His mouth twitched, almost a smile, sad and knowing. “Not this one.”

The city groaned beneath another wave of destruction.

He wrapped her fingers tighter around the crystal. “There’s an archive hidden between lives. A place where memory remains even when worlds do not. You have to find it before he does.”

“Who?”

His face hardened. “The one who keeps souls asleep.”

The words hit her with a strange, cold resonance, as if some part of her had always known them.

More shadows poured from the fracture in the sky.

They were close now, writhing over rooftops and towers, erasing the crystal light wherever they touched. The air had become difficult to breathe. Thin. Sharp. Wrong.

Valea’s pulse thundered. “Cael, I don’t understand.”

“You will.”

“How?”

He looked at her as if he were trying to memorize her.

Then he said, very quietly, “Because you always do.”

The floor split beneath them.

A long crack shot through the
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