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Chapter 1 – The Clock That Shouldn’t Exist
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New York always sounded louder at night, as if the city saved its secrets for after dark.

Ariana loved that about it.

She stood alone inside Larkspur Books, the small vintage bookstore tucked between a wine bar and a nail salon in the West Village. Outside, rain brushed the sidewalk in silver streaks, taxis hissing past like restless thoughts. Inside, the air smelled of old paper, dust, and faint lavender from the candle burning near the register.

Ariana checked the time on her phone—9:47 p.m.
Almost closing.
She adjusted the soft cardigan draped over her shoulders, the fabric familiar and comforting. At thirty-two, she had learned which clothes felt like armor and which felt like home. Tonight, she needed both.

Her reflection stared back at her from the darkened window—long auburn hair pulled into a loose ponytail, tired eyes softened by subtle makeup, lips pressed together in a thoughtful line. She looked like she belonged here. It had taken years for that feeling to settle fully, but now it had—quietly, stubbornly, beautifully.

Ariana bent down to sort through a cardboard box labeled DONATIONS – UNSORTED. Someone had dropped it off earlier without a name or note. That wasn’t unusual in New York. People left pieces of their past everywhere.

She lifted out dog-eared paperbacks, cracked spines, forgotten romances. Then her fingers brushed against something solid—too heavy to be a book.

Frowning, she reached deeper into the box.

It was a leather-bound journal, dark green and worn smooth with age. No title. No name. As she opened it, the brittle pages whispered softly, empty except for one thing tucked into the back cover.

A pocket watch.

Ariana’s breath caught.

It was beautiful in a way that felt intentional—golden casing etched with delicate ivy patterns, cool and heavy in her palm. She turned it over, noticing an engraving along the inside rim.

“For the moment you wish you could change.”

Her pulse quickened.

“That’s... unsettling,” she murmured to herself.

She pressed the button. The watch opened with a soft click.

Instead of numbers, the face held dates—dozens of them, layered faintly as if written and rewritten over time. One date glowed brighter than the rest.

October 14, 2009.

The room seemed to tilt.

Ariana closed the watch abruptly, her fingers trembling. She knew that date. She had tried not to remember it, tried to bury it under years of becoming, healing, surviving.

But some memories lived in your bones.

October 14 was the day she had walked away from the man she loved.

Ethan.

She swallowed hard and leaned against the counter, the rain outside suddenly louder, closer. Her chest tightened with a familiar ache—one she thought time had dulled, but never truly erased.

Ethan had loved her before she had the language to love herself properly. Back when she was still hiding, still afraid, still trying to be what the world expected instead of who she was. Their love had been real—and impossible.

Or so she had believed.

Ariana laughed quietly, shaking her head. “Okay. That’s enough weirdness for one night.”

She placed the watch back into the journal and slid both onto the counter, determined to lock them in the office safe until morning. Old objects carried stories, sure—but this felt like something else. Something personal.

As she reached for her keys, the lights flickered.

Once.
Twice.
The candle flame shuddered, stretching unnaturally tall.

Ariana froze.

The pocket watch vibrated.

“Nope,” she whispered. “Absolutely not.”

The vibration grew stronger, a soft hum filling the bookstore like a heartbeat. Against her better judgment—against every instinct that had kept her alive and sane in this city—she touched it.

The metal was warm now.

The watch snapped open on its own.

The glowing date pulsed brighter, flooding the room with golden light. Ariana stumbled back, knocking over a chair as the shelves began to tremble. Books rattled, pages fluttering as if caught in a sudden wind.

“What is happening?” she shouted, though no one was there to answer.

The light swallowed everything.

The smell of lavender vanished. The hum became a roar. Ariana felt herself falling—not down, but through, as if time itself had cracked open beneath her feet.

And then—

Silence.

Cold pavement pressed against her palms.

Ariana gasped and pushed herself upright, rain soaking instantly through her cardigan. Her heart pounded as she looked around, breath hitching in disbelief.

She was still in New York.

But not her New York.

The storefronts were different—older signs, faded paint. A café across the street bore a name she hadn’t seen in over a decade. A passing car blasted a song she remembered from college, something she hadn’t heard in years.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket.

Hands shaking, Ariana pulled it out.

October 14, 2009.
6:12 p.m.
Her knees nearly gave out.

“No,” she whispered. “No, no, no...”

And then she saw him.

Ethan stood across the street, laughing into his phone, younger and painfully familiar—same crooked smile, same dark hair falling into his eyes. Alive in a way memory could never fully capture.

The man she had lost.

The man time had returned to her.

Ariana clutched the pocket watch to her chest as tears blurred her vision.

Time hadn’t just listened.

It had answered.
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Chapter 2 – The Love She Left Behind
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Ariana didn’t cross the street.

She couldn’t.

She stood frozen on the rain-dark sidewalk, watching Ethan like a ghost watching the living—present, unseen, undone by memory. He leaned against a lamppost, laughing into his phone, shoulders relaxed, unaware that time had folded itself inside out to put her here.

Younger Ethan.

The version untouched by regret.

Her chest tightened, and suddenly she wasn’t standing in 2009 again—she was remembering it.



They had met in a cramped coffee shop near NYU, one of those places where the espresso machine screamed louder than the conversations. Ariana—back then still using the name the world had given her—had been hunched over a notebook, pretending to study while secretly writing fragments of a life she didn’t yet know how to claim.

Ethan had spilled coffee on her sleeve.

“Oh my God, I’m so sorry,” he’d blurted, fumbling with napkins, his face flushed. “I swear I’m not usually this destructive.”

She’d laughed—nervous, surprised by how warm his attention felt.
“It’s okay. I needed a reason to stop pretending this was productive anyway.”
That had been it.

Just like that.

They became inseparable in the way only two people in their twenties could—long walks through the city at night, cheap takeout eaten on apartment floors, conversations that stretched until morning. Ethan talked about architecture, about wanting to build spaces that made people feel safe. Ariana listened, heart aching at the irony.

Because with him, she did feel safe.

Safer than she had ever felt with anyone.

But safety didn’t erase the truth she carried.



Back in the rain-soaked present-past, Ariana wrapped her arms around herself. Seeing him now reopened everything she had sealed away.

Ethan had loved her fiercely—without knowing all of her. That was the cruelest part.

She remembered the nights she lay awake beside him, staring at the ceiling while he slept, wondering if love could survive truth. She remembered flinching when he used words that didn’t fit her, even when he meant them tenderly. Remembered the quiet panic every time the future came up.

Marriage.
Children.
“Someday.”
Someday had terrified her.

Because she didn’t know how to become Ariana yet. She didn’t know how to ask the world—or Ethan—to see her as she truly was.

The city hadn’t been ready.
And she hadn’t been brave enough.



The night they broke up, the city had looked just like this—wet streets, neon reflections bleeding into puddles. They’d stood outside his apartment, neither wanting to go inside, both knowing what waited there.

“You’ve been pulling away,” Ethan had said softly. Not angry. Hurt. “Did I do something?”

She’d wanted to scream no. Wanted to say this is about me, not you. But the words tangled inside her throat, heavy with fear.

“I don’t know who I am,” she’d finally whispered.

Ethan had stepped closer. “Then let me stay while you figure it out.”

God, she had loved him for that.

But love hadn’t been enough.

“I can’t,” she’d said, voice breaking. “I don’t think you’d love me if you really knew.”

He’d gone still.

“I love you now.”

She shook her head, tears spilling. “That’s the problem.”

She’d walked away before he could stop her. Before she could lose her nerve. Before she could destroy them both by staying half-alive, half-honest.



A car horn snapped Ariana back to the present.

Ethan was still there—ending his call, slipping his phone into his jacket pocket. He looked up, scanning the street, and for one terrifying second, his eyes passed over her.

Her breath caught.

Did he see her?

Her heart pounded as his gaze lingered—not in recognition, but curiosity. Then he looked away, distracted by the city, by life moving forward.

He didn’t know her.

Not like this.

And that realization cut deeper than she expected.

Ariana pressed her fingers to her lips, steadying herself. The regret she had carried for years—the quiet what if that followed her through every relationship, every milestone—rose up, sharp and alive.

She had spent so long believing that leaving him had been an act of mercy.

Now she wasn’t so sure.

The city had never let her forget Ethan. Every corner held an echo—every bridge, every late-night diner, every song drifting out of a cab window. New York remembered him even when she tried not to.

And now time itself had handed her back the one thing she never allowed herself to hope for.

A second chance.

Ariana looked down at the pocket watch resting against her chest, its warmth steady, patient.

“I don’t know what you want from me,” she whispered. “But you picked the wrong person if you think I won’t be afraid.”

Rain fell harder, blurring the world into streaks of light and shadow.

Across the street, Ethan turned and walked away, disappearing into the crowd.

Ariana followed—keeping her distance, heart aching, resolve slowly forming.

This time, she wouldn’t run.

Not from him.
Not from herself.
And not from the love she had left behind.
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