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Embers of the Underworld

Chapter One


The dying man’s chest split open like a ripe fruit. 



Seraphina’s fingers sank through flesh and bone without resistance, finding the thread of silver light that pulsed at the core of him. The soul. Always the soul. It shimmered against her palm, warm and frantic, a bird beating against a cage that had already sprung open. 



“Shh,” she murmured, though the living could not hear her. Only the dying, in that final breath between worlds, sometimes caught the whisper of her voice. This one did. His eyes rolled toward her, clouded with the fog of approaching death, and something like recognition flickered across his face. Fear. Always fear, at the end. 



“I am not the one you should be afraid of,” she told him, drawing the soul free with careful precision. It emerged in a cascade of silver light, trailing filaments of memory and regret, and she cradled it between her palms like water she was forbidden to spill. 



The room smelled of sickness. Rotting wood and sweat and the metallic tang of blood that had pooled beneath the man’s body for hours before she arrived. His wife had found him in the field, scythe still in hand, harvest abandoned to the crows. She had screamed. Seraphina had felt that scream from three villages away, a sharp spike of grief that cut through the veil between worlds. 



She had been collecting souls for a century now. The work was never clean. 



The soul pulsed against her hands, and she felt the shape of it. A farmer. Forty-three years old. Two children, a wife who would never stop loving him, a debt to the miller that would go unpaid. She felt the weight of his unfinished life pressing against her own, and she tucked it away into the hollow space behind her ribs where she kept all the souls she could not save. 



“You will cross,” she said, though the words were more for herself than for him. “I will see you across.” 



The silver light dimmed, settling into a steady glow, and she drew it into the vessel she carried at her belt. A small obsidian jar, smooth as water, etched with runes that predated the Underworld itself. The soul slid inside with a sound like a sigh, and she sealed the lid with a whisper of power. 



The farmer’s body shuddered once, then stilled. 



Seraphina withdrew her hand. Her fingers emerged clean, unmarked by blood or viscera. They always did. She had stopped wondering why a century ago, stopped questioning the mechanics of her own existence. She was a soul reaper. She did not bleed. She did not age. She did not die. 



She only collected. 



The door to the cottage opened, and the wife stumbled inside. Her face was a ruin of tears, her hands pressed against her mouth as she saw her husband’s body, still and cold on the bed where she had laid him. 



Seraphina stood in the corner, invisible to living eyes, and watched. 



The woman collapsed beside the bed, her wail rising into the rafters. It was a sound that had no shape, no language. Pure grief, raw and bleeding. Seraphina had heard it ten thousand times. She had never grown accustomed to it. 



“I am sorry,” she whispered, though the woman could not hear her. “He crossed gently. He did not suffer.” 



It was a lie. The soul had screamed when she pulled it free. They always screamed, these days. 



Something was wrong with the veil between worlds. She had felt it for months now, a thinning in the fabric of death, a fraying at the edges. Souls that should have passed easily into the Underworld were snagging, catching, tearing. Some she found wandering the living world, confused and lost, their tethers to the afterlife severed by an invisible blade. 



And some she found like this one. Trapped. Not in the world of the living, not in the world of the dead, but in a space between, where they could feel everything and nothing at once. 



She had reported it to the Underworld. She had sent messages through the proper channels, to the proper authorities, to the throne of obsidian and ash where he sat. 



He had not responded. 



Of course he had not responded. 



Seraphina pressed her palm against the obsidian jar at her belt, feeling the farmer’s soul settle into its temporary prison. She would take it to the crossing point at dawn, when the veil was thinnest, and she would push it through with her own hands if she had to. The Underworld could not refuse a soul that arrived at its gates. Even if its king refused to answer her messages. 



The wife was still weeping. Seraphina should leave. She had other souls to collect, other deaths to attend. The plague that was sweeping through the eastern provinces was claiming lives faster than she could harvest them, and each soul she missed was a soul that might be lost forever, trapped in the torment of the in-between. 



But she stayed. 



She stayed because the wife’s grief was a mirror, and she had not looked into her own reflection in a hundred years. 



“He loved you,” she said, though the woman could not hear. “His last thought was of your face. He was not afraid of dying. He was afraid of leaving you alone.” 



The words tasted like ash in her mouth. She had said them before, to other widows, other orphans, other mothers who had lost children to fever and war and the slow decay of age. They were always the same words, always the same comfort, always the same lie. 



No one was ever ready to die. No one was ever ready to be left behind. 



She turned away from the weeping woman and walked through the wall of the cottage, emerging into the cold night air. The stars were hidden behind clouds thick as wool, and the moon was a smear of pale light on the horizon. The village was dark, save for a few flickering candles in windows, and the only sound was the wind and the distant howl of a dog. 



She had been human once. 



The thought surfaced unbidden, and she pushed it down with the ease of long practice. She did not think about what she had been. She did not think about the man she had loved, the man who had broken her, the man who now sat on a throne of obsidian and ash, ruling the dead she was forced to collect. 



She did not think about Kaelen. 



She walked. 



The road to the crossing point was familiar, worn smooth by her footsteps over a century of travel. She knew every turn, every stone, every tree that had grown and died and grown again along its edges. She knew the places where the veil was thin, where she could feel the whisper of the dead pressing against her skin, and she knew the places where it was thick, where the living world was so loud it drowned out everything else. 



The crossing point was a circle of standing stones on a hill overlooking the sea. Ancient, older than the Underworld itself, older than the gods who had shaped the realms. The stones were carved with symbols she had never learned to read, spirals and lines that seemed to move when she looked at them from the corner of her eye. 



She stepped into the circle and felt the veil brush against her like a curtain of silk. 



The farmer’s soul stirred in its jar, sensing the proximity of the afterlife. It pressed against the obsidian, eager and afraid, and she opened the lid to let it out. 



The soul rose in a column of silver light, hovering above her palm. It pulsed once, twice, and then began to drift toward the center of the circle, where the veil was thinnest. 



But it did not pass through. 



It stopped. 



Seraphina frowned. She had never seen a soul hesitate at the crossing. They always passed through, drawn by the pull of the Underworld, the promise of rest. But this soul hovered at the threshold, trembling, as if it could not find the door. 



“Go,” she said, her voice sharp. “Cross.” 



The soul pulsed, and she felt its confusion, its fear. It could not find the way. The veil was there, thin as a whisper, but there was no opening. No passage. No door. 



Something was blocking it. 



She reached out with her power, pressing against the veil, trying to force it open. The fabric of death resisted, hard as iron, and she felt a spike of cold rage pierce her chest. 



This was not natural. This was not the thinning she had felt before, the fraying of the veil that came with age and neglect. This was deliberate. Someone had sealed the crossing. 



Someone had locked the gates of the Underworld. 



The soul began to scream. 



It was a sound that had no voice, no air, no vibration. It was pure agony, a soul trapped between worlds, unable to move forward, unable to go back. It writhed in the air, silver light twisting into shapes of pain, and Seraphina caught it before it could shatter. 



She pressed it back into the obsidian jar, sealing the lid with shaking hands. 



The screaming stopped. 



But she could still feel it, the echo of that torment, vibrating through the jar and into her bones. 



She stood in the circle of standing stones, the wind whipping her hair across her face, and she stared at the sealed veil. 



A century ago, she had made a vow. She would never set foot in the Underworld again. She would never look upon the face of the man who had betrayed her. She would collect souls and cross them over, and she would do her duty without ever touching the realm of the dead. 



But the gates were locked. The souls were trapped. And she was the only one who could feel it. 



She looked at the jar in her hands, at the soul that pulsed with desperate, trapped life. 



She thought of the wife, weeping in a cold cottage. 



She thought of the plague, sweeping through the provinces, claiming lives faster than she could harvest them. 



She thought of Kaelen, sitting on his throne of obsidian and ash, ignoring her messages, sealing the gates, letting the dead suffer. 



Her fingers curled around the jar. 



She had made a vow. 



But the dead were calling, and she had never been able to ignore their cries. 



She turned away from the standing stones and began to walk toward the sea. The Underworld had many entrances, and she knew them all. She had walked through fire and shadow and the bones of the earth to reach the realm of the dead. 



She would walk through them again. 



Even if it meant facing the man who had broken her. 



Even if it meant breaking herself all over again. 



The wind carried the scent of salt and rot, and the waves crashed against the cliffs below. The moon broke through the clouds, casting silver light across the water, and Seraphina stepped onto the path that led down to the shore. 



The entrance was there, hidden beneath the waves, a cave that filled with water at high tide and opened to the underworld at low. She had not used it in a century. She had not needed to. 



But the souls needed her now. 



And she would not let them suffer alone. 



She walked into the sea, and the water closed over her head. 



The salt stung her lips, a taste from a lifetime ago. Her bare feet sank into the wet sand, each step a small surrender. The water lapped at her ankles, cold and insistent. She did not resist. The moon painted her shadow long and thin. Each wave whispered her name. Her pulse did not quicken. It simply settled, as if resigned. 




Chapter Two


The throne room stank of scorched stone and old blood. 



Seraphina stepped through the archway of ribbed obsidian, her boots echoing against a floor veined with molten gold. The air here pressed against her skin like a fever; thick, dry, alive with the whisper of souls trapped between worlds. She had not crossed this threshold in a century. The last time, she had been dragged through it in chains, her wings torn from her shoulders, her voice raw from screaming his name. 



Now she walked in of her own will. 



Kaelen sat on the dais at the far end, sprawled across a seat carved from a single block of volcanic glass. His fingers drummed against the armrest; a slow, deliberate rhythm that matched the beat of her heart. He wore no crown tonight. Only a circlet of black iron sat low on his brow, tarnished and unadorned, as if the weight of it bored him. His hair fell loose past his shoulders, dark as the abyss, and his eyes tracked her approach with the patience of a predator who had already won. 



She stopped at the base of the dais, close enough to see the faint scar that bisected his left eyebrow; a gift she had given him the night he broke her wings. 



“You came.” His voice rolled through the chamber, low and rough, like stones grinding together in a riverbed. “I wondered how long it would take for the plague to drive you to my doorstep.” 



“It didn’t drive me.” She kept her chin high, her hands loose at her sides. “I chose to come.” 



“Did you?” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and the movement sent a ripple of tension through the air. “You always were a terrible liar, Seraphina. Your left eye twitches when you stretch the truth.” 



She did not blink. She had trained that twitch out of herself decades ago, in the solitude of the mortal world, but she let him believe the old tells still worked. Let him underestimate her. That was the only weapon she had left. 



“The plague is spreading,” she said. “Souls are rotting in the liminal space between life and death. The gates to your realm are clogged with screaming spirits that can neither pass nor return. If you care about the balance—” 



“I don’t.” He smiled, and it was a cold thing, all edge and no warmth. “The balance means nothing to me. The Underworld is full. Let the dead rot. Let the living choke on their own unfinished grief. Why should I lift a finger to fix a problem that doesn’t threaten my throne?” 



“Because the rogue sorcerer who unleashed this plague is using those trapped souls to fuel his power.” She let the words settle, watching his smile falter by a fraction. “He’s not just denying you souls. He’s stealing them. Turning them into weapons. How long until he has enough to march on your gates?” 



Kaelen’s fingers stilled on the armrest. 



The silence stretched, thick as the smoke that curled from braziers lining the walls. She could hear her own blood moving in her ears, could feel the weight of a hundred dead eyes watching from the shadows; the souls of the damned, bound to his court, waiting for his command. 



“You think I fear a mortal sorcerer?” he said at last, but the edge had gone from his voice. 



“I think you fear nothing.” She stepped closer, one hand outstretched, palm open. “But I also think you remember what it was like to love me. And I think that memory still burns.” 



He rose from the throne in a single, fluid motion. The air around him shimmered with heat, and the braziers flared, casting his face in sharp relief. He descended the dais one step at a time, each footfall a deliberate threat, until he stood close enough that she could smell the smoke and ash that clung to his skin. 



“You want my help,” he said, his voice dropping to a murmur. “Then name the price you’re willing to pay.” 



Her throat tightened, but she forced herself to hold his gaze. “What do you want?” 



He reached out, and she did not flinch when his fingers brushed the curve of her jaw. The touch was light; almost tender; but she felt the heat of him through her skin, the same heat that had once burned her from the inside out. 



“Stay,” he said. “Return to the Underworld. Be my consort, as you were meant to be before you chose betrayal over loyalty.” 



The word consort landed like a stone in her chest. She had been his consort once, in the days before the betrayal, before he had torn her wings from her body and cast her into the mortal realm. She had loved him then. She had believed in him. And he had crushed that belief with his bare hands. 



“You want me to trade my freedom for your aid.” Her voice came out flat, hollow. “You want me to cage myself beside the man who destroyed me.” 



“I want you to remember who you were before you forgot.” His hand dropped from her jaw, and he stepped back, arms crossing over his chest. “That is the price. One hundred years of servitude in my court, or you can watch the mortal world burn. Your choice.” 



The words hung in the air, heavy and final. She thought of the souls she had seen; the children trapped in endless twilight, their faces frozen in the moment of death, their screams silent but deafening. She thought of the rogue sorcerer, his power swelling with every stolen spirit. She thought of the world above, where dawn still broke over fields of green, where people still laughed and wept and loved. 



She had spent a century learning to hate him. But she had spent a century before that loving him. And somewhere beneath the hate, buried deep in the marrow of her bones, a part of her still remembered the taste of his mouth, the weight of his hand in hers. 



“One year,” she said. 



Kaelen’s eyebrow lifted. “Excuse me?” 



“One year.” She met his gaze, her own steady and cold. “I will stay in the Underworld for one year. I will act as your consort in public, attend your court, perform whatever duties you require. In return, you will send your legions to break the plague and destroy the sorcerer. And at the end of that year, if I have not found another way to sever the bond between us, I will remain willingly.” 



“You think you can find another way?” He laughed, but there was no humor in it. “The bond between us was forged in blood and fire. It cannot be broken.” 



“Then you have nothing to fear from a one-year term.” She held out her hand, palm up, waiting for him to seal the bargain. “Do we have an agreement?” 



He stared at her hand for a long moment. The braziers crackled. Somewhere in the depths of the palace, a soul screamed and fell silent. 



Then he took her hand. 



His fingers closed around hers, and the heat of his touch seared through her like a brand. The bond between them flared to life; a golden thread of light that wrapped around their wrists, pulsing with ancient magic. She felt his power surge through her, dark and vast, and she felt him feel hers; the cold precision of a soul reaper, the sharp edge of her grief. 



“One year,” he said, his voice a whisper against her ear. “And when the year is done, you will not leave. You will beg to stay.” 



She pulled her hand free, the golden thread fading into her skin. “There is one more condition.” 



His eyes narrowed. “Name it.” 



“You do not touch me.” She stepped back, putting distance between them. “No embraces. No kisses. No attempts to share my bed. The bargain is political, not personal. If you break that condition, the bargain is void, and I walk free.” 



A slow smile spread across his lips; a smile that made her stomach drop and her skin prickle with warning. 



“Touch,” he repeated, drawing the word out like a promise. “You have my word, Seraphina. I will not touch you.” 



But the way he said it, the way his gaze traced the line of her throat, told her that the word touch meant something different to him than it did to her. 



She turned and walked toward the archway, her spine rigid, her heart a wild drum in her chest. Behind her, his voice followed, soft and amused. 



“Welcome home.” 



The words slithered down her spine like a serpent, coiling in the hollow of her ribs. She did not look back. She could not afford to let him see the fear that had begun to bloom in her chest; a fear that had nothing to do with the plague, or the sorcerer, or the souls she had come to save. 



It was the fear that, after a century of hating him, she might still love the monster he had become. 



The obsidian archway loomed before her, its surface slick with condensation that caught the dim light of the torches. Seraphina paused at the threshold, her fingers brushing the cool stone. The texture was wrong. It should have been rough, uneven, like the cave walls she remembered from a century ago. But this was polished, almost glasslike, as if Kaelen had smoothed away every imperfection until the rock reflected his own cold perfection back at itself. 



The air changed as she crossed into the corridor beyond. It grew heavier, denser, carrying the scent of burnt amber and something metallic. Blood, perhaps, or the memory of it. The walls here were lined with tapestries, but not the hunting scenes or battle victories she might have expected. These depicted souls in transition: bodies of smoke and shadow rising from mortal flesh, their faces caught between terror and release. She recognized the style. She had seen it in the temples of the Old Gods, before they had been forgotten. 



“You redecorated,” she said, her voice flat. 



Kaelen’s footsteps echoed behind her, measured and unhurried. “A century is a long time to sit in the dark, Seraphina. Even a king grows tired of his own shadow.” 



She did not turn. “You were never fond of shadows before. You said they reminded you of the space between heartbeats.” 



A pause. She felt his attention sharpen, like a blade being drawn from its sheath. 



“You remember that.” 



It was not a question, but she answered anyway. “I remember everything. That is my curse.” 



The corridor opened into a great hall, and she stopped despite herself. The ceiling soared above her, lost in darkness so complete it seemed to swallow the torchlight before it could reach the top. Pillars of black stone rose at intervals, each one carved with scenes of the Underworld’s history: the first souls to arrive, the wars between the old rulers, the rise of a new king with eyes like molten gold. 



Him. Always him. 



In the center of the hall stood a table of polished bone, its surface inlaid with silver threads that formed constellations she did not recognize. Maps, perhaps. Or cages. The chairs around it were high-backed and throne-like, each one adorned with a different symbol: a serpent, a flame, a broken chain. 



“I had them made for my council,” Kaelen said, moving to stand beside her. “The serpent represents cunning. The flame, destruction. The broken chain, freedom from the mortal coil.” 



“And which one is yours?” 



He gestured to the far end of the table, where a single chair rose higher than the rest. Its back was carved into the shape of a phoenix, wings spread wide, its beak open in a silent scream. 



“None of them,” he said. “I do not sit with my council. I watch from above.” 



She turned to face him, forcing herself to meet his gaze. “Then why show me?” 



“Because you are not my council.” He stepped closer, and she forced herself not to retreat. “You are my equal. My counterpart. The one person in all the realms who has seen me bleed.” 



Her jaw tightened. “I have seen you do worse than bleed, Kaelen. I have seen you kill.” 



“And you have killed beside me.” His voice dropped, rough and low. “Do not pretend you are innocent. I know the weight of your soul, Seraphina. I know every sin you carry.” 



She looked away, her gaze landing on a tapestry that hung behind the phoenix throne. It showed a woman with hair like moonlight, her hands raised toward a sky of black fire. The woman’s face was hidden, but her posture spoke of defiance, of a will that refused to break. 



“Is that supposed to be me?” she asked. 



“It is how I see you.” He said it simply, without irony or malice. “A woman who would burn the world to save it. A woman who would sacrifice herself for a cause she knows is hopeless.” 



“You do not know me anymore.” 



“I know you better than you know yourself.” He reached out, and she flinched before she could stop herself. His hand froze in midair, fingers curled, and he let it fall back to his side. “The bargain stands. I will not touch you. But I will watch you. I will learn you again. And when the year is done, you will understand why I did what I did.” 



She shook her head, a bitter laugh escaping her lips. “You betrayed me. You slaughtered my family. You chained me to this realm and called it love. There is no explanation that will change what you are.” 



“Perhaps not.” He turned and walked toward the throne, his boots echoing against the stone floor. “But I have a year to try.” 



She watched him ascend the dais, his silhouette cutting against the torchlight, and felt the familiar ache settle into her bones. The fear was still there, coiled and waiting. But beneath it, buried so deep she almost did not recognize it, was something else. 



Curiosity. 



And that, more than anything, terrified her. 




Chapter Three


The obsidian throne room stretched before Seraphina like a wound that refused to heal. Shadows pooled in the corners, thick and alive, breathing with the slow rhythm of the Underworld itself. The air tasted of ash and old copper, a flavor she had long since grown numb to. Or so she told herself. 



She stood at the threshold, her boots planted on the black stone floor. The cold seeped through the leather, through the soles of her feet, climbing up her legs like skeletal fingers. A century of this place, and still her body remembered warmth. Still her skin craved sunlight she would never feel again. 



The throne sat at the far end of the hall, raised on a dais of jagged obsidian. It was not a seat of comfort. It was a monument to cruelty, carved from the bones of the mountain itself. And upon it, draped in shadows and the remnants of his humanity, sat Kaelen. 



He had not moved when she entered. His fingers rested on the armrests, long and pale against the black stone. His eyes were closed, but she knew he sensed her. He always did. The bond between them, forged in blood and broken promises, hummed beneath her skin like a discordant note. 



Seraphina forced her spine to straighten. She would not cower. She had not cowered when he had driven the blade through her chest a century ago, and she would not cower now. 



“You summoned me,” she said. Her voice carried through the hall, flat and cold. She had practiced that tone for decades. It cost her nothing to use it now. 



Kaelen’s eyes opened. They were the color of dying embers, dark and smoldering, with flecks of gold that caught the dim firelight. He studied her for a long moment, his gaze traveling from her face to her hands, to the scythe she carried at her back. She had not drawn it. She would not give him the satisfaction. 



“I did,” he said. His voice was lower than she remembered. Rougher. It scraped against her ears like gravel. 



He rose from the throne, and the shadows around him stirred. They clung to his shoulders, his chest, his thighs, as though they were part of him. Perhaps they were. A century in the Underworld changed a man. It had certainly changed her. 



He descended the dais slowly, each step deliberate. The sound of his boots against the stone echoed in the vast chamber. Seraphina’s jaw tightened. She forced her fingers to remain still at her sides, though every instinct screamed at her to reach for her weapon. 



He stopped three paces away. Close enough that she could see the lines around his mouth, the silver threading through his dark hair. Close enough that she could smell him. Smoke and something deeper, something ancient. It pulled at her memory, at the hollow place in her chest where her heart used to beat. 



“You look well,” he said. 



The words were a blade twisted in her gut. She did not flinch. 



“You look the same,” she replied. “Still wearing the face of a liar.” 



His mouth curved, but it was not a smile. It was a scar of amusement, thin and bitter. “I have worn many faces over the years. This one seemed most appropriate for you.” 



“Why am I here, Kaelen?” 



He tilted his head, studying her like a puzzle he had not yet solved. “A soul has escaped the Underworld.” 



The words landed in the space between them. Seraphina’s stomach dropped. She kept her face still, but her mind raced. Souls did not escape. The Underworld was a prison with no exit. She had spent a hundred years ensuring that. 



“Impossible,” she said. 



“And yet it happened.” He turned and walked back toward the throne, his movements fluid and unhurried. He was baiting her. Drawing her in. She knew the pattern. She had danced this dance before. 



“Three days ago,” he continued, “a soul slipped through a crack in the Veil. A crack that should not exist. A crack that no one noticed until it was too late.” 



He reached the dais but did not sit. Instead, he turned to face her, his arms crossed over his chest. The shadows curled around his forearms, possessive and intimate. 



“I need you to retrieve it.” 



The request hung in the air, absurd and impossible. Seraphina’s mouth went dry. She had not left the Underworld in a century. She had not walked among the living since the day he had killed her. 



“You have hunters for that,” she said. “You have hounds. You have the entire army of the damned at your command. Why me?” 



Kaelen’s eyes darkened. The gold flecks dimmed, swallowed by the black. “Because the soul that escaped is yours.” 



The air stilled. The fire in the braziers seemed to hold its breath. Seraphina’s chest froze, a hollow ache spreading through her ribs. She had no heart to break, but something in her cracked anyway. 



“You lie,” she whispered. 



“I do not lie, Seraphina. Not about this.” He stepped closer, and the shadows followed. “The soul is your mother’s.” 



Her mother. The word was a ghost, a whisper from a life she had buried so deep she had almost forgotten it existed. Her mother had died before the betrayal. Before the Underworld. Before everything. Her soul should have passed beyond the Veil, into the peace she had earned. 



“How?” The word escaped before she could stop it. 



Kaelen’s expression softened, and she hated him for it. Hated the flicker of something that looked almost like sympathy. 



“I do not know. But I intend to find out.” He paused. “And you will help me.” 



Seraphina’s fingers curled into her palms. The nails bit into her skin, grounding her. She had spent a century building walls around her heart. She had learned to feel nothing. To want nothing. To be nothing but the blade in the darkness. 



And now he was tearing it all down with three words. 



Your mother’s soul. 



“Why would I help you?” she asked. Her voice was steady, but it cost her everything. “Why would I do anything you ask?” 



Kaelen’s gaze held hers. The firelight cast silhouettes across his face, carving him into something ancient and terrible. “Because you want to know the truth. And because I am the only one who can give it to you.” 



He was right. She hated that he was right. 



The silence stretched between them, thick and suffocating. Seraphina could feel the weight of the Underworld pressing down on her shoulders. The walls of the throne room seemed to close in, the glooms reaching for her with hungry fingers. 



She had a choice. She could refuse. She could walk away, retreat to the cold solitude of her chambers, and pretend this conversation had never happened. She could let her mother’s soul drift through the Veil, lost and unreachable. 



But she would never know. She would spend the rest of eternity wondering. 



And Kaelen knew that. He had always known how to break her. 



“What do you want from me?” she asked. 



He smiled then. It was a slow, predatory thing that did not reach his eyes. “I want you to hunt. I want you to find the crack in the Veil and seal it. I want you to bring your mother’s soul back to the Underworld.” 



“And if I refuse?” 



“Then I will send the hounds. And they will tear her soul apart before they bring it back to me.” 



The threat was casual, almost kind. It made Seraphina’s blood run cold. 



She had seen the hounds. She had heard their screams. She knew what they did to souls that resisted. 



“You would destroy her,” she said. “You would destroy the only thing I have left.” 



“I would do what is necessary to protect the Underworld.” He stepped closer, close enough that she could see the exhaustion in his eyes. The weight of a century of rule. “But I am giving you a choice. I am giving you the chance to save her.” 



“A choice.” She laughed, and the sound was hollow. “You have never given me a choice, Kaelen. Not once.” 



His jaw tightened. For a moment, something stirred in his eyes. Regret. Pain. She could not tell. And she did not care. 



“You are right,” he said. “I have not. But I am trying now.” 



The words were unexpected. They landed in her chest like a stone dropped into still water. She did not know what to do with them. She did not know how to hold them. 



“I will do it,” she said. The words tasted like ash. “But not for you. For her.” 



Kaelen nodded slowly. “I expected nothing less.” 



He turned and walked back to the throne. The shades welcomed him, wrapping around him like an embrace. He sat, and the darkness settled around him like a crown. 



“You will leave at dawn,” he said. “The crack is in the mortal realm, in the city of Thornwood. You will find it. You will seal it. And you will bring her back.” 



Seraphina did not answer. She turned and walked toward the door, her boots echoing against the stone. She did not look back. She would not give him the satisfaction. 



But as she stepped through the threshold, his voice stopped her. 



“Seraphina.” 



She paused. Her hand rested on the doorframe, the cold stone biting into her palm. 



“Be careful,” he said. “The mortal realm is not what you remember.” 



She did not respond. She stepped through the door and into the darkness beyond. 



But his words followed her, clinging to her skin like frost. The mortal realm was not what she remembered. Neither was she. And neither was he. 



The Underworld had changed them all. 



She turned her back on him, but the weight of his gaze pressed against her shoulders. The obsidian throne room stretched before her, a cavern of shadow and memory. Every step she took echoed twice: once off the walls, once off the hollow inside her chest. 



For her. The promise tasted no sweeter than the ash still coating her tongue. Elara's face surfaced in her mind: the curve of her cheek, the way she laughed without sound, the way she had pressed her small hand into Seraphina's palm on the night of her death. A child. A ghost. A soul Seraphina had failed to protect once already. 



The floor beneath her boots was cold. Not the cold of stone, but the cold of something that remembered being warm. The shades along the walls shifted, their whispers a low murmur of curiosity and hunger. They parted as she walked, giving her a wide berth. Even they knew better than to touch her. 



Kaelen's voice stopped her at the threshold. “Seraphina.” 



She paused. Her fingers curled around the doorframe. The stone bit into her palm, sharp and grounding. She did not turn. She would not let him see the tremor that ran through her jaw. 



“Be careful,” he said. “The mortal realm is not what you remember.” 



The words settled into her spine like frost seeping through cloth. She wanted to laugh. She wanted to tell him that nothing was what she remembered. Not the Underworld. Not the sky. Not the man who had once whispered her name like a prayer and then carved her heart out with a single act of betrayal. 



Instead she said nothing. 



She stepped through the door. 



The corridor beyond was dark and narrow, lined with weeping torches that cast no heat. The air smelled of damp earth and old iron. She walked without looking back, but his voice clung to her skin. Be careful. He had never said that before. Not in the hundred years of servitude. Not when she had faced the soul-eaters in the Wailing Marshes. Not when she had walked into the Court of Ashes alone. 



Why now? 



The question burned in her throat, but she swallowed it down. She would not give it power. She would not give him power. 



The mortal realm was not what she remembered. Neither was she. And neither was he. 



The Underworld had changed them all. 




Chapter Four


The throne room of the Underworld had never been warm. 



Seraphina had forgotten the precise quality of its coldness, how it seeped through leather and wool and skin alike, settling into the marrow of bones that had long since forgotten what it meant to be alive. The walls rose in jagged columns of obsidian, veined with threads of phosphorescent green that pulsed like the slow heartbeat of a dying star. At the far end, on a dais of fused bone and black glass, sat the throne. 



She had called it beautiful once, in another life. Before she understood what it cost. 



Kaelen occupied it now, one elbow resting on the armrest, his chin propped on his knuckles. He watched her approach with the patience of a predator who had already marked its prey and was simply waiting for the prey to realize it was cornered. The crown sat upon his brow, a circlet of interwoven femurs and ribs, polished to a gleam that caught the green light and threw it back in fractured patterns across his face. 



He had aged. Not in the way mortals aged, with wrinkles and silver hair, but in the way stone aged when water ran over it for centuries. The sharp lines of his jaw had grown harder. The shadows beneath his cheekbones had deepened. His eyes, once the color of summer storms, had gone flat and gray, like ash that had long since burned out. 



Those eyes tracked her across the vast floor, past the pillars of bone, past the kneeling wraiths that parted before her like smoke before a blade. She kept her spine straight and her pace even, refusing to give him the satisfaction of hurry. 



"You came." His voice rolled across the chamber, low and resonant, carrying the weight of a hundred years of absolute authority. "I wondered if you would." 



"You knew I would." 



A ghost of a smile touched his mouth, there and gone. "Yes. But I wondered if you'd admit it to yourself." 



She stopped at the base of the dais, close enough to see the fine cracks in the obsidian beneath her boots, close enough to smell the particular scent that clung to him now. Smoke and old blood and something metallic, like the air before a lightning strike. The guards who had escorted her from the gate had melted back into the shadows, leaving her alone with the king of the dead and the weight of everything they had never said to each other. 



"I need the relic," she said. 



"No greeting? No pleasantries?" He tilted his head, the crown catching the light. "A hundred years, Seraphina. A hundred years since you walked through those gates and swore you would never return. And now you stand before me, asking for favors." 



"Not asking. Demanding." 



The smile returned, wider this time, and something dark flickered in the depths of his eyes. "There she is. I was beginning to think the centuries had sanded down your edges." 



"Nothing sanded me down, Kaelen. Least of all you." 



She watched his jaw tighten at the sound of his name, the first crack in his composure. Good. Let him remember that she was not some trembling soul begging at his feet. She was the woman who had loved him, and the woman he had betrayed, and she would not pretend otherwise for the sake of his fragile king's pride. 



"The plague," she said, before he could speak again. "The rogue sorcerer. You know what's happening above. Souls trapped in eternal torment, unable to pass. The balance is shattering." 



"I am aware." 



"Then you know I need the Heartstone. It's the only way to track the sorcerer, to find the source of the plague and stop it before the barrier between worlds collapses entirely." 



Kaelen rose from the throne, the movement fluid and deliberate, and descended the three steps of the dais until he stood before her. He was taller than she remembered, or perhaps she had simply forgotten the way he filled a space, the way his presence pressed against her skin like a coming storm. He wore no armor, only a tunic of black silk and trousers of the same, but he might as well have been clad in iron for all the vulnerability he showed. 



"The Heartstone," he repeated, the word rolling off his tongue like poison. "You come into my kingdom, into my throne room, and demand the one artifact that could unmake me." 



"It's not for you. It's for the souls above." 



"The souls above are not my concern." 



"They are your concern if you want the Underworld to continue existing. The plague spreads, Kaelen. More souls are trapped every day. If the barrier falls, if the living and the dead become one, there will be no Underworld. There will be no throne. There will be nothing but chaos and the screaming of the damned." 



He stepped closer, close enough that she could see the individual flecks of silver in his gray eyes, close enough that she could feel the heat radiating from his body. He had always run hot, even when she had been alive, even when his hands had been the warmest thing in her frozen world. 



"And if I give you the Heartstone," he said, his voice dropping to a murmur, "what will you give me in return?" 



Her blood went cold. "Nothing." 



"Everyone pays, Seraphina. Everyone bargains. That is the first law of the Underworld, the law you taught me yourself." He reached out, and she forced herself not to flinch as his fingers brushed a strand of hair from her face. "You want something from me. I want something from you. That is balance." 



"I am not a soul to be bargained for." 



"No. You are something far more valuable." His hand dropped to his side, and he stepped back, giving her room to breathe. "You are the woman who taught me that love was a weapon. You are the woman who carved out my heart and left me to rule this kingdom of ash and bone. You are the woman who swore she would never return, and yet here you stand, begging." 



"I am not begging." 



"You are." His voice hardened, the silk gone, replaced by steel. "You are standing in my throne room, asking for my help, and offering nothing in return. That is the definition of begging, Seraphina. You have simply forgotten what it feels like to be the one who needs instead of the one who gives." 



The words struck deeper than she wanted to admit, because they were true. She had spent a century building walls around herself, fortifying her heart with stone and spite, convincing herself that she needed no one. But the plague had stripped those walls away, leaving her raw and desperate and standing before the one man she had sworn never to face again. 



"What do you want?" The words tasted like ash on her tongue. 



Kaelen studied her for a long moment, his expression unreadable. The green light from the walls cast shadows across his face, making him look ancient and terrible and achingly familiar all at once. 



"I want to know why you left." 



The question hung between them, heavy and sharp-edged, cutting through the years of silence and anger and grief. She had expected demands for power, for souls, for some dark bargain that would cost her everything. She had not expected this. 



"You know why I left." 



"I know what you told me. I know the words you said before you walked through the gate and disappeared into the mortal world. But I have had a hundred years to think, Seraphina, and I do not believe you." 



"Believe what you want. It changes nothing." 



"It changes everything." He moved closer again, and this time she did not
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