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Part One: The Sister

Chapter 1 – The Second First

The woman in black stepped through the garden gate.

Her name was Eun-mi, and she had been watching for a very long time. Millennia. Eons. However long it takes for a sister's grief to curdle into something sharp, cold, and endless.

Hana stood frozen on the porch. Her scythe was in her hand—she didn’t remember reaching for it—but the woman didn’t seem to notice. Or care.

"You killed her," Eun-mi said. Her voice was soft, almost gentle—the voice of someone who had practiced this moment a thousand times. "My sister. Eun-ha. You killed her."

"I didn’t—" Hana started.

"You collected her soul. You let a Variable tear her apart. You stood there and watched." Eun-mi stepped closer. The garden lights flickered. The yellow flowers dimmed. "I’ve been waiting for this moment since the beginning of time. Waiting for someone to finally end her suffering. And you did."

Hana didn’t lower her scythe. "I didn’t know she had a sister."

"No one did. The Bureau erased me. They erased all of us. The First Reaper wasn’t supposed to have family. She wasn’t supposed to love. She wasn’t supposed to be human." Eun-mi’s smile was sad. "But she was. She loved me. And I loved her. And you took her away."

"I didn’t take her. She was already gone. The Variable—"

"I don’t care about the Variable." Eun-mi’s voice hardened. "I care about the system that made her into a monster. The Bureau. The rules. The contracts. The endless, senseless cycle of collection and harvest and forgetting." She raised her hand. Her fingers were long, pale, and seemed to absorb the light. "You turned her into a monster. Now I’m going to turn you into nothing."

Dae-hyun appeared in the doorway behind Hana. His coffee cup clattered to the floor.

"Eun-mi," he said quietly. "We’ve heard stories. The First Reaper’s sister. The Unmaker."

"Stories." Eun-mi laughed—a hollow, terrible sound. "I’m not a story. I’m a consequence. Every soul the Bureau harvested, every Variable they tortured, every Reaper they broke—I’m the bill coming due."

Hana stepped off the porch. She positioned herself between Eun-mi and the house—between Eun-mi and the Variables sleeping inside.

"What do you want?"

"I want the Bureau gone. Every Reaper. Every Variable. Every contract. Every memory of this cursed system." Eun-mi’s eyes were empty—not cold, not cruel, just empty. The way a black hole is empty. "And I want you to watch."

She snapped her fingers.

The garden went dark.

———
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CHAPTER 2 – THE UNMAKING

Soo-ah was the first.

She had been sleeping in the guest room—the one with the flowered curtains and the stack of balloons in the corner. She didn’t scream when Eun-mi found her. She didn’t even wake up. She just... faded.

Not died. Dying implied an end, a transition, something after. This was different. This was erasure. Soo-ah’s threads—bright and tangled and full of laughter—simply stopped existing. One moment she was there. The next moment, she wasn’t.

Hana felt it happen. She was running through the house, Dae-hyun behind her, when a patch of silence opened in the back of her mind. A place where Soo-ah used to be.

“No,” she whispered.

Ha-rin was next.

The collective screamed—a hundred voices in one body, all of them terrified. Ha-rin tried to fight. Her threads—the massive tangled cord that held a hundred souls together—lashed out at Eun-mi, wrapping around her, trying to pull her apart.

Eun-mi didn’t even flinch.

“You’re beautiful,” she said, watching the threads dissolve against her skin. “A hundred souls, all bound together, all choosing to survive. My sister would have loved you.”

“Where is she?” Ha-rin demanded. “Where is Eun-ha?”

“Gone. Like you’re about to be.”

Eun-mi touched Ha-rin’s forehead.

The collective screamed again—a hundred voices, a hundred endings. Their threads frayed, snapped, and vanished. Ha-rin’s body collapsed. By the time it hit the floor, it was empty. Not dead. Erased.

Jun-ho tried to fight.

He came at Eun-mi with his scythe raised, his silver badge blazing. He had collected five hundred souls. He had survived the Revenant’s curse. He had learned to feel again, to love again, to hope again.

None of it mattered.

Eun-mi caught his scythe between two fingers. The blade shattered. The pieces hung in the air for a moment—glittering, beautiful—and then they dissolved.

“Jun-ho,” Eun-mi said. “The Revenant. The accident. You were never supposed to exist.”

“I exist anyway.”

“Not for long.”

She touched his chest. His badge went dark. His threads—thin, fragile, hard-won—began to unravel. Jun-ho looked at Hana. His eyes were calm.

“Don’t let her win,” he said.

Then he was gone.

Hana screamed.

She lunged at Eun-mi, her scythe swinging, her threads blazing. But Eun-mi wasn’t there anymore. She was standing across the room, smiling, untouched.

“Three down,” Eun-mi said. “How many more do you have?”

Hana turned. Dae-hyun was behind her, his face pale, his hands shaking. Ji-soo was in the doorway, her gold badge glowing.

“Run,” Hana said.

“What?”

“Run! Take Dae-hyun and run! I’ll hold her off!”

Dae-hyun grabbed her arm. “I’m not leaving you—”

“You’re not leaving me. You’re surviving. That’s different.” Hana pushed him toward Ji-soo. “Go. Now. I’ll find you.”

Ji-soo didn’t argue. She grabbed Dae-hyun’s wrist and pulled him toward the back door. Dae-hyun struggled for a moment—then stopped. He looked at Hana.

“Find me,” he said.

“Always.”

He ran.

Hana turned back to Eun-mi. The Unmaker was standing in the center of the garden, surrounded by dying flowers, smiling her sad, empty smile.

“You love him,” Eun-mi said.

“Yes.”

“That’s unfortunate. Love makes you weak.”

“No.” Hana raised her scythe. “Love makes you strong. You wouldn’t understand. You’ve been alone too long.”

Eun-mi’s smile flickered—just for a moment, something almost human passed across her face. Then it was gone.

“We’ll see,” she said.

She reached for Hana.

Hana swung.

The garden exploded into light.

———
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CHAPTER 3 – THE REFUGEE

The white corridor was empty.

Hana had run for hours—through the garden, through the Bureau, through doors that led nowhere and everywhere. Eun-mi was always behind her, always close, always reaching. But Hana knew the corridor better than anyone. She had walked it as a lost soul. She had walked it as a Reaper. She had walked it as Head of the Bureau.

She knew its secrets.

There was a door that only opened for those who had nothing left to lose. Hana found it in a corner she had never noticed before, hidden behind a fold in the light. She pushed it open and stepped through.

The room beyond was small—barely a closet. But it was safe. Eun-mi couldn't see in here. The threads didn't reach.

Dae-hyun was already there. Ji-soo was beside him, her gold badge dim.

"Hana." Dae-hyun grabbed her, held her. "You're alive."

"Barely." She pulled back. "How many did we lose?"

Ji-soo's face was grim. "Soo-ah. Ha-rin. The collective. Jun-ho. And fourteen other Variables who were staying in the garden. All unmade."

"Not dead," Hana said. "Unmade. Erased. Like they never existed."

"Is there a difference?"

"Yes." Hana sat down on the floor. Her legs wouldn't hold her anymore. "Death implies an afterlife. A soul. Something that continues. Eun-mi doesn't leave anything behind. She just... deletes."

Dae-hyun sat down beside her. "How do we stop her?"

"I don't know."

Ji-soo paced the small room—three steps one way, three steps back. "There has to be a way. Every force has an opposite. Every power has a weakness."

"Eun-mi doesn't have a weakness. She's been alive for millennia. She's been watching. Waiting. Learning. She knows everything we can do and everything we can't."

"Then we learn something new."

Hana looked up. Ji-soo's face was set—not hopeful, but determined. The face of someone who had lived for centuries and wasn't ready to stop.

"The Oracle," Hana said.

Ji-soo froze. "No."

"The Oracle might know how to stop her."

"The Oracle is insane. The Oracle speaks in riddles. The Oracle has driven everyone who's ever sought her out completely mad." Ji-soo crossed her arms. "There's a reason the Bureau sealed her away."

"Then unseal her."

"Hana—"

"Jun-ho is gone. Soo-ah is gone. Ha-rin is gone. The collective is gone. Everyone we've fought for, everyone we've saved—gone." Hana's voice cracked. "I'm not going to let Eun-mi take anyone else. Not Dae-hyun. Not you. Not anyone. If the Oracle can help, I'm finding her."

Ji-soo was silent for a long moment. Then she nodded.

"The Oracle lives in a pocket dimension," she said. "Accessible only through a door that appears in different places at different times. The last time it appeared was fifty years ago. In the basement of a hospice."

Hana's blood went cold.

"What hospice?"

Ji-soo met her eyes. "The one where your mother died."

———
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CHAPTER 4 – THE PROPHECY

Before they left, Ji-soo revealed the prophecy.

She had been hiding it for centuries—carrying it in her chest like a splinter, afraid to speak it aloud. But there was no point in hiding anymore. The world was ending. The truth couldn’t make it worse.

“When the First Reaper falls, the Second will rise,” Ji-soo recited. Her voice was flat, mechanical—the voice of someone reciting words she wished she could forget. “When the Second rises, the Final Harvest will begin. And when the Harvest ends, only the Reaper who loves will survive.”

Hana listened. The words settled into her bones like frost.

“The First Reaper,” she said. “Eun-ha.”

“Yes. She fell when the Variable collected her soul. That event triggered the prophecy.”

“And the Second?” Dae-hyun asked. “Who’s the Second?”

Ji-soo looked at Hana.

“No,” Hana said.

“You’ve collected 999 souls,” Ji-soo said. “One more and you become a full Reaper. Not probationary. Permanent. Eternal.”

“That doesn’t make me the Second Reaper.”

“It makes you the only Reaper in centuries who has come close to Eun-ha’s power.” Ji-soo stepped closer. “The prophecy isn’t about who you are, Hana. It’s about who you’re becoming. The Final Harvest is coming. Eun-mi is just the beginning.”

“What’s the Final Harvest?”

Ji-soo shook her
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