
BOOK 3: THE LIVING DEAD

Some souls refuse to leave.
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Part One: The Garden
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Chapter 1 – The Woman in the Garden

The hospice sat at the edge of the city, where the pavement cracked and weeds grew bold. Hana had walked this path a thousand times, but her feet never grew accustomed to the weight. Each step felt like wading through water—slow, deliberate, and heavy with memory.

Her mother waited in the garden.

Ji-ae had been there for five years. Not waiting in the way the living wait, with impatience or hope or the quiet ticking of a wristwatch. She waited the way a statue waits—motionless, breathless, timeless. Her hands rested on her lap, palms upturned as if expecting rain that never came. The white flowers around her bloomed in perpetual spring, their petals never wilting, their scent never fading.

“Mom,” Hana said softly, lowering herself onto the stone bench beside her.

Ji-ae did not turn. Her eyes remained fixed on the horizon, where the sun bled orange into the hills. “You’re late.”

“I had a collection.” Hana touched her badge—the silver crescent moon that marked her as a Variable, a collector of souls. It was cold against her fingers, as always. “An old man in District Seven. He kept asking for his wife.”

“Did you take him?”

“I guided him.” Hana chose the word carefully, the way she always did. Taken felt like theft. Guided felt like mercy. “He’s with her now.”

Ji-ae nodded slowly. Her face had not changed in five years—no new wrinkles, no gray hairs, no signs of the cancer that should have claimed her. The medical records in the hospice office told a story that no one dared to question: Ji-ae Kim, deceased. Date of death: five years ago. And yet here she sat. Here she breathed. Here she waited.

“I made a deal,” Ji-ae said suddenly, her voice cracking like old paper. “With the first Reaper.”

Hana’s breath caught. In five years, her mother had never spoken of the deal. Only hinted at it—a word here, a sigh there, a long silence that said everything and nothing. “What kind of deal?”

Ji-ae turned to face her daughter for the first time. Her eyes were the same deep brown Hana remembered from childhood, but something else lived there now. Something ancient. Something tired. “My soul for yours. I thought I was protecting you.” A single tear traced a path down her cheek. “Instead, I trapped us both.”

The wind picked up, rustling the white flowers. Somewhere behind them, the hospice door creaked open, then closed. No one came out. No one ever did.

Chapter 2 – The Immortal Variable

DAE-HYUN FOUND THE records in the basement.

He had been Hana’s partner for three years—not in romance, though the town whispered otherwise, but in the work. The work of collecting, of guiding, of keeping the universe from unraveling at its frayed edges. He knew Hana’s secret: that her mother was not dead, not alive, but something in between. A ghost with a pulse. A memory with a heartbeat.

What he did not know was the truth of Ji-ae’s condition. Not until he opened the locked filing cabinet behind the boiler.

The files were old—centuries old, bound in leather that flaked to the touch. Each one bore the same name: Ji-ae Park (later Kim). Each one told the same story: a woman admitted to hospice, diagnosed with terminal illness, declared dead within five years. And yet each file contained a second page, stapled at the corner, written in the same trembling hand:

Patient discharged. No cause of death found. No body recovered.

The dates spanned three hundred years.

Dae-hyun sank onto a crate of expired bandages, his heart pounding against his ribs. He had heard of Variables like this—rare, impossible, whispered about in the old texts as The Immortal Variable. A soul that refused to stay collected. A timeline that did not branch, but looped.

Every few years, Ji-ae returned to the moment she “died.” She lived the same five years again—the garden, the waiting, the slow decay that never quite finished its work. She did not remember her past loops. Her mind reset with each new cycle, wiping clean the centuries of repetition. But her body remembered. That was why she did not age. That was why she could not die.

And that was why Eun-ha, the first Reaper, had chosen her.

Dae-hyun closed the files with shaking hands. Three hundred years. Dozens of loops. A woman who had died a thousand times and never once found peace.

He climbed the stairs back to the garden, the files clutched to his chest. Hana was still sitting beside her mother, but something had changed between them. A distance had closed. A truth had been spoken.

“Mom was a Variable,” Hana said without looking up. “Before me. Before any of this. The first Reaper made her immortal.”

Dae-hyun knelt beside her. “I know. I found the files.”

Ji-ae tilted her head, studying him with eyes that had seen empires rise and fall. “You’re the one who loves her,” she said. It was not a question.

Dae-hyun did not deny it. “You’ve been looping for three centuries.”

“Longer.” Ji-ae’s smile was sad. “I stopped counting after the first thousand years.”

Chapter 3 – The First Reaper’s Price

EUN-HA APPEARED THAT night.

Hana had seen many Reapers in her time—the faceless guides who met souls at the edge of death, the shadowy figures who collected what the Variables missed. But she had never seen the first. She had never seen the one who wrote the rules.

Eun-ha stepped out of the garden’s shadows like a photograph developing in reverse—slowly, piece by piece, until she stood fully formed beneath the moonlight. She was beautiful in the way old things are beautiful: weathered, statuesque, carved from stone and sorrow. Her badge was not silver but black, polished to a mirror finish. In its reflection, Hana saw herself screaming.

“You’ve grown,” Eun-ha said. Her voice was soft, almost kind. That made it worse. “The last time I saw you, you were still in your mother’s womb. Swimming in borrowed time.”

Hana stood, positioning herself between Eun-ha and Ji-ae. “Stay away from her.”

“Stay away?” Eun-ha laughed—a sound like breaking glass. “She belongs to me. She has belonged to me since the moment she signed her name in blood. Centuries ago, I granted her immortality in exchange for the right to harvest any Variable born from her bloodline.” She tilted her head, her black eyes fixed on Hana. “That means you, little collector.”

Dae-hyun stepped forward, his own badge glowing faintly. “What do you want?”

Eun-ha raised a single finger. “Every time Hana collects a soul, I grow stronger. Every time she refuses, I take a year from Ji-ae’s loop.” She lowered her finger, pointing directly at Hana’s chest. “So far, your conscience has cost your mother twelve years. Twelve years shaved from her infinite prison. She barely has a century left before the loop collapses entirely.”

Hana’s blood turned to ice. “You’re lying.”

“I never lie.” Eun-ha smiled, and her teeth were needle-sharp. “Check your count, Variable. How many souls have you collected?”

Hana didn’t need to check. She knew the number as intimately as she knew her own heartbeat. It lived in her bones, her breath, her dreams.

Nine hundred and ninety-nine.

“One more,” Eun-ha whispered. “One more soul, and I will have enough power to escape the infinite branch. I will return to the mortal world. And your mother’s loop will end—not with death, but with erasure.” She leaned close, her breath cold on Hana’s cheek. “She will never have existed. You will never have been born.”

The moon slid behind a cloud. The garden went dark.

When the light returned, Eun-ha was gone.

Chapter 4 – The Countdown

JI-AE DID NOT SPEAK for three days.

She sat in her garden, as always, but the stillness was different now. It was not the stillness of waiting. It was the stillness of mourning—for a life she had already lost, for a daughter she was already beginning to forget.

Hana brought her tea. Hana brought her blankets. Hana brought her the yellow flowers her mother used to love, before the loop began, before the centuries blurred into one long, endless afternoon. Ji-ae accepted them all with the same polite nod, the same empty eyes.

On the fourth day, Dae-hyun returned from the archives with a book—not the Book of Terminal Arrivals, but something older. A ledger of Reapers, written in a language that predated human speech. He placed it on the stone table between them.

“There’s a way,” he said. “There’s always a way.”

Hana flipped through the pages, her fingers trembling. The symbols swam before her eyes—ancient, angry, alive. But one word stood out, burning gold against the faded parchment: Thousandth.

“What does it say?” Ji-ae asked. Her voice was barely a whisper.

Hana read aloud: “When the thousandth soul is collected by the blood of the cursed, the first Reaper shall rise. No force in heaven or earth may stop her. No Variable may refuse her. The contract is absolute.”

Ji-ae closed her eyes. “Then it’s over.”

“No.” Hana slammed the book shut. “It’s not over. I’ll stop collecting. I’ll never guide another soul. Let Eun-ha take your years—I don’t care. You’ll still exist. We’ll still exist.”

Ji-ae opened her eyes. For the first time in a century, they were clear. Not ancient. Not tired. Just her mother’s eyes, looking at her daughter with something that looked like goodbye.

“Hana-ya,” she said gently. “I have been dying for three thousand years. Do you know what I remember? Not the loops. Not the gardens. Not the faces of the nurses who came and went like seasons.” She reached out and took Hana’s hands. “I remember you. Every version of you. The baby who laughed at shadows. The girl who cried when she collected her first soul. The woman who sits beside me now, trying to save someone who cannot be saved.”

“Mom—”

“Collect the thousandth soul.” Ji-ae’s grip tightened. “Not out of mercy. Out of love. End this.”

Hana shook her head, tears streaming down her cheeks. “I can’t. I won’t.”

“Then I will.”

Ji-ae stood. The garden trembled. Somewhere deep in the earth, something woke.
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