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Chapter 1: The Man at the Graveyard
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The rain had stopped ten minutes before Elara Voss reached the cemetery.

That was the strange part.

All evening, the sky had been drowning the town in cold September rain, rattling against windows and turning the streets into silver ribbons beneath the streetlamps. But the moment Elara turned through the iron cemetery gates, the rain simply ceased.

Not faded.

Stopped.

She stood beneath the archway, one hand wrapped around the strap of her handbag, and stared at the rows of gravestones stretching into the darkness.

A drop of water slid from the end of her hair and landed on her cheek.

Elara wiped it away.

“Happy birthday to me.”

Her voice sounded embarrassingly small.

She had spent her twenty-fifth birthday exactly as she had planned: alone.

There had been no dinner. No cake. No balloons. No friends gathered around her apartment singing badly.

She had ignored the handful of birthday messages that had arrived during the afternoon.

Instead, she had bought a small bouquet of white lilies, waited until the town grew quiet, and driven to the cemetery.

Her mother had always said birthdays were supposed to be shared with the people who mattered.

Elara had never been able to decide whether that was wisdom or cruelty.

Because the person who mattered most to her had been dead for eleven years.

Her mother had been buried beneath an old oak tree at the far edge of the cemetery, where the ground sloped gently toward the abandoned chapel.

Elara stepped through the gates.

The iron doors creaked behind her.

She stopped.

Slowly, she turned.

The gates were still open.

Nothing had touched them.

Yet the sound had been so loud that it had seemed as though someone had deliberately pulled them shut.

Elara swallowed.

“Get a grip.”

She started walking.

Gravel crunched beneath her boots.

The cemetery was unusually dark. The lamps near the main path flickered weakly, but beyond them the graves disappeared into a thick wall of shadows.

Elara had visited her mother's grave dozens of times.

Never at night.

She had always imagined that the place would feel frightening after sunset.

She had been wrong.

It did not feel frightening.

It felt empty.

Too empty.

The ordinary sounds of the world had disappeared.

No insects.

No wind.

No distant traffic.

Not even the rustling of leaves.

Her footsteps seemed to be the only sound left in existence.

Elara tightened her grip around the flowers.

Her mother's grave appeared ahead.

She recognized the crooked stone immediately.

MARIAN VOSS

Beloved Mother

1976–2015

She carried light into every darkness.

Elara's throat tightened.

She knelt and placed the lilies against the base of the gravestone.

For several seconds, she said nothing.

She had never been good at talking to the dead.

People often told her that speaking to deceased loved ones was comforting.

They said the dead were still listening.

Elara had never believed them.

If her mother were listening, she would have answered.

“I'm twenty-five,” Elara finally whispered.

The words sounded ridiculous.

She gave a weak laugh.

“You'd probably tell me I'm getting old.”

Silence.

Elara looked at the gravestone.

“I still hate birthdays.”

A breeze moved through the branches above her.

The sound made her flinch.

Then she smiled sadly.

“Okay. Maybe you are listening.”

She sat on the damp grass.

For a while, she simply stared at the flowers.

She wanted to tell her mother about everything that had happened since her death. About university. Her first apartment. Her terrible first job. The man who had broken her heart. The career she had abandoned. The dreams she had stopped talking about because saying them aloud made them feel impossible.

Most of all, she wanted to ask one question.

Why hadn't her mother ever told her the truth?

Elara had spent years believing her mother died in an accident.

That was what everyone had told her.

A car accident on a wet road.

A tragic mistake.

A life ended too soon.

But three months ago, while sorting through old boxes after moving apartments, Elara had found something that had changed everything.

A photograph.

It showed her mother standing beside a stone archway.

Behind her was a symbol Elara didn't recognize.

A circle divided by three vertical lines.

And written on the back, in her mother's handwriting, were six words:

He will come when she turns twenty-five.

Elara had spent three months trying to understand what that meant.

Tonight was the first night she had considered that maybe the message had been about her.

A cold sensation crawled across her shoulders.

She looked up.

Someone was standing between the graves.

A man.

Elara froze.

He was perhaps thirty years old, though something about him made age difficult to judge.

He stood several yards away beneath the shadow of an enormous yew tree.

Tall.

Broad-shouldered.

Dressed entirely in black.

A long dark coat hung around him despite the relatively mild night. His dark hair was slightly tousled, and his face was sharply defined beneath the faint moonlight.

But it was his eyes that made Elara's breath catch.

They were impossibly pale.

Not blue.

Not grey.

Something colder.

Something that seemed almost silver.

He was staring directly at her.

Elara stood.

“Can I help you?”

The stranger said nothing.

She glanced around.

There was no one else in sight.

“Are you lost?”

“No.”

His voice was low.

Calm.

Almost unnervingly calm.

Elara's fingers tightened around her handbag.

“Then what are you doing here?”

“I was waiting for you.”

Every instinct in her body told her to leave.

Instead, she remained where she was.

“How do you know who I am?”

The man's gaze moved briefly toward the gravestone.

Then back to her.

“Elara Voss.”

Her stomach dropped.

“Who are you?”

He stepped forward.

One pace.

Then another.

Elara stepped backward.

“Stay there.”

He stopped.

Something about his expression changed.

Not amusement.

Recognition.

As though her command had confirmed something he already knew.

“You have your mother's eyes,” he said.

Elara's pulse began hammering.

“You knew my mother?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

The stranger's gaze lowered.

“To understand that, you would have to understand what your family did.”

“My family?”

He nodded.

“Your family made a promise.”

Elara laughed nervously.

“What kind of promise?”

“One they were never meant to break.”

She stared at him.

“You're not making any sense.”

“My name is Dorian Vale.”

The name meant nothing to her.

But when he said it, the temperature seemed to drop.

“Elara.”

He spoke her name quietly.

“You need to go home.”

She almost laughed.

“You're the one standing in a cemetery at night telling me to go home?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Dorian looked toward the trees.

For the first time, something resembling concern crossed his face.

“Because they have already noticed you.”

Elara followed his gaze.

Nothing moved.

“What are you talking about?”

“The dead.”

A chill ran through her.

She forced herself to smile.

“That's not funny.”

“I wasn't joking.”

“Then explain.”

Dorian looked at her for a long moment.

Then he said something that made her blood run cold.

“Your family name was not always Voss.”

Elara stopped breathing.

“What?”

“Before your ancestors changed it, they were known by another name.”

He spoke the name slowly.

“Veyr.”

Elara frowned.

“I've never heard that name.”

“You weren't supposed to.”

“How do you know it?”

Dorian's expression hardened.

“Because I have known your family for a very long time.”

Elara's heart began pounding.

“Who are you?”

“I told you.”

“No. You told me your name. That's not the same thing.”

He took another step toward her.

Elara didn't move.

She should have run.

Instead, she stood there, caught between fear and a strange fascination she couldn't explain.

“What do you want from me?”

Dorian's eyes darkened.

“I have come to collect what your family promised me.”

The world seemed to tilt.

“What did they promise you?”

He didn't answer immediately.

His gaze moved over her face as though searching for something.

Then he whispered:

“You.”

Elara's stomach twisted.

She backed away.

“No.”

“Your mother knew.”

“My mother is dead.”

“I know.”

“Then she can't have promised me anything.”

“She did.”

“You're lying.”

“I wish I were.”

Elara turned toward the cemetery gates.

She was done.

Whatever this was, she wanted no part of it.

She took one step.

Then another.

A voice came from behind her.

“Elara.”

She stopped.

Something in Dorian's tone made her turn.

He was no longer standing beneath the tree.

He was beside her mother's grave.

Elara's heart lurched.

She hadn't seen him move.

He was standing beside the lilies.

His expression had become almost unbearably solemn.

“You need to listen carefully.”

Elara stared at him.

“What?”

“Seven nights.”

“What about them?”

“You have seven nights before the dead come looking for you.”

A burst of laughter escaped her.

It was the kind of laugh people made when fear became too overwhelming to contain.

“You expect me to believe this?”

Dorian's eyes remained fixed on hers.

“You don't have to believe me.”

“Then why tell me?”

“Because when they come, belief will not matter.”

The wind suddenly returned.

It swept through the cemetery with such force that the branches above them shook violently.

Elara turned toward the graves.

For one impossible second, she thought she saw someone standing between the tombstones.

A woman.

Pale.

Motionless.

Watching her.

Elara blinked.

The figure was gone.

She turned back.

Dorian was already walking away.

“Wait!”

He continued toward the darkness.

“Dorian!”

He stopped.

Without turning around, he said, “Do not open your door after midnight.”

Elara stared at his back.

“Why?”

His voice came softly through the darkness.

“Because if they knock, they won't be asking to come inside.”

He disappeared between the trees.

“Elara.”

She spun around.

Dorian was gone.

Completely.

There was no sound of footsteps.

No movement.

Nothing.

She stood alone beside her mother's grave.

Then she heard it.

A faint scratching sound.

Behind her.

Elara's blood turned cold.

She slowly turned toward the gravestones.

Nothing.

The scratching came again.

Closer.

She looked down.

The soil beside her mother's grave was moving.

Only slightly.

A tiny mound of earth shifted.

Elara stumbled backward.

“No.”

The ground settled.

Silence returned.

She didn't wait to see what happened next.

She ran.

She sprinted through the cemetery, stumbling over gravel and nearly falling twice. She didn't stop until she reached her car.

Her hands shook so badly that she dropped the keys.

“Come on.”

She grabbed them again.

The engine started.

Elara slammed the doors locked.

For several seconds, she simply sat there, breathing hard.

Then she looked through the windshield.

The cemetery was empty.

No Dorian.

No strange woman.

No movement.

Nothing.

“I'm losing my mind.”

She drove home.

She didn't turn on the radio.

She didn't call anyone.

She didn't even stop at the traffic lights properly.

All she could think about were Dorian's words.

Your family made a promise.

I have come to collect what your family promised me.

You.

And finally:

You have seven nights before the dead come looking for you.

When Elara reached her apartment, it was nearly midnight.

She parked beneath the building and hurried inside.

The elevator seemed to take forever.

When the doors opened on her floor, she stepped into the hallway.

Everything was normal.

Quiet.

Empty.

She unlocked her apartment and entered.

She turned on every light.

The living room.

The kitchen.

The hallway.

The bedroom.

Then she locked the front door.

Twice.

Elara leaned against it and closed her eyes.

She tried to laugh.

“This is insane.”

She walked toward the kitchen.

Then stopped.

There was something on the floor.

A trail of water.

Wet footprints.

Leading from the front door toward her bedroom.

Elara stared at them.

She hadn't made those footprints.

She was wearing dry boots.

Slowly, she followed the trail.

One footprint.

Then another.

Then another.

They stopped outside her bedroom.

Her breathing became shallow.

“Elara.”

She heard her name.

A woman's voice.

Soft.

Familiar.

Her mother's voice.

Elara's eyes filled with tears.

“Mom?”

Silence.

Then three gentle knocks came from inside the bedroom.

Knock.

Knock.

Knock.

Elara couldn't move.

Her mother's voice whispered through the darkness.

“Sweetheart...”

Elara's hand rose toward the bedroom door.

Then she remembered Dorian's warning.

Do not open your door after midnight.

Her hand froze.

The voice came again.

“Elara.”

She stepped backward.

“No.”

Something scratched slowly against the other side of the door.

Elara covered her mouth to keep from screaming.

A shadow appeared beneath the bedroom door.

Two feet.

Standing perfectly still.

Then the shadow slowly bent forward.

As if whoever stood there was lowering its head to listen.

Elara backed toward the living room.

Her eyes remained fixed on the door.

And then she saw something that made her blood run colder than anything Dorian had said.

The shadow beneath the door was not shaped like a human.

Its feet were pointing backward.

Elara stumbled away.

The lights flickered.

Once.

Twice.

Then every light in the apartment went out.

Darkness swallowed the room.

For several seconds, there was complete silence.

Then, from somewhere outside the apartment window, came a whisper.

Not one voice.

Many.

Calling her name.

“Elara...”

“Elara...”

“Elara...”

She slowly turned toward the window.

Beyond the glass stood dozens of shadowy figures gathered in the courtyard.

All of them were staring upward.

All of them were staring at her.

And among them, beneath the pale moonlight, stood a tall man dressed entirely in black.

Dorian Vale.

He looked up at her window.

Even from that distance, Elara could see his silver eyes.

He raised one hand.

Not in greeting.

In warning.

Then every figure in the courtyard turned toward the apartment building at exactly the same time.

Elara's breath caught.

Somewhere in the darkness behind her, the bedroom door began to open.

Slowly.

Very slowly.

And from the darkness came her mother's voice.

“Don't let him take you, Elara.”

The door opened another inch.

“Because he isn't the one you should be afraid of.”

Then the lights came back on.

The bedroom door was closed.

The courtyard was empty.

And Dorian was gone.

Elara stood motionless in the middle of her apartment, unable to breathe.

On the floor beside her feet lay something that hadn't been there before.

A small, black envelope.

Her name was written across it in faded silver ink.

ELARA VOSS

Her trembling fingers reached for it.

On the back was the same symbol she had seen in the photograph of her mother.

A circle.

Three vertical lines.

And beneath it, written in her mother's handwriting, were four words:

THE SEVEN NIGHTS BEGIN.
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