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The Warden’s Bargain

Chapter 1


The Veil did not tear. It swallowed. 



One moment Elara stood in the mortal world; damp earth beneath her boots, the scent of rain on stone, her mother’s silver locket cold against her collarbone. The next, the world inverted. Pressure clamped around her skull, behind her eyes, deep in her chest where her lungs still held a last gulp of living air. Darkness rushed past her skin, not cold but empty, a hunger that pulled at her bones, her blood, the very essence of what made her her. 



She did not scream. She could not. The Veil stole sound, stole breath, stole thought. It left only the frantic beat of her heart; a rhythm that seemed impossibly loud, impossibly mortal; and the memory of her sister’s face. 



Lira. I’m coming. 



Then the pressure released. Elara’s knees hit ground that felt like bone, and the air rushed back into her lungs with a gasp that burned. She doubled over, hands splayed against the surface beneath her; smooth, cool, veined with something that pulsed. Not stone. Not earth. Something older. Something alive. 



She forced her eyes open. 



The underworld stretched before her in shades of twilight and ash. A sky that had never known sun hung low and bruised, the color of a healing wound. No stars. No moon. Only a diffuse gloom that came from everywhere and nowhere, casting no shadows. The landscape rolled in jagged hills, their slopes studded with bone-white trees that bore no leaves, their branches twisted into shapes that made her stomach clench. 



And beyond the hills, a city. 



It rose from the gloom like a corpse from shallow water; towers of black stone, arches that gaped like open mouths, walls veined with the same pulsing light that ran through the ground. A city of the dead, built from the remnants of empires that had crumbled before the first mortal drew breath. 



Elara’s mouth went dry. Her hands trembled against the ground, and she forced them still. 



Thirty days. You have thirty days. Find Lira’s soul, pull it back through the Veil, and leave. Simple. 



Nothing about this was simple. 



She pushed to her feet, her legs unsteady, her head still spinning from the passage. The air here was thin and cold, carrying a faint metallic tang that coated her tongue. She breathed through her mouth, trying to ignore the way the silence pressed against her ears. No wind. No birds. No rustle of leaves. The underworld held its breath, waiting. 



Waiting for her to make a mistake. 



Elara touched the locket at her throat; a habit, a comfort, a promise. Inside, a lock of Lira’s hair, dark as her own, coiled against a tiny slip of paper bearing their grandmother’s handwriting: Where one walks, the other follows. She had repeated those words every night since Lira’s soul was taken. She would repeat them until they were true. 



She took a step toward the city. Then another. The ground beneath her boots gave slightly, like walking on packed ash, and each footfall left a faint impression that vanished as she lifted her weight. The bone-trees watched her pass, their branches creaking in a wind she could not feel. 



She had walked perhaps a hundred paces when the air changed. 



It thickened, pressed against her skin, raised the fine hairs on her arms. A presence gathered at the edge of her awareness; not seen, not heard, but felt, like the moment before lightning strikes. Elara stopped. Her heart slammed against her ribs, and she clenched her jaw to keep it from showing on her face. 



Do not run. Do not show fear. You are a scholar. You have read every account of the underworld. You know the rules. 



The rules, however, had been written by mortals who had never crossed the Veil and returned. The rules were guesses dressed as certainty. 



The presence solidified in front of her, coalescing from the gloom like mist taking form. First a silhouette, then a shape, then a man; if a man could be carved from shadow and cold stone. He stood taller than any mortal she had ever seen, his shoulders broad beneath a cloak of deep grey that seemed to drink the light. His face was all sharp angles and hollows, cheekbones that could cut, a jaw set with the weight of centuries. His eyes were the color of a winter sky just before snow, pale and cold and utterly unreadable. 



And he wore a crown. 



Not gold, not jeweled; a circlet of black iron, set with a single stone that glowed faintly, like a dying ember. It rested against his brow as though it had grown there, as though removing it would leave a scar. 



Elara’s spine straightened of its own accord. Her fingers curled at her sides, nails biting into her palms. She met his gaze and held it, even as every instinct screamed at her to look away, to kneel, to beg. 



He did not speak. He simply looked at her, and in that look she felt the full weight of his attention; a pressure that threatened to crack her open, to spill every secret, every fear, every desperate hope she carried. 



She would not break. Not yet. 



“I am Elara Lorn,” she said, and her voice came out steady, though her lungs had paused. “I have come for my sister’s soul.” 



The Warden’s expression did not change. He regarded her with the same flat, distant interest a man might give an insect that had wandered into his home. “You are mortal.” 



His voice was low, rough, the sound of stone grinding against stone. It resonated in her chest, in her bones, in the hollow spaces behind her ribs. 



“I am,” she agreed. “But I am not ignorant. I know the laws of the Veil. I know the tithe was taken unlawfully; my sister was not dying, she was not marked. The pact was broken by your collectors, not by her.” 



Something flickered in his eyes. Not surprise; he was too old for surprise; but a sharpening of attention, like a blade being honed. “You speak of things you do not understand.” 



“Then explain them to me.” She stepped forward, one pace, closing the distance between them. The air around him was colder, heavy with the scent of frost and old iron. “Tell me why my sister’s soul was dragged into this place when she had thirty more years of life in her. Tell me what broken pact demands an innocent’s essence as payment.” 



The Warden’s jaw tightened. A muscle feathered beneath the sharp line of his cheekbone. “The pact is not yours to question.” 



“It is when it takes my blood.” 



Silence stretched between them, thick as the gloom. The bone-trees creaked. The ground pulsed beneath her feet, a slow, steady rhythm like a heartbeat buried deep in the earth. 



The Warden’s gaze dropped to the locket at her throat, and something shifted in his expression; a crack, hairline thin, in the mask of cold authority. “You carry her hair.” 



Elara’s hand moved to cover the locket before she could stop it. Defensive. Stupid. She forced her fingers to relax. “A tether. So I can find her.” 



“You cannot find her.” The words came flat, final, like a door slamming shut. “Her soul has already been processed, sorted, assigned to the deep halls. In thirty days, it will dissolve into the abyss, and she will cease to exist in any form. That is the law.” 



“Then change the law.” 



A sound escaped him; not a laugh, but close. A dry, hollow exhale that held no warmth. “I do not change laws. I enforce them.” 



“Then you are a jailer, not a warden.” She let the words land, sharp as a blade. “A jailer guards what he is given. A warden cares for what is in his charge. Which are you?” 



His eyes went flat, cold as the space between stars. The air around them seemed to freeze, and Elara’s breath misted in front of her face. She did not flinch. 



“You have thirty days,” he said, each word precise, clipped. “That is the time granted to any mortal who crosses the Veil without permission. Thirty days to find what you seek and return to the living world. If you fail, your soul will join your sister’s in the abyss. You will dissolve together, and there will be nothing left of either of you. No memory. No echo. No afterlife.” 



Elara’s stomach dropped, cold and hollow. But she kept her chin up, her gaze steady. “Then I will not fail.” 



The Warden studied her for a long moment. The dying ember in his crown pulsed once, twice, casting faint red light across his features. When he spoke again, his voice was quieter, rougher, as though the words cost him something. 



“You are a fool, Elara Lorn. The underworld does not yield to bravery. It does not care for love or loyalty or sacrifice. It is a machine of laws and consequences, and you are a single thread caught in its gears.” 



“Then I will break the gears.” 



He almost smiled. Almost. The corner of his mouth twitched, and was still. “Perhaps you will.” He turned, his cloak swirling around him, and began walking toward the city. “Follow, or do not. It makes no difference to me. But if you wish to survive the first night, you will stay close.” 



Elara did not move. Her heart hammered; no, thundered—in her chest, a wild, reckless rhythm that she could not quiet. Every instinct screamed at her to run, to flee back through the Veil, to find another way. 



But there was no other way. There never had been. 



She followed. 



The Warden’s back was broad, his stride long, and she had to half-jog to keep pace. The ground shifted beneath them, the bone-trees thinning as they approached the city walls. Up close, the stone was not black but a deep, bruised purple, veined with the same pulsing light she had felt beneath her hands. The light moved, slow and deliberate, like blood through arteries. 



“What is this place?” she asked, her voice too loud in the silence. 



“The first circle.” The Warden did not look back. “The threshold. Beyond these walls lies the true underworld; the deep halls, the soul-forges, the abyss. Your sister will be in the sorting chambers, or she will have already been sent down. We will know soon enough.” 



“We?” 



He stopped. Turned. His pale eyes pinned her in place. “I am escorting you to the threshold. After that, you are on your own. I do not hold hands, mortal. I do not guide. I enforce.” 



“Then why are you helping me at all?” 



The question hung between them, sharp and unexpected. The Warden’s expression flickered; a shadow of something, gone before she could name it. “Because you interest me,” he said, and the words were almost a growl. “And because the pact that took your sister is not as simple as you believe.” 



Elara’s blood went cold. “What do you mean?” 



He turned away, resuming his stride toward the gate. “I mean that nothing in the underworld is what it seems. Not the laws. Not the souls. Not the Warden.” He glanced back, and for the first time, she saw something human in his gaze; a weariness so deep it had carved itself into his bones. “And certainly not the tithe.” 



The gate loomed before them, a massive arch of black iron set with thousands of tiny lights; souls, she realized, her stomach lurching. Each light was a flickering, trapped thing, pressing against the metal as though trying to escape. 



“Thirty days,” the Warden said, his voice low. “Use them wisely.” 



He stepped through the gate, and the darkness swallowed him whole. 



Elara stood alone at the threshold, the weight of the underworld pressing down on her shoulders, the memory of her sister’s face burning behind her eyes. The gate pulsed. The souls whispered. 



She stepped forward. 



And the darkness took her. 




Chapter 2


The throne room of the underworld smelled of dust and dried flowers. 



Elara's boots scraped against stone worn smooth by centuries of supplication. Torches burned along the walls, but their flames cast no warmth; only shadows that stretched and twisted like living things. She counted her steps. Twelve. Thirteen. Fourteen. The rhythm kept her mind from splintering. 



Kael had not moved from his seat of bone and iron. He watched her approach with the patience of something that had forgotten how to hurry. The darkness pooled around his shoulders like a second cloak, and in the dim light, his eyes held no white at all; just endless black, depthless as the space between stars. 



"You should not have come here, scholar." 



His voice scraped against her skin. Low. Resonant. A sound that belonged in tombs. 



Elara stopped at the base of the dais. Three steps separated them. She would not climb them. Would not give him that satisfaction. 



"Yet here I stand." She lifted her chin. "Which means either your wards are weaker than you believed, or you wanted me to find the way." 



Something shifted in his expression. Not surprise. Recognition, perhaps. As if she had confirmed a suspicion he had been nursing since the moment she crossed the Veil. 



"You used blood to open the passage." He rose from the throne, and the movement sent ripples through the torchlight. "Your sister's blood, or your own?" 



"Does it matter?" 



"It matters to me." 



Elara's fingers curled against her palms. The cuts from her ritual work still stung beneath the bandages she had wrapped before stepping through. "My own. I would not risk hers when she has so little left to lose." 



Kael descended the steps. One. Two. Three. He stopped before her, close enough that she could smell the cold on him; like river stones in winter, like the air before a storm. Up close, the ruin of his face was impossible to ignore. Scars traced patterns across his jaw, climbing toward his temple. Old wounds, silvered with age, that had never been allowed to heal properly. 



"Thirty days," he said. "That is how long her soul will hold before it dissolves into the abyss. Thirty days to find her among the millions I guard." 



"Then we have no time to waste on theatrics." Elara forced her voice steady. "Tell me what you want. Every bargain has a price, and I know you did not let me pass through the Veil out of kindness." 



His laugh was dry, humorless. "You think I let you pass?" 



"I think nothing happens in your domain without your permission." 



Silence stretched between them. The torches flickered, and for a moment, the shadows pressed closer, hungry and attentive. 



"You are correct." Kael turned and walked back toward the throne, but he did not sit. He stood beside it, one hand resting on the armrest, fingers tracing the carved bone. "I felt you the moment you cut yourself. The moment your blood touched the Veil. I could have sealed the passage. Could have let you wander the borderlands until your mortal body starved." 



"Why didn't you?" 



"Because I have been waiting for someone like you." 



The admission landed like a stone in her chest. She kept her face still, but her lungs paused, held hostage by the weight of his words. 



"Someone foolish enough to bargain," he continued, "and desperate enough to mean it." 



Elara forced herself to breathe. "I am not desperate. I am determined. There is a difference." 



"Is there?" He turned to face her fully, and the torchlight caught the hollows beneath his cheekbones. "Desperation and determination wear the same face. They speak the same words. They make the same promises. The only difference is what happens when those promises break." 



"I have no intention of breaking my word." 



"Everyone says that." He moved toward her again, slower this time, each step measured. "The souls I guard; every one of them made promises. Every one of them believed they would keep them. And now they drift in the abyss, their words turned to ash, their names forgotten." 



"I am not like them." 



"No." He stopped an arm's length away. "You are worse. You are willing to sacrifice yourself for someone else. That makes you dangerous. That makes you exactly what I need." 



Her mouth went dry. "What do you want, Warden?" 



"Your sister's soul is already marked for dissolution. The tithe was claimed fairly. The pact was broken, and the price was paid." He tilted his head, studying her. "I cannot return her to you. The laws of this realm do not allow it." 



"Then why am I still standing here?" 



"Because I can give you time." He reached into the folds of his cloak and withdrew something small; a shard of obsidian, smooth as glass, sharp as a razor. "Thirty days is not enough. But I can stretch it. I can give you sixty. Ninety. A hundred." 



Elara's heartbeat surged, a wild rhythm against her ribs. "In exchange for what?" 



"Service." He held the obsidian between them. "You will find something for me. Something that was lost before I took this throne. Something that, if recovered, would change the balance of power in this realm." 



"What is it?" 



"A crown." The word dropped from his lips like a curse. "The diadem of the first Warden. The one who built these halls and bound the souls of the unworthy. It was stolen centuries ago, hidden in the deepest reaches of the underworld. I have searched. I have sent others. They all failed." 



"And you think I can succeed where your hunters failed?" 



"You are mortal." He said it simply, as if that explained everything. "The underworld was not built for mortals. The traps, the wards, the guardians; they were designed to keep the dead in, not the living out. You can walk where my soldiers cannot. You can touch what they cannot hold." 



Elara stared at the obsidian shard. It caught the torchlight, throwing fractured rainbows across the stone floor. 



"If I find this crown, you give me time to save my sister." 



"Yes." 



"And if I refuse?" 



Kael's expression did not change, but the temperature in the room dropped. Frost crept across the throne, spiderwebbing over the bone. "Then you have thirty days. I will not hinder your search, but I will not help it either. You will wander my domain until your sister's soul dissolves, and then you will join her in the abyss, and I will have lost nothing." 



"You are a monster." 



"I am the Warden." He pressed the obsidian into her palm. His fingers brushed hers, and the cold that shot through her skin was not the cold of winter; it was the cold of endings. The cold of graves. "I do what is necessary to maintain order. If that makes me a monster, then I have worn that title long enough to grow comfortable with it." 



Elara's hand closed around the shard. It bit into her flesh, drawing blood. She welcomed the pain. It kept her focused. 



"How do I find this crown?" 



"The obsidian will guide you. It was part of the original throne, forged from the same stone. It remembers what was lost." He released her hand, and she tucked the shard into her pocket. "Follow its pull. Trust its instinct. And do not die before you deliver what I have asked for." 



"And my sister?" 



"Your sister will remain in stasis until your time runs out; or until you return with the crown." He stepped back, and the shadows swirled around him like a living shroud. "Those are my terms, scholar. Take them or leave them." 



Elara looked down at her bleeding palm. The blood welled up, dark in the torchlight, and she thought of her sister's face. The last time she had seen it, pale and slack, the soul already torn from the body. She thought of the thirty days ticking away like grains of sand through an hourglass. 



"I accept." 



The words tasted like ash. 



Kael nodded, and a muscle worked in his jaw in his eyes; satisfaction, perhaps, or something darker. "Then we have a bargain." 



He extended his hand. She took it. 



The cold that flooded through her was not physical. It was a binding, a seal, a chain wrapped around her very essence. She felt the pact lock into place, felt the underworld recognize her as its guest and its prisoner. 



When he released her, the marks on his face seemed darker. More pronounced. As if the bargain had cost him something too. 



"Your first trial lies in the Hall of Echoes," he said. "Follow the obsidian. It will not lead you astray." 



"And if it does?" 



Kael turned away, climbing back toward his throne. "Then you will die, and I will find another fool to take your place." 



Elara stood in the torchlight, bleeding, bound, and burning with a determination that felt like the only warmth left in this cold, dead realm. 



She would find the crown. 



She would save her sister. 



And then she would find a way to make the Warden regret the day he made a bargain with Elara Lorn. 



Elara stood in the torchlight, bleeding, bound, and burning with a determination that felt like the only warmth left in this cold, dead realm. The cold from the pact still coiled through her veins, a serpent of obligation that settled in her chest and wrapped around her lungs. Each breath came slower now, measured, as if the underworld itself was teaching her to ration what little life she had left. 



She looked at her palm. The cut had stopped bleeding, but the skin remained split, a thin red line that would not close. A permanent reminder of the price she had paid. She pressed her thumb against it, testing the sting, and the pain grounded her. Good. Pain meant she was still here. Still fighting. 



The torchlight flickered, casting long shadows that danced across the obsidian walls. The chamber smelled of damp stone and something metallic, like old blood and crushed herbs. A faint sound reached her ears, a low hum that seemed to come from the floor itself, vibrating up through the soles of her boots. The Hall of Echoes. She had read about it in the forbidden texts, but the descriptions had been vague, warnings rather than maps. 



Kael had already climbed halfway to his throne, his dark robes trailing behind him like smoke. He did not look back. His shoulders were rigid, his steps deliberate, as if he had already dismissed her from his thoughts. That stung more than she expected. She was a pawn to him, a tool to be used and discarded. But she would not remain a pawn. 



"Warden." Her voice rang out, sharper than she intended. 



He paused. One hand rested on the arm of the obsidian throne. He did not turn his head, but his posture shifted, a subtle tension in his spine. 



"If I succeed," she said, "if I bring you the crown, what then? Do I simply walk out of this realm? Does the pact dissolve?" 



Silence stretched between them. The hum from the floor grew louder, then faded. 



"You will be released," he said, his voice flat. "The Veil will open for you, and you may return to your world with your sister's soul. That is the bargain." 



"And you?" she pressed. "What do you gain from this crown? What power does it hold that a Warden of the underworld cannot claim on his own?" 



Kael turned his head slowly. The torchlight caught the scars on his face, the dark lines that seemed to pulse with a life of their own. His eyes, those cold silver eyes, fixed on her with an intensity that made her stomach drop. 



"The crown is not for power," he said. "It is for freedom. But that is not your concern, scholar. Your concern is surviving the Hall of Echoes. I suggest you focus on that." 



He turned back and continued his ascent, disappearing into the shadows at the top of the dais. The throne swallowed him, and the chamber fell into a deeper quiet. 



Elara let out a breath she had not realized she was holding. Her fingers curled into fists at her sides, nails biting into her palms. The pain was welcome. It kept her mind sharp. 



She looked down at the obsidian floor. A path of darker stone wound through the chamber, leading to an archway she had not noticed before. The archway was carved with symbols she did not recognize, ancient and angular, glowing faintly with a sickly green light. The Hall of Echoes. 



She stepped forward. Her boots echoed against the stone, a lonely sound in the vast silence. The cold of the pact settled deeper, but she refused to shiver. She would not show weakness, even to herself. 



She would find the crown. She would save her sister. 



And she would make the Warden regret the day he made a bargain with Elara Lorn. 




Chapter 3


The Warden’s throne room smelled of old stone and older grief. 



Elara’s boots scraped against obsidian tiles as she stepped through the archway, each footfall echoing into a cavernous space that swallowed sound and light alike. Torches burned along the walls, their flames casting no warmth; just sickly amber glow that painted everything in shades of rot and rust. The ceiling vanished into darkness above, as if the room had no roof, no boundary, only an endless climb into nothing. 



She forced her spine straight. Forced her hands still at her sides. 



Thirty days. 



The words had become a drumbeat in her skull since she’d left the Veil. Thirty days to find her sister’s soul before it dissolved into the abyss. Thirty days to navigate a realm that had no sun, no seasons, no mercy. 



And thirty days to convince the man seated before her to help. 



Kael occupied a throne carved from black marble, its surface veined with silver that caught the torchlight like captured lightning. He didn’t sit like a king receiving a petitioner. He sat like a predator waiting to see if prey would run. One elbow rested on the arm of the throne, his chin propped on his fist, and his gaze; those pale, winter-sky eyes; tracked her every movement with unnerving stillness. 



“You’re still here,” he said. 



The words landed like stones dropped into still water. Flat. Final. 



“isorah.” She matched his tone. “亡是公。” The old tongue tasted of copper on her tongue. I am still here, Lord of the Dead. As promised. 



A muscle ticked in his jaw. Good. Let him remember she’d studied his language. Let him understand she hadn’t come unprepared. 



“You speak the death-tongue.” He straightened, the movement slow and deliberate, like a serpent uncoiling. “Most mortals choke on its syllables.” 



“Most mortals don’t spend their lives translating forbidden texts in dusty libraries.” She let her gaze sweep the throne room; the pillars carved with screaming faces, the tapestries depicting souls being weighed on golden scales, the iron braziers that held flames without fuel. “Your realm has a certain... aesthetic.” 



“It’s not meant to impress.” 



“Then you’re failing spectacularly.” 



His lips didn’t curve, but something shifted in his expression. A crack in the marble. A whisper of amusement quickly buried. 



“Bold words for a woman who stands in the belly of the underworld with nothing but a borrowed cloak and a dead woman’s name.” 



Elara’s blood chilled. Dead woman’s name. He knew. Of course he knew. The Warden saw every soul that crossed his threshold, cataloged every life that flickered out in the mortal realm. He’d know the moment Isorah’s body had given up its fight. 



“Her name is Isorah,” Elara said, and her voice cracked on the second syllable. She swallowed hard, forced the grief back down into the pit of her stomach where it could fester in private. “And she’s not dead. Not yet. Her soul is here, trapped somewhere in your dominion, and I will find it.” 



“You will fail.” 



“I’ve been told that before.” She stepped closer, letting the torchlight catch the silver pendant at her throat; a twin-circle sigil, one half for her, one half for Isorah. The chain had grown warm against her skin the moment she’d crossed the Veil. A compass. A tether. A promise. “I’m still standing.” 



Kael rose from his throne. 



The movement was fluid, unhurried, and entirely terrifying. He stood a full head taller than her, broad-shouldered and lean-hipped, clad in armor that seemed to absorb light rather than reflect it. Dark leather, silver clasps, a cloak of midnight wool that pooled at his heels like spilled ink. The sword at his hip was sheathed, but she didn’t doubt he could draw it faster than her heart could beat. 



He descended the steps of the dais, each footfall deliberate, until he stood close enough that she could smell him; cedar and smoke and something metallic, like blood left too long in the rain. 



“You have fire,” he said, and the words were soft. Almost gentle. “I’ll grant you that. But fire burns out, scholar. It consumes its fuel and leaves nothing but ash. Is that what you want to become? Ash in a realm that has already forgotten your name?” 



“atio.” She met his gaze. Held it. I want to become the reason my sister breathes again. 



His eyes flickered. Surprise. Respect. Something else she couldn’t name. 



“You have thirty days,” he said, stepping back. The space between them felt suddenly cold. “I will not help you. I will not hinder you. The underworld has its laws, and I am bound to enforce them. If you break those laws, I will cast you into the abyss myself.” 



“Understood.” 



“Do you?” He turned, his cloak swirling around his ankles, and began walking toward a corridor that branched off from the throne room. “The abyss isn’t a place of punishment, scholar. It’s a place of forgetting. You fall into it, and your soul unravels thread by thread until there’s nothing left but silence. No pain. No memory. No you.” 



Elara’s stomach clenched. She followed him anyway. 



“Then I won’t fall.” 



“Everyone falls eventually.” 



“Then I’ll learn to fly.” 



He stopped so abruptly she nearly collided with his back. He turned, and for a moment, the mask slipped. She saw something raw beneath the cold exterior; a wound that had never healed, a grief that had calcified into stone. 



“You remind me of someone,” he said. 



“Was she beautiful?” 



“She was dead.” 



The words hit like a slap. Elara’s breath stalled in her chest, and she had to lock her knees to keep from staggering. She was dead. Not you remind me of someone I loved. Not you remind me of someone I lost. Just dead. A fact. A statement. A door slammed shut. 



“I’m sorry,” she said, and meant it. 



Kael’s expression shuttered. “Don’t be. Sentiment is a luxury the dead cannot afford.” 



He turned and continued down the corridor, his footsteps echoing against stone that seemed to drink the sound. Elara followed, her mind racing, cataloging every detail. The walls here were lined with doors; hundreds of them, thousands, stretching into impossible distances. Each door was made of a different material: oak and iron, bone and glass, stone and silver. Some were carved with symbols she recognized. Others bore scripts she’d never seen, languages that predated humanity itself. 



“What are these?” 



“Thresholds.” Kael didn’t slow. “Each door leads to a different region of the underworld. The Fields of Sorrow. The Forest of Echoes. The City of Forgotten Kings. The soul of every mortal who has ever died passes through one of these doors, and the door chooses where they go.” 



“Based on what?” 



“Their life. Their sins. Their loves. Their failures.” He glanced at her over his shoulder. “The underworld has a memory, scholar. It remembers everything.” 



Elara’s hand drifted to the pendant at her throat. Isorah. Where had the door taken her? What region held her soul? The pendant pulsed once, warm against her skin, and she followed the sensation like a compass needle. 



This way. 



She stopped in front of a door made of pale wood, its surface etched with vines and flowers that seemed to writhe in the torchlight. The symbol at its center was a circle split in two; the same symbol as her pendant. 



“This one,” she said. 



Kael turned. His gaze fell on the door, and his expression shuttered across his face. Concern? Recognition? It was gone before she could name it. 



“You can’t enter there.” 



“Why not?” 



“Because that door leads to the Garden of Unfinished Things.” His voice dropped, roughened by something that might have been fear. “And no one who enters ever leaves.” 



Elara’s hand hovered over the door’s surface. The wood felt warm beneath her palm, alive in a way that made her skin prickle. She could feel it; a pull, a hunger, a whisper at the edge of her consciousness. 



Come find me. 



“Isorah is in there,” she said. It wasn’t a question. 



Kael was silent for a long moment. Then: “Yes.” 



“Then that’s where I’m going.” 



“You’ll die.” 



“I’ll take that risk.” 



“It’s not a risk.” He stepped toward her, and this time there was nothing gentle in his movement. His hand closed around her wrist, and his grip was iron. “It’s a certainty. The Garden doesn’t test you, scholar. It consumes you. It takes every hope you’ve ever held, every dream you’ve ever cherished, and it twists them until you can’t remember who you were before you entered. You’ll wander its paths for eternity, chasing shadows of a life you can never reclaim.” 



Elara looked down at his hand on her wrist. His fingers were cold. Steady. The hand of a man who had held countless souls as they slipped into oblivion. 



“Then come with me.” 



His grip tightened. “What?” 



“You heard me.” She met his eyes, and she didn’t flinch. “You know the Garden. You’ve seen what it does. If you come with me, you can guide me through. You can keep me from losing myself.” 



“I am the Warden of the Dead.” He released her wrist, stepping back as if burned. “My duty is to guard the souls of the unworthy. Not to escort mortal scholars on suicide missions.” 



“Then break your duty.” 



“I can’t.” 



“You won’t.” She held his gaze, and she let him see the steel beneath her fear. “There’s a difference, Kael. You can’t break your duty because you’ve built your entire existence around it. You’ve wrapped it around yourself like armor, and you’ve convinced yourself that if you ever take it off, there’ll be nothing left underneath.” 



His jaw tightened. His hands curled into fists at his sides. 



“You don’t know me,” he said. 



“I know you’re alone.” She stepped closer, close enough to see the shadows pooling beneath his eyes, the lines of exhaustion etched into his face. “I know you’ve been alone for so long that you’ve forgotten what it feels like to be anything else. And I know that when you look at me, you see someone who’s about to make the same mistake you made.” 



“I didn’t make a mistake.” 



“Then why are you still here?” She gestured at the endless corridor, the thousands of doors, the weight of centuries pressing down on them like a shroud. “If you didn’t make a mistake, why are you trapped in this realm, bound to a duty that’s slowly killing you?” 



The silence stretched between them, thick and suffocating. 



Then Kael spoke, and his voice was barely a whisper. 



“Because I have nowhere else to go.” 



The confession hung in the air, fragile as spun glass. Elara’s chest ached with the weight of it. She wanted to reach out, to touch his arm, to offer some comfort; but she knew better. Comfort wasn’t what he needed. Comfort was a lie wrapped in good intentions. 



“Come with me,” she said again. “Not because you owe me anything. Not because you care about my sister. Come with me because you’re tired of being alone.” 



He stared at her for a long moment. The torchlight flickered, casting shadows across his face, and for a heartbeat, she saw him as he must have been before; a man with laughter in his eyes, warmth in his hands, a future spread out before him like a banquet. 



Then the mask slid back into place. 



“One day,” he said. “I’ll give you one day in the Garden. If you survive that long, I’ll consider extending your time.” 



Relief flooded through her, so sharp and sudden that her knees nearly buckled. She locked her jaw, refused to let him see how much his words meant. 



“One day,” she agreed. 



He turned and placed his palm against the door. The wood groaned, the vines and flowers writhing as if alive, and the symbol at the center split open like a wound. 



Beyond the threshold, darkness waited. 



“After you,” Kael said. 



Elara took a breath. She thought of Isorah’s laugh, bright and reckless. She thought of her sister’s hand in hers, twin circles linked together. She thought of thirty days, and a Garden that consumed everything it touched. 



Then she stepped through the door. 




Chapter 4


The air turned cold before she saw the soul. 



Elara's fingers brushed against the wall of the crypt; rough, ancient stone slick with condensation that tasted of iron and decay. The tunnel had narrowed to a throat, forcing her to duck beneath low-hanging roots that pulsed with a faint, sickly luminescence. Every step sent whispers skittering along her spine, voices that weren't quite words, promises that dissolved before she could grasp them. 



She pressed forward because stopping meant imagining Jessamine's essence dissolving into the abyss, and that image would shatter her. 



The fragment waited in a hollow chamber no larger than a coffin. Light pooled from nowhere and everywhere, a sourceless glow that illuminated a single point in the center of the space. There, suspended in the gloom, hung a thread of silver; no thicker than a spider's silk, no longer than her forearm. It trembled with a rhythm that matched her own heartbeat, and when she drew closer, she recognized the faint hum of her sister's voice. 



Elara. Elara, I'm here. 



Not spoken. Felt. A resonance in her bones. 



She reached for it. 



The thread coiled around her wrist before she made contact, wrapping once, twice, three times in a spiral that burned cold against her skin. The sensation spread up her arm, through her chest, settling behind her eyes like a second consciousness. Jessamine's fear. Jessamine's hope. A fragment of her soul, clinging to the last anchor it recognized. 



"Don't." 



The word came from everywhere and nowhere, a voice that carried the weight of centuries. It didn't echo so much as settle, pressing against the air until the chamber itself seemed to hold its breath. 



Elara's hand froze, the silver thread still wrapped around her wrist, pulsing with her sister's essence. 



The Warden stepped from the wall as if it were water. No; not the wall. He stepped from the darkness, the gloom parting around him like a curtain drawn aside. Kael stood before her, his armor dulled to the color of old blood, his face carved from stone and shadow. The circlet of iron still rested on his brow, but his eyes held something she hadn't seen before. A warning. A plea. 



"You cannot touch it," he said. 



"I already have." She lifted her wrist, the silver thread glistening. "And nothing happened." 



His jaw tightened. "You touched it, but you haven't claimed it. There is a difference." 



"Then tell me how to claim it, and I'll be on my way." 



He moved closer, and the temperature dropped another degree. Her breath plumed in the air between them, white against the gloom. "The fragment is tethered to this realm by the tithe. To claim it, you must sever that tether with your own essence. Every time you touch a soul fragment, you pay a price." 



Elara's stomach dropped, but she kept her voice steady. "What price?" 



"Memory." He said it like a death sentence. "A piece of your own past. A name, a face, a moment. It will be taken from you and given to the abyss in exchange for the fragment." 



She stared at him. Waited for the punchline. When none came, she laughed; a brittle, hollow sound that scraped against the silence. "You expect me to believe that? That's not how bargains work. You can't just—" 



"I am the Warden of the Unworthy." His voice held no pride, only exhaustion. "I have watched a hundred mortals attempt what you attempt. I have seen them crumble, piece by piece, until they no longer remember why they came. The abyss does not give freely. It trades." 



Elara looked down at the silver thread. Jessamine's presence still hummed against her skin, warm and familiar, a lighthouse in this sea of death. She thought of her sister's laugh, the way she tilted her head when she was about to argue, the scar on her palm from the time they'd dared each other to catch a falling knife. She thought of their mother's face, their father's hands, the garden where they'd buried a dead sparrow with full ceremony and a hand-painted stone. 



She couldn't afford to lose any of it. 



But she couldn't afford to lose Jessamine either. 



"How much?" she asked. 



Kael's expression flickered; something like surprise, quickly suppressed. "Excuse me?" 



"How much memory does one fragment cost?" 



He studied her for a long moment, and she felt the weight of his attention like a physical thing, pressing against her skin, testing her resolve. "That depends on the fragment. The stronger the soul, the more it resists dissolution. Your sister's spirit is still intact. Her essence will demand a heavier toll." 



"Then I'll pay it." 



"Elara." He stepped closer, close enough that she could smell the cold stone on his skin, the ancient dust of a thousand years. "You have thirty days. There are seven fragments. If you lose a memory for each, you may not remember who you are by the end. You may not remember her." 



"Then I'll write it down." She pulled a strip of parchment from her pocket, the one she'd tucked there before crossing the Veil. A list of names. Her own. Jessamine's. Their parents'. Their childhood home. The street where they'd learned to ride a bicycle. The song their mother sang when they couldn't sleep. 



Kael's gaze dropped to the parchment, and something shifted in his eyes. Not respect, exactly. Recognition. "You planned for this." 



"I planned for everything I could." She tucked the parchment back. "The only thing I didn't plan for was you." 



"Then you are a fool." 



"Probably." She reached for the silver thread again, and this time, when her fingers closed around it, she felt the pull; a deep, hollow tug at the base of her skull, as if something were reaching into her mind and scooping out a handful of light. 



The memory went without warning. 



One moment she was standing in the crypt, the Warden watching her with that unreadable expression, and the next she was somewhere else; a kitchen, sunlit, the smell of cinnamon and burnt toast. A woman's voice, warm and familiar, saying something Elara couldn't quite catch. A face, blurred at the edges, smiling at her. 



And then it was gone. 



The silver thread dissolved into her skin, and Jessamine's presence settled deeper, more solid, like a second heartbeat beneath her ribs. She had the fragment. She had it. 



But she couldn't remember what the woman in the kitchen had said. 



She couldn't remember the woman's face. 



"One," Kael said, his voice flat. "You have six more." 



Elara pressed her palm to her chest, feeling the twin pulses; her own, and Jessamine's, intertwined. The loss was a hollow ache, a space where something used to be, but the fragment burned bright and warm, and that was what mattered. 



"What was it?" she asked, hating the tremor in her voice. "What did I lose?" 



"I cannot tell you." He turned away, his cloak sweeping the stone floor. "The abyss does not return what it takes. You will have to discover the gap yourself, when you need it." 



"When I need it?" 



"When you reach for a memory and find nothing." He paused at the threshold, his silhouette sharp against the dim light. "That is the cruelty of the bargain. You will not know what you have lost until you try to use it." 



Elara's hand dropped to her side. She looked at the parchment in her pocket, at the names written in her own careful script. She could still read them. She could still remember who they belonged to. 



For now. 



"How many fragments have you seen someone collect?" she asked. 



Kael turned his head, just enough to meet her eyes. "None." 



"None?" 



"Those who try always stop. They reach a fragment, touch it, lose a memory they cannot bear to surrender. And then they return to the Veil, or they wander the underworld until they forget why they came." His voice dropped, almost gentle. "You are not the first to be clever, Elara. You are not the first to plan. But you are the first to reach a fragment and keep reaching." 



She didn't know if that was a compliment or a warning. 



"I have to find the others," she said. 



"Then find them." He stepped through the wall, and the darkness swallowed him whole. His voice lingered, a whisper against the stone. "But remember this: every time you take a fragment, you give a piece of yourself. And when you have given everything, you will become one of the Unworthy. You will join the souls you came to save." 



The chamber fell silent. 



Elara stood alone, the fragment warm against her heart, the hollow in her mind already beginning to ache. 



She pulled out the parchment again. Read the names. Elara. Jessamine. Mother. Father. She traced each letter with her fingertip, memorizing the shape of them, the weight. 



Then she folded it carefully and tucked it away. 



She had six more fragments to find. And she would find them, even if it cost her every memory she possessed. 



Because Jessamine was worth it. 



She had to be. 



The silence pressed against her like a living thing. Elara listened to the absence of sound, the way the chamber held its breath after Kael’s departure. The fragment pulsed against her chest, a second heartbeat that did not belong to her. She pressed a hand to it, felt the faint warmth, and immediately a flicker of something foreign brushed her mind. 



No. Stay focused. 



She forced her gaze around the room. The walls were carved from black stone shot through with veins of silver, the same metal that had formed the cradle. The silver glowed faintly, as though lit from within, casting long shadows that shifted when she moved. The air smelled of cold earth and something metallic, like blood left too long on steel. 



Her fingers trembled. She stilled them by curling them into her palms until her nails bit into the
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