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A Love Story of Two Souls

Chapter One — The Forest

Amoro had always believed that forests were honest.

Cities could hide things behind walls. People could hide things behind smiles. Even the sky could hide its stars
behind clouds. But a forest had no reason to pretend. It simply grew. It remembered the rain. It remembered
footsteps. It remembered the places where people had stood beneath its branches and whispered promises they
thought no one had heard.

That was why Amoro trusted the forest. And that was why, on the evening everything changed, he followed the path
deeper into it.

The sun was aready sinking when he realized he had been walking much longer than he intended. Golden light
poured between the trees. Ferns brushed against his legs. Somewhere nearby, water moved over stones. He stopped.
The path ahead divided into two directions. He had never been there before. At least, he didn’t think he had.

A strange sensation passed through him. Not fear. Recognition.

He looked toward the left-hand path. Something inside him said,Go that way.Amoro smiled at himself. “You're
getting lost,” he muttered. But he followed the path anyway.

The trees grew taler as he walked. Their branches intertwined overhead, forming a natural archway. Small white
flowers grew beside thetrail, glowing faintly in the fading light. Then he heard water. A stream appeared through the
trees, clear and bright, winding between moss-covered stones. He knelt and touched the surface. The water was cold
and clean. When he looked up, he was no longer alone.

She stood on the opposite bank, asif she had always been meant to stand there. Dark hair caught the last of the
sunlight. Her expression held the same quiet surprise he felt in his own chest—recognition without memory,
bel onging without explanation.

“] didn't mean to startle you,” Amoro said.
She shook her head slowly. “You didn't. | think... | waswaiting.”
The words should have sounded strange. They did not.

He crossed the stream on the flat stones that seemed to have been placed for that purpose. When he reached her side,
the forest felt different—deeper, older, as though it had drawn a quiet breath and decided to listen.

“My nameis Amoro,” he said.

She met his eyes. “My nameis Amoura.”



The names settled between them like something long expected. For a moment neither spoke. The stream continued
its soft conversation with the stones. A breeze moved the high leaves. Somewhere a bird called once and fell silent.

Amoura glanced toward the trees behind her. “1 came looking for this place,” she said. “1 didn’t know why. Only that
the path kept turning, and every time | thought of turning back, something pulled me forward.”

“1 felt the same,” Amoro answered. “Asif the forest already knew my name.”

They walked together along the bank. The light continued to fade, yet the white flowers seemed to hold a soft glow
of their own. Amoura reached toward one and hesitated. “ Do you ever feel that you have lived a story before you
finished reading it?’

Amoro considered the question. “Y es. Especialy today.”

They came to awide clearing where an ancient tree stood aone. Its trunk was broad enough that three people might
have stretched their arms around it and still not touched. Carved into the bark, weathered but clear, was asimple
heart. Beneath the heart, two names had been carefully cut into the living wood: AmoroandAmoura.

Amoura s breath caught. Amoro stepped closer. The letters were not fresh. Moss softened the edges of the carving.
Y ears—perhaps many years—had passed since the knife last touched the tree. Y et the names were their own.

“How isthis possible?” Amoura whispered.

Amoro reached out and traced the curve of the heart with one finger. The bark was warm, as if the tree itself
remembered the hands that had shaped it. “1 don’t know,” he said. “But | think the forest has been waiting for us to
find it again.”

Above them the first stars appeared. The stream sang quietly in the distance. Two souls who had never met before
this evening stood beneath a promise older than either of them could yet understand—and felt, without needing
proof, that they had finally come home.

In the gathering dusk a soft light moved between the trees. Neither of them turned away. The light resolved into the
shape of afigure neither young nor old, cloaked in green and silver, carrying asmall lantern that held no flame. The
figure stopped at the edge of the clearing and regarded them with calm, ancient eyes.

“You found thetree,” the figure said. The voice was neither male nor female, only certain. “That means the next door
is aready opening.”

Amoro and Amoura looked at one another. Neither felt fear. Only the deep, steady pull of astory that had always
belonged to them.

The Keeper lifted the lantern. “Come,” it said. “There is more you need to remember.”
And the two souls followed.

The lantern cast no ordinary light. It did not push the darkness away so much as gather it into something softer, as if
the night itself had agreed to walk with them. Amoro and Amoura followed the Keeper between the trees. The path
they took had not been there a moment before. Roots shifted. Branches parted. The forest rearranged itself with the



quiet confidence of a place that had done this many times.

Neither of them asked where they were going. The question felt unnecessary, like asking the tide why it returned to
the shore.

Amourawalked alittle closer to Amoro. Their shoulders almost touched. When the ground grew uneven, his hand
found hers without thought, and she did not pull away. The contact was simple and certain. It felt lesslike afirst
touch and more like the continuation of a conversation that had been interrupted long ago.

The Keeper spoke only once during the walk.

“Names are the first things the world forgets,” it said, not looking back. “But the forest keeps them. The stream keeps
them. The tree keeps them. And when the right feet find the right path, the names wake up.”

Amoro glanced at Amoura. In the lantern’s strange glow her face looked both familiar and new, as though he had
known every version of her except this one, and this one was the most important.

They came to a second clearing, smaller than the first. Inits center stood alow stone circle, moss-softened and ringed
with the same pale flowers that had glowed beside the stream. The air here was cooler. The stars above seemed
nearer, asif the sky had leaned down to listen.

The Keeper set the lantern on one of the stones. The light spread outward in aslow circle, and within that circle the
forest floor shimmered.

“What you are about to see,” the Keeper said, “isnot adream. It is not avision given to entertain you. It is memory
that till livesin the roots. Y ou may enter it, or you may turn back. The door will not force itself open.”

Amoura s fingers tightened around Amoro’s. “If we turn back,” she asked, “will we forget this night?’

The Keeper’ s ancient eyes rested on her. “Y ou will remember the feeling. The rest will fade, the way a song fades
when no one singsit. But the forest will wait. It lways waits.”

Amoro looked at the shimmering ground, then at Amoura. “1 don’t want to forget,” he said. “Do you?’
She shook her head. “No.”

They stepped forward together.

The clearing dissolved.

For amoment there was only the sensation of falling without fear—Iike sinking into deep water that held them
instead of drowning them. Then the world returned, but it was not the same world.

They stood in a garden that should not have existed inside aforest. Paths of pale stone wound between flowering
trees whose blossoms glowed the same soft white as the flowers by the stream. A fountain murmured in the center,
its water rising and falling in patterns that looked almost like writing. Beyond the garden walls the ordinary forest
waited, dark and patient, but here the air was warm and the light was that of late afternoon, golden and unhurried.

Amoura breathed in. “I know this place.”



Amoro did too, though he could not have said how. The knowledge sat in his chest the way a heartbeat sits—present,
necessary, beyond argument.

They walked the paths. Everywhere they looked, small details stirred recognition: a bench carved with intertwined
vines; agate of living wood that opened at their approach; the particular way the light fell across the fountain’srim.
And then they saw the people.

Not many. A handful of figures moving through the garden asif they belonged there. Some tended the flowering
trees. Others sat beside the fountain, speaking in low voices. One figure—taller, cloaked in green and silver—moved
among them with quiet authority. The Keeper, younger in bearing but unmistakable.

And among the others walked two people whose faces made Amoro’ s breath catch.
They were themselves.

Or rather, they were versions of themselves: alittle younger, dressed in clothes that belonged to no century he could
name, yet carrying the same quiet certainty he felt in his own bones. The other Amoro laughed at something the other
Amoura said. She answered by taking his hand and drawing him toward the fountain. Their ease with each other was
complete. No hesitation. No need to explain.

Present-day Amoro and Amoura stood frozen at the edge of the path, watching their own past selves—or future
selves, or selves from alife that ran parallel to this one—move through the garden as if the world had always been
thissimple.

“They look happy,” Amoura whispered.
“They look like us,” Amoro answered.

The memory-versions reached the fountain. The other Amoura dipped her fingers in the water. When she lifted them,
droplets clung to her skin and caught the light like tiny stars. The other Amoro watched her with an expression of
such open devotion that present-day Amoro felt his throat tighten.

Then the other Amoura spoke, and her voice carried clearly across the garden, though she was not speaking loudly.
“If we ever forget,” she said, “promise me the forest will remember for us.”

The other Amoro raised their joined hands and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. “ The forest. The tree. The stream. And
me. Even if it takes a hundred lifetimes.”

“A hundred is not enough,” she said, smiling.
“Then every lifetime,” he answered. “Until there are no more doors | eft to open.”

The present-day pair felt the words settle into them like something that had always been true. Amoura' s eyes shone.
Amoro’s hand found hers again and held on.

Around them the garden began to thin. The golden light softened. The figures at the edges of the paths grew
translucent, then vanished. Only the fountain and the two memory-versions remained, and even they were beginning
to fade.



The other Amouralooked up—directly toward where the present pair stood, asif she could see them across the
distance of years or lives. Her expression held no surprise. Only recognition, and a quiet, fierce tenderness.

“You're here,” she said, though her lips barely moved. “Good. We were waiting.”
Then the garden was gone.

Amoro and Amoura stood once more in the stone circle, the lantern’s light steady around them, the ordinary night of
the forest pressing close. The Keeper waited, patient as the trees.

Neither of them spoke for along time. The stream’ s distant song reached them again. An owl called once and fell
silent. Above the canopy the stars continued their slow, ancient work.

At last Amourasaid, “It was us.”
“Yes”
“And it will be usagain.”

Amoro turned to her. In the lantern light her face was clear and steady. Whatever fear might have lived in him earlier
had been replaced by something quieter and stronger—the same deep pull that had led him down the left-hand path,
the same certainty that had made him cross the stream.

“Then we don’t have to understand everything tonight,” he said. “We only have to keep walking.”
She nodded. “ Together.”

The Keeper lifted the lantern. The circle of light contracted, then expanded once more, revealing a narrow opening
between two great trees that had not been there before. Beyond it the forest continued, darker and denser, but no
longer forbidding.

“Thefirst memory is only the beginning,” the Keeper said. “ There are others. Some will be gentle. Some will ask
more of you. The Garden of Memoriesis larger than any single night can hold. But you have found the tree. You
have taken the first step through the door. That is enough for now.”

Amoro looked at Amoura. She looked at him. The same unspoken agreement passed between them that had lived in
the other pair by the fountain.

They followed the Keeper into the deeper wood.

Behind them the stone circle faded into ordinary ground. The pale flowers closed their soft glow. The ancient tree
with their names stood alone again in its clearing, moss softening the edges of the carved heart, waiting—as it ways
had—for the next time two souls who belonged to each other found their way home.

And somewhere ahead, beyond the next turning of the path, the rest of the story was aready beginning to wake.

The deeper wood did not feel like athreat. It felt like a held breath. The trees here were older, their trunks wider,
their bark scored with lines that might have been age or might have been writing no living person could still read.
The lantern’ s light moved ahead of them in a steady pool, and the darkness outside that pool was not empty. It



watched. It remembered. It did not interfere.

Amoro kept Amoura’s hand in his. The simple fact of her fingers against his made the strangeness of the night feel
navigable. He had crossed streams and stood beneath carved names and walked through a garden that should not
have existed, and still the most remarkable thing was how natural it felt to be beside her.

“Do you think we have done this before?” Amoura asked quietly. “Not the garden. This. Walking behind the K eeper.
Not knowing what comes next.”

“Yes,” Amoro said. “I think we have done it so many times that the forest stopped counting.”
She almost smiled. “That should frighten me.”

“Doesit?

“No.” Sheglanced at him. “It feelslikerelief.”

The path began to climb. The ground rose in along, gentle slope, and the trees thinned just enough to let the starlight
through. Somewhere far below them the stream still sang, but its voice was distant now, asif it belonged to an earlier
part of the night. The air grew cooler. A fine mist drifted between the trunks, catching the lantern light and turning it
silver.

The Keeper stopped at the crest of therise.

Below them lay avalley that should not have been there. In the ordinary geography of the forest there had been no
such drop, no such open space. Y et the valley existed, cupped between two ridges, and at its center stood a structure
that was neither house nor temple nor ruin, though it carried traces of al three. Its walls were living wood and pale
stone. Its roof was open to the sky. Soft light glowed from within—not firelight, not lantern light, but something
quieter, asif the place itself remembered how to shine.

“The Threshold,” the Keeper said. “Not the Garden. Not yet the boundary between worlds. Only the place where
those who have found the tree may rest, and listen, and decide how far they are willing to remember.”

Amoura s voice was barely above awhisper. “And if we decide we are not ready?’

“Then you sleep,” the Keeper answered. “And in the morning the valley will be gone, and the path will lead you
home, and the forest will keep your names until you return. Nothing is taken from those who choose to wait.”

Amoro studied the structure in the valley. It did not ook abandoned. It looked patient. “ And if we go down?”

“Then the next door opens,” the Keeper said. “Not all at once. Not more than you can carry in one night. But it
opens.”

They stood together on the ridge for along moment. The mist moved around their ankles. An owl called from
somewhere in the deeper dark. Above them the stars held their ancient places.

Amoura squeezed Amoro’s hand. “1’m not ready to forget,” she said. “Not after the garden. Not after the tree.”

“Neither am|.”



They started down the slope together.

The path into the valley was narrow but clear, as if many feet had walked it and the forest had decided to honor those
footsteps by keeping the way open. Asthey descended, the air warmed slightly. The mist thinned. The soft light from
the Threshold grew stronger, and with it came alow sound—not music exactly, but something close: a resonance,
like wind through hollow wood, or water over carefully placed stones, or voices humming anote too low for ordinary
hearing.

The Keeper did not lead them through a door. There was no door. The front of the Threshold was an open arch of
interwoven branches and pale stone, and beyond it lay a single long room open to the night sky. The floor was
smooth earth packed hard by time. Along the walls stood low benches of the same living wood. In the center a
shallow basin of water reflected the stars so perfectly that for amoment Amoro could not tell which sky was real.

They sat.
The Keeper remained standing near the arch, the lantern now dimmed to a soft pulse.

“Rest,” it said. “Let the place speak if it will. Y ou are not required to force the memories. The ones that are ready will
come.”

Silence settled around them—not empty silence, but the full, listening quiet of aforest that had decided to pay
attention. Amoro felt Amouralean dlightly against his shoulder. He rested his cheek against her hair for a moment
and breathed in the scent of the night and the faint sweetness of the pale flowersthat still clung to their clothes from
the earlier clearing.

Images began to surface, not as the full vision of the garden had been, but as fragments, gentle and incomplete.
A hand placing a silver key into another hand.
A door of living wood swinging open onto a corridor of light.

Two figures standing at the edge of a place where the forest simply stopped, and beyond it something vast and
star-filled waited.

Laughter. Then tears. Then the steady promise spoken again in alanguage that needed no trandlation: * Every
lifetime. Until there are no more doors |eft to open.*

Amoura’ s breath caught. Amoro knew she was seeing the same fragments, or ones close enough that the feeling was
shared.

“They're not finished,” she murmured. “ The memories. They're... waiting for usto be ready for the rest.”
13 Y%_”
“Is that why the Keeper brought us here? So we wouldn’t take more than we could hold?’

Amoro looked toward the arch, where the Keeper stood like a patient shadow. “I think so. | think the forest is kinder
than the stories make it sound.”



Outside, the mist had begun to thin further. The first pale suggestion of dawn touched the eastern ridge, so faint it
might have been imagination. The night was not over, but it was no longer absol ute.

The Keeper spoke once more.

“You have seen the tree. Y ou have walked the first memory. Y ou have sat at the Threshold and let the older pieces
find you. That isthe work of this night. When the sun rises, the valley will close. The path will return you to the
stream and the ordinary trees. Y ou will remember enough. The rest will wait in the roots until you come looking

again.”
Amourallifted her head from Amoro’s shoulder. “Will we find each other again? In the ordinary world. After this.”

The Keeper's voice was almost gentle. “Y ou found each other before you knew the forest’s name. Y ou will not lose
each other because the sun rises.”

Amoro fet the truth of that settle into him the same way the names on the tree had settled—without argument,
without need for proof.

They rose together. The basin of star-reflecting water was only water again. The benches were only wood. The
Threshold was already beginning to feel less like a place outside of time and more like a beautiful, strange room that
would not outlast the dawn.

At the arch the Keeper inclined its head.

“Go,” it said. “Walk back while the path still knows your feet. And when the forest calls you again—and it will—you
will not come as strangers.”

They stepped out into the thinning dark.

The climb out of the valley was easier than the descent. The mist parted for them. The older trees watched them pass
without comment. By the time they reached the place where the stone circle had been, the first true light of morning
was filtering through the canopy, green and gold and ordinary.

The circle was gone. The pale flowers were only white blossoms again, closed against the day. The ancient tree still
stood in its clearing, the carved heart and the two names clear in the new light. Amoro and Amoura stopped beneath
it onelast time.

Amoura reached out and touched the edge of the heart, the same place Amoro had touched the night before. The bark
was cool now. Ordinary. And yet.

“We'll come back,” she said.
“Yes,” Amoro answered. “We will.”

They found the stream without difficulty. The flat stones were still there. They crossed together, hand in hand, and
followed the path that led—somehow, impossibly, inevitably—back toward the world they had |eft the evening
before.

Behind them the forest closed its deeper doors and kept its counsel.



Ahead of them the ordinary day waited: roads, names, the small necessary work of living. But something essential
had changed. Two souls who had entered the trees as strangers to their own story walked out of them carrying the
beginning of the truth.

And somewhere in the roots, in the stream, in the quiet grain of the carved heart, the rest of the story remained
exactly where it belonged—

waiting.

They did not speak much on the walk back. Words felt too small for what the night had given them, and the morning
was already asking for ordinary things: the sound of birds, the weight of sunlight, the need to remember where the
path rejoined the wider world. Y et every few steps one of them would glance at the other, and the glance itself was a
kind of conversation. *We were there. We saw. We are still here.*

When the trees finally thinned and the first glimpse of open sky appeared beyond the last rise, Amoro felt a strange
double sensation—rélief at returning, and a quiet grief at leaving the deeper wood behind. Amoura must have felt it
too, because she slowed, then stopped, and turned to look back the way they had come.

The forest looked ordinary again. Green. Dense. Unremarkabl e to any passerby who had not spent the night walking
its secret paths. No lantern light. No pale glowing flowers. No valley that should not exist. Only trees, and the
memory of trees, and the knowledge that both were true.

“It'sstill in there,” Amoura said.

“Yes”

“And so are we. Parts of us.”

Amoro nodded. He did not try to explain it further. Some truths did not improve with explanation.
They stepped out of the treeline together.

The world beyond the forest was already awake. A narrow road curved along the edge of the woods. In the distance a
village or small town showed itself by the glint of windows catching the early sun. Smoke rose from one or two
chimneys. A dog barked once, far away. Ordinary life, continuing without any knowledge of carved hearts or
Keepers or gardens that opened between one breath and the next.

Amoro and Amoura stood at the boundary for along moment, still hand in hand, asif the simple act of letting go
might somehow sever the night from the day.

Then Amoura laughed—soft, disbelieving, amost giddy. “We look like we spent the night in the woods.”

Amoro glanced down at himself: leaf in his hair, mud on his boots, the faint green stain of moss on one sleeve.
Amoura s dark hair was tangled with tiny twigs. A pale peta still clung to the shoulder of her coat. They were a
mess. They were also, somehow, more themselves than they had been the evening before.

“l don't mind,” he said.

“Neither do 1.”



They walked toward the road. Asthey reached it, Amoro realized he did not know where Amouralived, or how she
had come to the forest the day before, or what name the ordinary world used for her when it was not speaking in the
language of souls. The questions arrived all at once, practical and slightly absurd after everything else.

“1 don’'t even know—" he began.
“Where| live?" shefinished, smiling. “ Or how we find each other again after today?’
“Both.”

She considered the road, then him. “1 live on the far side of the village. The house with the blue shutters and the
apple tree that never quite grows straight. And you?’

“The other side. Near the old mill bridge.”

“Then we are not so far apart as the forest made it seem.”

“No.”

They walked alittle way in silence. The sun climbed higher. The last of the night’s chill left the air.
At thefirst fork in the road Amoura stopped again. “Will you walk me home?’

“Yes”

“And tomorrow?’

“Tomorrow | will find the house with the blue shutters,” Amoro said. “And the apple tree that never quite grows
straight. And | will knock.”

Her smile thistime was quieter, steadier. “Good. Because if you don't, | will come looking for the old mill bridge.
And | am very persistent when | have decided something belongsto me.”

“Doesit?’ he asked. “Belong to you?’
She met hiseyes. “You do. And | belong to you. The forest already knew. We are only catching up.”
They walked on.

The village was small enough that strangers were noticed and neighbors were known by the shape of their gardens. A
few early risers nodded as they passed. One older woman watering her roses paused and looked at them with along,

thoughtful expression, asif she had seen something familiar in the way they moved together. She did not speak. She

only smiled alittle and returned to her watering.

Amoura s house was exactly as she had described: blue shutters, aslightly crooked apple tree, agate that creaked in a
friendly way. She opened it and turned to face him on the path.

“Thisis going to sound strange,” she said, “after everything.”

“Most things will sound strange for awhile.”



“1 don’'t want to go inside yet. | don’t want the night to become only a story we tell ourselves later. Will you sit with
me? Just for alittle while.”

They sat on the low stone wall beneath the apple tree. The morning was fully itself now—Hbirds, distant voices, the
smell of someone’s bread baking. Amoro felt the solidness of the stone under him and the solidness of Amoura
beside him, and the two solidnesses somehow made room for the impossible night they had shared.

“1 keep seeing the fountain,” Amoura said after atime. “ And the way she looked at us. Asif she had been waiting
longer than we can imagine.”

“1 keep hearing the promise,” Amoro answered. “*Every lifetime. Until there are no more doors left to open.*”
“Doyou believe it?

He thought of the carved names, the warmth of the bark, the way the Keeper’ s lantern had held the dark without
fighting it. “Yes. | believe it the way | believe the stream remembers the stones. | don't need it to make ordinary
sense.”

Amourarested her head against his shoulder the way she had in the Threshold. “Good. Because | believeit too. And |
am not very good at believing things halfway.”

They sat until the sun cleared the roofline of the neighboring house and the day began to insist on its own agenda. At
last Amoura stood, brushing apple petals from her skirt.

“Come tomorrow,” she said.

“I will.”

“And the day after.”

“Yes.”

“And when the forest calls again—"
“We go together.”

She leaned in and kissed him—once, briefly, with the same quiet certainty that had lived in every step of the night.
Then she went inside, leaving the gate open behind her as if the open gate itself were akind of promise.

Amoro walked home the long way, past the mill bridge, past the fields that were only fields, under a sky that was
only sky. The ordinary world had not changed. He had. The difference was large enough to walk around in.

That night he dept without dreams, or with dreams so deep they left no surface behind. In the morning he woke with
the taste of forest air still somehow in his mouth, and the knowledge of blue shutters waiting on the far side of the
village.

The days that followed settled into a new shape.



Amoro found the house with the blue shutters the next afternoon, exactly as promised. Amoura was aready at the
gate, asif she had been listening for his footsteps. They walked the lanes of the village. They walked the quieter
roads beyond it. They talked about ordinary things—work, the weather, the neighbor’ s dog that barked at
clouds—and underneath the ordinary talk ran the deeper current of the night in the forest, never far away, never fully
spoken in the open street.

On the third day they returned to the edge of the woods.

They did not go far in. Only far enough that the road noise faded and the trees closed around them like a familiar
room. The stream was where they had left it. The flat stones were still there. The ancient tree stood in its clearing, the
carved heart and the two names clear in the afternoon light. No Keeper appeared. No pale flowers glowed. The forest
offered them only itself, quiet and green and ordinary.

They sat beneath the tree for along time.
“Do you think it only opens at night?’ Amoura asked.
“1 think it opens when we are ready,” Amoro said. “And when it decides we are ready.”

She traced the edge of the carved heart with one finger. “1 keep expecting to feel foolish. Sitting under atree that has
our names on it. Talking about Keepers and gardens and lifetimes. But | don’t feel foolish.”

“Neither do 1.”
“What do you feel ?’

Amoro considered. The afternoon sun moved through the leaves and laid shifting patterns across the moss.
Somewhere a woodpecker worked at adistant trunk. “1 feel like the story islarger than this clearing, and also like
this clearing is the whole of it. Both at once. And | feel—" He hesitated, then let the truth come. “| feel that | have
been lonely for you longer than | have been dive.”

Amoura s eyes filled, though she did not look away. “Yes. That.”

They did not kiss beneath the tree that day. The moment did not ask for it. It asked only for the quiet of two people
who had recognized each other and were learning how to live inside the recognition.

When they left, Amoro looked back once. The tree stood asit always had. The names waited. The forest kept its
counsel.

Weeks passed.

Summer deepened. The village moved through its small seasons: market days, a wedding at the little church, a storm
that took a branch from the crooked apple tree and left the rest unharmed. Amoro and Amoura were seen together
often enough that the older woman with the roses began to nod to them as if they had always belonged to the same
sentence. No one asked difficult questions. Perhaps the village, like the forest, knew when to leave certain things
unprodded.

And still the deeper doors remained closed.



Amoro did not mind. The waiting had a quality of its own—not emptiness, but readiness. He worked at the mill when
work was there. He walked the paths at the edge of the woods in the evenings. He learned the particular way Amoura
laughed when she was trying not to, and the particular silence she kept when she was thinking of the garden with the
fountain. He learned that loving someone across ordinary days could be as strange and necessary as loving them
across lifetimes.

One evening in late summer they sat on the stone wall beneath the apple tree and watched the first stars appear.

“1 dreamed of the Threshold last night,” Amoura said. “Not the whole of it. Only the basin of water, and the way the
starssat in it asif they had nowhere else to be.”

“1 dreamed of the key,” Amoro answered. “ The silver one. Someone placing it in my hand. | couldn’t see who.”
“The Keeper?’

“Maybe. Or you. Or the other version of me. The dream didn’t think the difference mattered.”

Amourawas quiet for awhile. Then she said, “When it opens again—the forest, the doors—will we be ready?’

Amoro took her hand. The evening was soft around them. The apple tree held its crooked shape against the darkening
sky. “I don’t know if anyoneis ever ready for the whole of astory like ours. But we are ready for the next page. That
feelstrue.”

She leaned into him. “ Then we wait. And we live. And when the lantern light finds us again, we follow.”
“Together.”

“ Always together.”

The call came on an evening when the air had begun to turn toward autumn.

They had walked farther into the woods than usual, following no particular path, only the pleasure of moving side by
side under the canopy. The light was already thinning. The first cool edge of the coming season touched the backs of
their necks. Neither of them suggested turning back.

Then Amoro felt it: the same quiet recognition that had found him on the evening everything changed. Not fear. Not
urgency. Only the certain knowledge that the forest had turned its attention toward them again.

Amoura stopped at the same moment he did.
“You fed it,” shesaid. Not a question.
HY&-H

Ahead of them the path, which had been an ordinary deer track a moment before, widened and clarified. Pale flowers
that had not been there at the start of the walk opened along its edges, holding a soft glow against the gathering dusk.
Farther on, between two great trees, afamiliar light waited—not yet alantern, only the suggestion of one, asif the
Keeper were still deciding how much of itself to show.



Amoro looked at Amoura. She looked at him. The same unspoken agreement that had lived between them since the
night of the tree passed between them once more, deeper now, tempered by ordinary days and ordinary love and the
long patience of waiting.

“Ready? he asked.

She smiled, and in the smile was the garden, and the fountain, and the promise spoken across lifetimes, and the
simple blue-shuttered house waiting somewhere behind them for aslong as it was needed.

“Yes,” shesaid. “I’'m ready.”
They stepped forward together.

The pale flowers brightened. The path deepened. Somewhere ahead the lantern light steadied into being, and with it
came the soft, certain voice they both remembered.

“Y ou came back,” the Keeper said, though they could not yet see its face. “Good. The next door isready. And this
time, you will not walk it as strangers to yourselves.”

The forest closed around them—not as a trap, but as a homecoming.

And Chapter One, which had begun with a man who trusted the honesty of trees, continued into the larger story that
had always been waiting in the roots, in the stream, in the quiet grain of a heart carved long ago into living wood.

Two souls. One path. Every lifetime.
Until there were no more doors |eft to open.

The lantern light resolved into the familiar shape of the Keeper asthey drew nearer. Green and silver. Neither young
nor old. The same calm, ancient eyes that had regarded them in the clearing on the first night. It inclined its head in
greeting, and the gesture carried the weight of long acquaintance.

“You have lived the ordinary days,” the Keeper said. “ That was necessary. The doors do not open only for those who
flee the world. They open for those who can carry the world with them and still choose to remember.”

Amoura s voice was steady. “What waits on the other side of this door?”’

“More of yourselves,” the Keeper answered. “ And more of the promise. And a choice that cannot be made in the
Threshold or beneath the tree. A choice that must be made with open eyes, in the place where the forest ends and the
larger story begins.”

Amoro felt the words settle. He thought of the blue shutters, the crooked apple tree, the mill bridge, the older woman
with her roses. He thought of Amoura’ s hand in his through ordinary weeks. None of it felt like something to
abandon. It felt like something to bring.

“We don’t have to leave the village behind forever,” he said. Not quite a question.

The Keeper's expression did not change, yet something in the lantern light softened. “No. The ones who walk
farthest are often the ones who know the way home. The forest is not jealous of the ordinary world. It only asks that



you do not pretend the ordinary world is al thereis.”
They walked.

The path this time did not lead to the stone circle or the hidden valley. It led upward, along aridge that offered
glimpses, between the trunks, of a sky already thick with stars. The air grew thinner and clearer. The pale flowers
gave way to moss that shone faintly underfoot, asif it had stored the day’ s light and was returning it now in small,
careful amounts.

At the highest point of the ridge the trees parted.
What lay beyond was not another clearing. It was an edge.

The forest smply stopped. One final line of ancient trunks, and then open air, and then a vastness that had no
business existing at the border of an ordinary wood. Stars—more stars than the village sky had ever held—spilled
across a darkness that felt deep enough to fall into and kind enough to catch whoever fell. In the middle distance
floated shapes that might have been islands of light or the memory of islands. Closer, a narrow bridge of pale stone
and living root stretched out over the dark, ending at a door that stood alone in the air. The door was made of the
same wood as the Threshold, and set into it was a single keyhole that gleamed as if moonlight had been poured into
the shape of alock.

Amoura’ s breath |eft her in a soft sound. Amoro felt his own heart answer it.

“The boundary,” the Keeper said. “Not the end of the story. Only the place where the next chapter of it becomes
visible. Y ou may cross when you are ready. Y ou may also turn back. Both choices are honorable. Both are part of the
promise.”

Amoro looked at Amoura. In the starlight her face was clear and unafraid. The same recognition that had lived in the
garden, in the Threshold, in the carved heart, lived in her eyes now—deeper, quieter, certain.

“Do you have the key?' she asked the K eeper.
“No,” the Keeper said. “You do.”

Amoro felt aweight in his pocket that had not been there when they entered the woods. He reached in and drew out a
silver key, small and simple, warm from being close to him. He did not remember picking it up. He did not need to.
Some things the forest placed where they belonged.

He held it out. Amoura placed her hand over his so that they held the key together.

“Whatever is on the other side,” she said, “we meet it aswe are. Not as the people who were afraid of forgetting. As
the people who remembered enough to come back.”

HY&-H
They walked to the beginning of the bridge.

The dark beneath it did not feel empty. It felt attentive, the way the forest had felt attentive on the first night. The
stars above seemed to lean closer. The door waited with the patience of something that had been opened and closed



across more years than either of them could count.
Amoro fitted the key into the lock. It turned without resistance.
The door opened onto light.

Not the harsh light of day, and not the soft lantern light of the Keeper. Something between—warm, golden, threaded
with green, asif the forest and the sun had agreed on a color together. Beyond the doorway they could see the
suggestion of a path, and trees that were not quite the trees they knew, and the faint shimmer of water that might have
been a stream or might have been something older.

The Keeper did not follow them onto the bridge.

“Thispartisyours,” it said. “I will be here when you return. And you will return. The ones who carry the promise
always do.”

Amouralooked back once. * Thank you.”

The Keeper inclined its head. “Remember the ordinary days as carefully as you remember the doors. Both are the
story.”

Amoro and Amoura stepped through.
The door closed behind them with a sound like a page turning.

For amoment there was only the sensation of crossing—neither falling nor flying, only moving from one true place
into another. Then their feet found solid ground again, and the air filled with the scent of earth after rain, and the light
resolved into a forest that was the same forest and also not, deeper and brighter and somehow more awake.

They stood hand in hand on the far side of the boundary, two souls who had begun the evening as villagers and ended
it as what they had always been: the ones the forest kept names for, the ones the stream remembered, the ones who
had promised each other every lifetime until there were no more doors left to open.

Ahead of them the new path waited.

Behind them, on the other side of adoor that would open again when it was time, the village and the blue shutters
and the crooked apple tree continued their ordinary, necessary work.

And Chapter One—having carried them from a single honest forest path to the edge of everything the promise had
ever meant—drew itslong breath to a close, not with an ending, but with the quiet, certain sound of two sets of
footsteps starting forward together into the larger story.

In the days and years that would follow, they would speak of this night the way people speak of the moment they
understood their own name. Not always with words. Sometimes only with a glance across aroom, or the way one of
them would pause at the edge of the woods and listen, asif alantern might still be moving between the trees. The
village would grow used to them. Children would one day play under the crooked apple tree. Seasons would turn.
The carved heart on the ancient trunk would gather more moss, and still the names would remain legible to anyone
who knew how to look.



And sometimes—on evenings when the air turned toward autumn and the first stars were especially clear—Amoro
and Amourawould walk the deeper paths again. Sometimes the Keeper would meet them. Sometimes only the forest
would be there, green and silent and full of doors that opened for those who had already learned how to knock.

They never stopped choosing each other.

That, more than any single vision or valley or key, was the heart of the promise.

The forest, which had always known, kept their footsteps among its oldest memories.
And the story—Ilarger than one chapter, older than one lifetime—continued.

What remained, after the door and the bridge and the first step into the larger story, was not a conclusion but a
beginning that finally knew its own name. Amoro and Amoura carried the night with them the way the stream carried
the shape of the stones it had worn smooth—quietly, completely, without needing to announce the work.

In the village the seasons continued their familiar turning. Autumn brought the smell of woodsmoke and the first
hard frosts. Winter laid its white silence over the fields and the crooked apple tree. Spring returned the green to the
woods with the same unhurried certainty the forest had always shown. Through al of it they remained side by side:
walking the lanes, sharing the small news of ordinary days, and, when the deeper call came, answering it together.

They never tried to explain the whole of it to anyone else. Some stories are not improved by being made smaller for
the comfort of listeners. The older woman with the roses seemed to understand without being told; she would look at
them sometimes with a quiet, knowing warmth and then return to her watering as if the world were exactly asiit
should be. That was enough.

Y ears | ater, when the carved names on the ancient tree had gathered still more moss and the pale flowers still opened
for those who walked the right path at the right hour, Amoro would sometimes stand at the edge of the woods at dusk
and feel the same recognition that had found him on the first evening. Amoura would find him there, or he would
find her, and they would go in without fear and without hurry. The K eeper would meet them or not, as the night
required. The doors would open or wait. The promise would hold.

Every lifetime.
Until there were no more doors left to open.

And even then—especially then—the forest would remember.



Chapter Two — The Keeper

The lantern cast no flame, yet the light it held was steady and soft, the color of late summer evenings when the sky
has not yet decided whether to keep the day or release it into night. Amoro and Amoura followed the cloaked figure
between the trees without speaking. The forest closed behind them asif a curtain had been drawn. The stream’s song
faded. Even the first stars seemed farther away.

Amoura’ s hand found Amoro’s. The contact was simple and certain. Neither of them asked whether the other felt the
same pull, the same quiet certainty that this path had been waiting longer than either of them had been aive.

The Keeper did not look back. Its steps were unhurried. Moss did not crush beneath its feet. Branches did not catch
its cloak. When it finally stopped, they stood at the edge of awide clearing that neither Amoro nor Amoura could
remember seeing on any map of the forest they thought they knew.

In the center of the clearing rose a tree older than the others—vast, silver-barked, its roots half-exposed like the
knuckles of a giant hand resting on the earth. From its lower branches hung small glass vessels, each holding asingle
point of light. Some glowed warm gold. Others held cooler blues and soft greens. A few flickered asif remembering
how to burn.

“Thisisthefirst of the remembered places,” the Keeper said. Its voice was neither loud nor soft. It simply occupied
the space between them. “Every life leaves amark here. Most marks fade. A few do not.”

Amoro looked up into the branches. One of the vessels nearest the trunk held alight that seemed familiar, though he
could not say why. Amoura’ s gaze had already found another, higher and slightly to the left, whose glow matched
the color of thefirst stars they had seen above the carved tree.

“Y ou have been here before,” the Keeper continued. “Not in the bodies you wear now. Not with the names you
answer to in the outer world. But the forest does not measure time the way cities do. It measures return.”

Amoura s fingers tightened around Amoro’s. “Return to what?’

The Keeper turned. For the first time they saw its face clearly—ageless, neither kind nor unkind, marked by a
patience that felt older than language. “ To the promise. To each other. To the work that is still unfinished between
the worlds.”

It lifted the lantern and pointed toward a narrow opening in the roots of the great tree. Soft light spilled from within,
the color of old parchment and new leaves.

“The Garden of Memories begins here. What you see inside will not always be gentle. Memory rarely is. But if you
walk together, the path will hold.”

Amoro felt the question form before he spoke it. “And if we turn back?’

The Keeper's expression did not change. “ Then the forest will wait again. It has waited before. It can wait longer.
But the names on the tree will remain, and the ache you both aready feel will not lessen with distance.”



Amouralooked at Amoro. In the lantern light her eyes held the same recognition that had met him across the
stream—recognition without memory, belonging without explanation. She did not need to speak. He nodded once.

They stepped forward together.

The root-arch was low enough that Amoro had to bend his head. Inside, the air changed. It smelled of rain on stone,
of books left open in sunlight, of the particular quiet that follows after someone has spoken a true thing and then
fallen silent. The passage opened into a circular chamber whose walls were living wood and pale stone. Veins of soft
light ran through both, illuminating shelves that were not quite shelves, and alcoves that held objects that were not
quite objects.

A silver key rested on alow pedestal of moss-covered rock. Beside it lay afolded piece of cloth the color of deep
water. On the far wall, half-hidden by hanging roots, was a door that did not belong to any ordinary house—its
surface carved with the same heart they had found on the tree, and beneath the heart the same two names.

Amourareached toward the key, then stopped. “Isit ours?’

“It has aways been yours,” the Keeper said from the threshold. It had not entered the chamber. “And it has aways
required both of you to turn.”

Amoro picked up the key. It was cool at first, then warmed in his palm asif recognizing the shape of his hand.
Amouratook the folded cloth. When she shook it open, it became a simple cloak, large enough for two if they stood
close. Without discussion they draped it around both their shoulders. The weight of it felt like an answer.

They approached the carved door together. Amoro fitted the key into the lock. It turned with a sound like along-held
breath being released. The door opened inward onto a corridor of shifting light and shadow, and beyond that, the first
true stretch of the Garden of Memories.

The Keeper' s voice followed them one last time before the door began to close.

“Remember this: the boundary between worldsis not awall. It is a choice repeated. Every time you choose each
other, the path grows clearer. Every time you forget, the forest waits. Go carefully. Go together. And when you meet
the versions of yourselves that still walk these paths, do not be afraid. They are not ghosts. They are proofs.”

The door sealed behind them with a soft finality. The silver key remained warm in Amoro’s hand. Amoura's
shoulder pressed against his beneath the shared cloak. Ahead, the Garden opened—green and silver and threaded
with lights that looked like memories given form.

They walked forward.

Thefirst path in the Garden was a narrow stone walkway bordered by pools so still they reflected the sky that was
not quite sky above them. In those reflections Amoro saw moments he could not have lived: ayounger version of
himself standing in rain outside a house he did not recognize; awoman’s hand—Amoura' s hand, though the skin was
marked differently—reaching for aletter that burned to ash before it could be read; two figures on a cliff edge
watching a storm roll in from a sea that had no name in any language he spoke.



Amoura saw parallel things. A market square at dusk. A child’s laughter that sounded like her own and also not. A
closed door she had once been afraid to open, and the same door standing open now, waiting.

“These are not dreams,” she said quietly.
“No,” Amoro answered. “They feel heavier than dreams.”

They did not linger at the pools. The path led them onward into a grove where the trees grew in careful circles, each
circle holding a different quality of light. In one, the air tasted of spring and new beginnings. In ancther, of autumn
smoke and endings that had not been cruel. In the center of the largest circle stood a stone bench worn smooth by
use. Two figures aready sat there—a man and a woman whose faces were their own faces, older, marked by years
the current Amoro and Amoura had not yet lived.

The older pair looked up as they approached. There was no surprise in their expressions. Only a deep, tired
tenderness.

“You found the key again,” the older Amoura said. Her voice carried the same cadence as the younger one's, but
worn softer by time.

“We aways do,” the older Amoro replied, though he was looking at the younger pair, not at his companion.
“Eventually.”

The younger Amoro felt a strange double vision, asif he were seeing himself from outside and inside at once. “Are
you... us?’

“We are what you become if you keep choosing the harder path,” the older Amoura said. “Not the only possible
future. Just one that remembers how many times the forest has had to wait.”

She rose and walked to the younger woman. For a moment the two Amouras stood face to face—identical and not,
continuous and distinct. The older one reached out and touched the edge of the shared cloak.

“This aways finds you,” she said. “Even when you lose everything else. Keep it close. There are places ahead where
the cold is not only weather.”

The older Amoro stood as well. He placed a hand briefly on the younger man’s shoulder. The contact carried no
instructions, only aweight of lived knowledge.

“The boundary is thinner than it looks,” he said. “ And thicker than you hope. When you reach the place where the
two worlds touch, you will be asked to |eave something behind. Do not leave each other. Everything else can be
replaced. That cannot.”

Then the older pair stepped back into the circle of autumn light, and the light folded around them until they were
gone. The bench remained. The grove remained. Only the proof of their presence lingered in the air like the
afterimage of a bright window.

Amoro and Amourastood in silence for along time.

Finally Amoura said, “They looked happy. And tired.”



“Yes,” Amoro answered. “Both.”

They left the grove and continued deeper into the Garden. The path began to climb. The air grew cooler. Somewhere
far ahead they heard the faint sound of a bell that rang without rhythm, asif each note were chosen rather than timed.

The Garden of Memories was larger than any forest they had known. It did not obey ordinary distance. Sometimes
they walked for what felt like hours and found themselves only afew steps from where they had begun. Sometimes a
single turn revealed alandscape that belonged to no season they could name. Through it all the silver key stayed
warm, and the cloak kept the strange chill from settling too deeply into their bones.

When at last they reached a high ridge overlooking a valley of mist and scattered lights, Amoura stopped.
“Doyou fedl it?" she asked.

Amoro did. Ahead, in the heart of the mist, something waited that was neither memory nor future—something that
required a decision neither of them had yet been asked to make.

“The boundary,” he said.
She nodded. “The next door.”

They stood together on the ridge, the shared cloak drawn close, the silver key bright in the dim light, and looked
toward the place where one world ended and another began.

Behind them the Garden held its quiet. Ahead, the mist stirred asif aware of their gaze.
They started down the slope.

The mist rose to meet them as they descended. It was not the ordinary fog of autumn mornings. It moved with
intention, parting just enough to show the next few steps of the path and closing again behind them, as if the valley
preferred to be approached in pieces rather than all at once. The scattered lights they had seen from the ridge resolved
into lanterns hanging from the branches of trees that grew at odd angles, their trunks twisted by winds that no longer
blew.

Amoro kept the silver key in his closed hand. Amoura walked close enough that the shared cloak covered them both
without strain. Neither spoke for along time. The silence was not empty; it was full of the soft sounds the Garden
made when it was thinking—Ieaves turning without wind, water somewhere underground, the occasional low note of
the arrhythmic bell.

At the bottom of the slope the path leveled and widened into a broad avenue of pale stone. On either side stood
arches of living wood, each framing a different scene: a sunlit meadow, a night market of floating lamps, alibrary
whose shelves rose into cloud. Some of the scenes were still. Others moved, asif the people inside them were living
their moments over and over, unaware of the watchers on the avenue.

“These are the rooms,” Amoura said quietly. “ The ones the K eeper meant.”

Amoro nodded. He could feel which of the arches pulled at him and which did not. The pull was gentle, like the
memory of a name spoken in another room. He stopped before an arch that showed a narrow street in rain, two



figures sheltering under asingle coat, laughing at something only they could hear. The figures had their faces.
Y ounger. Different clothes. The same ease.

“Dowegoin?’ heasked.
“| think we have to,” Amourasaid. “Not all of them. But the ones that know us.”
They stepped through.

Rain touched their faces for a moment, warm and real, and then they were standing under the coat with their other
selves, close enough to feel the heat of the remembered bodies. The other Amoro was saying something about a boat
that never left the harbor. The other Amoura was laughing and correcting him. Present-day Amoro and Amouradid
not interrupt. They only stood inside the memory long enough to understand that this, too, had been a
lifetime—shorter, sharper, ended by something the rain could not wash away. When they stepped back onto the
avenue the coat and the rain stayed behind the arch, continuing without them.

They entered three more rooms that day, or what the Garden allowed them to experience as a day.

In one, they were older, sitting on a porch that overlooked a sea the color of hammered pewter. They spoke little. The
silence between those versions of themselves was full and practiced, the silence of people who had already said the
important things and no longer needed to repeat them. A child’ stoy lay on the steps. Neither of the older pair looked
at it directly. Present-day Amoura s eyes filled; she did not wipe the tears away until they had |eft that room.

In another, they were barely more than children themselves, racing through a orchard at dusk, pockets full of stolen
fruit, the world still simple enough that running felt like the whole of freedom. The joy of that version was so bright
it almost hurt. When they stepped out, Amoro found himself smiling without meaning to.

In the third, there was only one of them. Amoura stood alone in aroom of white stone, holding aletter she did not
open. The absence of Amoro in that memory was a presence of its own, heavy and precise. Present-day Amoro
reached for her hand the moment they were back on the avenue. She held on tightly.

“Not every life gives us both,” she said.
“No,” he answered. “ That is why the promise exists.”
They walked on.

The avenue eventually narrowed and began to climb again. The arches grew fewer. The mist thickened. The
arrhythmic bell sounded closer, each note arriving like a decision someone had made long ago and then set free to
find its own way through the air.

At aplace where the path crossed a shallow stream of water that glowed faintly from beneath, the K eeper was
waiting. It had not been visible amoment before. It simply was, lantern in hand, cloak the same green and silver.

“You havelooked,” it said. “That is the first work of this place. Most who reach the Garden refuse to look. They
want only the pleasant rooms, or only the ones that confirm what they already believe. Y ou looked at the hard ones
aswell.”



Amoura s voice was quiet. “The one where | was aone. Was that alife we failed?’

“It was alifein which the path did not open in time,” the Keeper said. “Failureis aword the outer world uses when it
wants someone to blame. The forest does not useiit. It only notes what was possible and what was not, and then it
waits for the next chance.”

Amoro held up the silver key. “And this? What does it open that the other doors have not?’

“The boundary itself,” the Keeper answered. “Not amemory. Not aversion of yourselves. The place where the
Garden ends and the work between worlds begins. Y ou may turn back here. Many do. The village will still know
you. The ordinary dayswill still hold you. The promise will wait.”

Amouralooked at Amoro. In the soft light of the stream her face was tired and clear and certain.
“We did not come thisfar to turn back,” she said.
“No,” Amoro agreed. “We did not.”

The Keeper inclined its head. “ Then follow. And remember what the older pair told you. When the moment comes to
leave something behind, do not leave each other.”

The path beyond the glowing stream grew steeper and narrower. The mist closed in until they could see only afew
steps ahead. The shared cloak felt heavier, asif the air itself had begun to press against it. Amoro kept the key in his
hand. Amoura kept her shoulder against his. The bell sounded once more, closer, and then fell silent.

They emerged onto aflat shelf of stone that overlooked nothing.

That was the only way Amoro could describe it later. The mist ended at the edge of the stone as cleanly as a cut.
Beyond the edge there was not darkness and not light, but an absence that the mind refused to fill. It was not
frightening in the way of heights or storms. It was smply other—a place where the ordinary rules of looking and
seeing had not been invited.

In the center of the shelf stood a door without awall. It was the same wood as the Threshold, the same carved heart,
the same two names. The keyhole waited.

The Keeper did not step onto the shelf. It remained at the edge of the mist, lantern lowered.

“Thisisasfar as| go,” it said. “ The boundary does not accept guides. Only those who carry the promise may cross,
and only if they cross as themselves—not as the peopl e they wish they were, and not as the people the Garden
showed them they have been. As the ones who walked out of an ordinary forest on an ordinary evening and decided
the story was larger than fear.”

Amouratook a breath that shook only once. “What do we |eave behind?’

“Whatever you are still carrying that is not love and not courage,” the Keeper said. “Y ou will know it when the door
asks. Do not be clever. Do not be proud. Be true.”

Amoro fitted the silver key into the lock. Before he turned it, he looked at Amoura.



“Whatever it asks,” he said, “we answer together.”
“Together,” she echoed.
He turned the key.

The door opened onto the same absence they had seen beyond the shelf—and also onto a narrow bridge of light that
had not been there a moment before. The bridge stretched out over the nothing and ended, far ahead, at a second door
that shimmered like heat over stone.

They stepped through.

The moment their feet left the shelf, the pressure on the shared cloak increased. Something unseen moved around
them, not hostile, only thorough, asif the boundary were reading the shape of what they carried. Amoro felt old fears
risse—the fear of losing her, the fear of being ordinary again, the fear that the promise was only a beautiful story they
had told themselves to survive the first night. He did not push the fears away. He held them the way one holds a letter
that must be read before it can be released.

Amoura s hand tightened in his. He knew she was doing the same work.

Halfway across the bridge the pressure peaked. A voice that was not the Keeper’s and not their own spoke from the
absence on either side.

*What do you leave?*

Amoro answered first, the words rising without plan. “ The need to understand everything before | loveit.”
Amoura s answer followed at once. “ The belief that | have to earn the right to be remembered.”

The pressure eased. The bridge steadied. The second door drew nearer.

When they reached it, no key was required. The door opened at their approach. Beyond it lay not another garden and
not another forest, but awide, quiet shore under a sky full of moving lights. The lights were not stars. They were
something closer to lanterns, or to the vessels that had hung from the silver-barked tree, each one holding asingle,
steady glow.

On the shore, waiting, stood the Keeper—or aversion of the Keeper that belonged to this side of the boundary. Its
cloak was the same. Its eyes were the same. The patience in its face had deepened into something that looked almost
likejoy.

“You crossed,” it said. “And you left the right things behind.”

Amoro and Amoura stepped onto the shore together. The shared cloak felt lighter. The silver key, still in Amoro’s
hand, had gone cool and quiet, its work for this crossing complete.

“What isthis place?’ Amoura asked.

“Thefirst of the outer rooms,” the Keeper answered. “From here the work changes. Y ou will not only remember.
Y ou will mend. There are threads between the worlds that have frayed. There are names that have been forgotten by



everyone except the forest. There are doors that have locked themselves because no one came to open them with
clean hands. Y ou will not fix all of it. No pair ever does. But you will fix what isyours to fix, and in doing so you
will strengthen the promise for the ones who come after.”

Amoro looked at the moving lights above the shore. Each one felt like alife, or a chance, or a story that had not yet
decided how to end.

“And the village?' he asked. “The ordinary days?’

“They remain,” the Keeper said. “Y ou will return to them. Y ou must. The ones who forget the ordinary world
become only ghostsin the Garden, and ghosts cannot mend what is broken. Go back when the work of thissideis
donefor atime. Live. Love the small days. Let the blue shutters and the crooked appl e tree remind you why the
larger story matters. Then, when the forest calls again, answer.”

Amouraleaned against Amoro. The shore was cool. The lights moved slowly, like thoughts the sky was still
considering.

“Will we remember this when we wake in the village?' she asked.

“You will remember enough,” the Keeper said. “The feeling. The choice. The knowledge that the boundary isreal
and that you have crossed it once. The rest will wait in the roots until you need it. That is how the promise protects
those who carry it. Too much memory too soon breaks the vessels that hold it.”

They stood on the shore for along time, saying little. The magnitude of what they had walked through settled over
them not as weight but as orientation—as if a map they had always carried had finally been given its compass rose.

At last the Keeper lifted its lantern. The light on this side of the boundary was different: clearer, edged with the same
silver that ran through its cloak.

“The way back is shorter than the way here,” it said. “The boundary allows return more easily than departure. That is
intentional. The forest does not trap its own.”

It led them to asmaller door set into alow rise of pale stone. No key was needed. The door opened onto the familiar
green light of the Garden, and beyond that, the ordinary paths that would lead them, eventually, to the stream and the
carved tree and the road to the village.

Before they stepped through, Amoro looked once more at the shore and the moving lights.
“Wewill come back,” he said. Not a question.

“Yes,” the Keeper answered. “Y ou will. And when you do, the work will be ready for you.”
Amouratook Amoro’s hand. Together they crossed the final threshold of the night.

The Garden received them without comment. The mist of the valley was gone. The arches of living wood stood
quiet, their scenes still moving for anyone who chose to look. The glowing stream sang its soft underground song.
The path to the outer forest opened before them, clear and ordinary and kind.



By the time they reached the ancient tree with their names carved into its heart, the first gray of morning was
touching the canopy. The pale flowers had closed. The lantern light was gone. The Keeper had not followed them
thisfar.

They stood beneath the tree one last time, the shared cloak still around their shoulders, the silver key cool and quiet
in Amoro’ s pocket.

“We left the right things behind,” Amoura said.
b Y%_”
“And we kept the only thing that mattered.”

Amoro drew her close. Above them the names waited in the bark, patient as ever. Around them the forest held its
oldest silence, the silence of a place that had seen the promise kept and broken and kept again across more years than
either of them could count.

They walked out of the woods as the sun cleared the eastern ridge. The village was waking. Smoke rose from
chimneys. A dog barked. Somewhere a door opened and closed. Ordinary life, continuing.

Amoro and Amourawalked toward it hand in hand, carrying the boundary and the shore and the moving lights the
way the stream carried the shape of its stones—quietly, completely, without needing to announce the work.

Chapter Two closed behind them not with an ending, but with the soft, certain knowledge that the next door would
open when they were ready, and that when it did, they would meet it as they had met this one:

together.

Before the final return to the village, the Garden offered them one more gift—or one more test. They never fully
agreed on which word fit better.

Asthey walked the path that should have led straight to the outer trees, the way bent. Not sharply. Not with any sense
of threat. It simply curved, the way ariver curves when the land asks it to, and they found themselvesin a part of the
Garden neither of them had seen: along, low hall of living wood whose walls were lined with niches. In each niche
rested an object that did not belong to any single lifetime they had witnessed.

A child’swooden bird, painted blue.

A length of dark ribbon, frayed at both ends.

A small knife with a handle worn smooth by a hand that had held it for decades.

A page of music with no title, the notes still legible though the paper had yellowed.
A single earring shaped like a leaf.

A book with blank covers and a single sentence written on the first page in a hand that might have been either of
theirs: *We were here. We will be here again.*



Amoura stopped before the ribbon. “ These are the things we left behind on purpose,” she said. “Not the fears. The
tokens. The proofs we could not carry across every door.”

Amoro picked up the wooden bird. It weighed almost nothing, yet the weight of the memory it held was
considerable: a summer, a child who had not lived to see autumn, a grief that had nearly ended the promise in one of
the harder lives. He set the bird back carefully.

“Do we take any of them?’ he asked.

“1 don't think we can,” Amourasaid. “| think they stay so that the next time we pass this way—or the time after
that—we will know we have been whole, even when we were broken.”

They walked the length of the hall without removing anything. At the far end a simple arch opened onto the familiar
path to the carved tree. As they passed under it, Amoro felt the silver key in his pocket grow warm for a moment, as
if acknowledging the choice, and then cool again.

The outer forest received them with the ordinary green light of early morning. Birds that had no knowledge of
boundaries or promises sang in the high branches. Dew clung to the ferns. The stream—the same stream they had
crossed on the first night—spoke its steady language of water and stone.

They paused at the bank.
“Will it always be like this?” Amoura asked. “ The crossing. The looking. The leaving things behind.”

“1 think so,” Amoro said. “I think that is the work. Not one great victory. A series of crossings. A series of choicesto
keep each other when it would be easier to keep only the comfortable memories.”

She smiled, tired and luminous. “ Then we had better get good at it.”
“We dready are,” he said. “Wejust didn’t know the name of what we were doing.”

In the weeks that followed their return, the village noticed a change without being able to name it. Amoro and
Amoura moved through the ordinary days with a steadiness that felt older than their years. They still laughed. They
still argued about small things—the best way to stake the tomatoes, the proper time to prune the apple tree. But
underneath the laughter and the small arguments ran a current of shared knowledge that made other people, without
understanding why, trust them with heavier confidences.

The older woman with the roses began to leave small cuttings of her best blooms on their gate. She never explained.
They never asked. The exchange became another quiet part of the promise, translated into the language of an
ordinary street.

At night, sometimes, one of them would wake and find the other already awake, staring at the dark asif listening for
the arrhythmic bell. They would hold each other then, not to drive the listening away, but to share it. The boundary
was still there, on the far side of sleep and the far side of the woods. It did not demand. It only waited, the way the
forest had always waited.

One evening in early autumn, when the light had begun to turn gold and the first leaves were loosening their hold,
they walked again to the ancient tree. The carved heart was half-hidden by new moss. Amoro cleared it gently with



his thumb. The names looked back at them, unchanged.

“1 keep thinking about the shore,” Amoura said. “ The moving lights. The Keeper saying we would mend what was
oursto mend.”

“Sodol.”
“Do you think we have started?’

Amoro considered the question the way he had |earned to consider the rooms in the Garden—without forcing an
answer that felt neat. “1 think the mending began the moment we chose not to leave each other on the bridge.
Everything else is continuation.”

She leaned her head against his shoulder. The forest around them was quiet with the particular quiet of a place that
has been understood, even alittle.

“When it callsagain,” she said, “we go.”
“When it callsagain,” he answered, “we go.”
The call came sooner than they expected, and differently.

It was not a path that opened at dusk. It was a dream that both of them dreamed on the same night, in the same hour:
the shore, the moving lights, and a single lantern burning among them with a color neither had seen before—a deep,
steady violet that felt like a question. In the dream the K eeper stood beside the lantern and said only two words:

*|tistime*

They woke within minutes of each other. Neither needed to ask what the other had seen. They dressed in the dark,
left a note for the neighbor who fed the cat when they were gone, and walked into the woods while the village still

slept.

The forest did not make them search. The path was waiting at the first turning, pale flowers already open, lantern
light already moving between the trees. The Keeper met them at the silver-barked tree of the remembered places, its
faceascalm as ever.

“You heard,” it said.
“We both did,” Amoura answered.

“Good. Theviolet light israre. It appears only when a thread between the worlds has frayed far enough that ordinary
waiting will not mend it. What you do tonight will not be only for yourselves.”

Amoro felt the silver key warm in his pocket, though he did not remember placing it there when they left the house.
Some objects, like some promises, had their own sense of timing.

“What do we need to know?’ he asked.



“Only this,” the Keeper said. “ The one whose thread is fraying does not know your names in this life. They will not
thank you in alanguage you can hear. The mending is quiet work. Y ou will know it is done when the violet light
steadies and then joins the others. After that, you return. The outer world will not have missed you for more than a
single night, no matter how long the work feels.”

They followed the Keeper through the Garden without stopping at the arches. The rooms watched them pass. The
glowing stream sang them onward. The shelf of stone above the absence was waiting, and the door without awall,
and the bridge of light.

This time the crossing asked them for nothing new. The fears they had already released did not return. The key
turned. The bridge held. The shore received them under the same sky of moving lights—except for one, off to the
left, that burned the deep violet of the dream.

The Keeper on this side of the boundary was waiting, lantern lowered.

“Gotoit,” it said. “Touch nothing else. Speak if you are moved to speak. Listen more than you speak. When the light
changes, the work is finished.”

Amoro and Amourawalked across the shore to the violet lantern. Up close it was not alantern at all, but a vessdl like
the ones that had hung from the silver-barked tree, suspended in the air at the height of their hearts. Insideit,
something that might have been a name or a memory or a single sustained note of music turned slowly, frayed at the
edges.

Amourareached out first. Her fingers stopped just short of the glass.

“I don’t know who you are,” she said softly. “But we have room. The promise has room. Come back from whatever
edge you have reached.”

Amoro placed his hand beside hers, not touching the vessel, only steadying the air around it. “Y ou are not alonein
the dark,” he said. “Even if you cannot see us. Even if you never know our names. The forest keeps you. We keep
you. That is enough for the thread to hold.”

They stood that way for atime that the shore did not measure. The violet light flared once, painfully bright, then
softened, then deepened into the same steady gold and blue and green of the other vessals. The frayed edge inside it
smoothed. The turning slowed into a calm, continuous glow.

When they stepped back, the vessel drifted upward and took its place among the others, indistinguishable now except
for afaint warmth that lingered in the air where it had been.

The Keeper joined them.

“Itisdone,” it said. “A life that would have ended in isolation will now end, when it ends, in the
knowledge—however wordless—that it was held. That is the mending. It does not always look like triumph. It looks
likethis.”

Amoura s eyes were wet. Amoro’ s throat was tight. Neither of them felt like heroes. They felt like two people who
had kept a promise that was larger than their own story, and in keeping it had become more completely themselves.



“Can we know who it was?’ Amoro asked.
“No,” the Keeper said. “And you do not need to. The work is cleanest when it is not owned.”

They returned across the boundary the same way they had come. The Garden gave them the short path home. The
outer forest was still dark when they reached the carved tree. By the time they stepped onto the road to the village,
the first birds were beginning to speak, and the eastern sky held the first thin line of gray.

They walked the last stretch hand in hand, the shared knowledge of the violet light settling into them the way the first
night’s recognition had settled—uwithout argument, without need for proof.

At the gate with the blue shutters Amoura stopped and looked back toward the woods.

“Wewill do thisagain,” she said.

“Yes”

“For others. And for ourselves. As many times as the forest asks.”

Amoro kissed her forehead, then her mouth, tasting the ordinary night and the extraordinary one layered together.
“Every lifetime,” he said.

She smiled against him. “Until there are no more doors left to open.”

They went inside. The house received them. The cat, who had not been left alone after all, only briefly, blinked from
the windowsill and returned to sleep. Outside, the village continued its slow turning toward morning. Far beyond the
last houses, the forest kept its counsel, and the boundary kept its lights, and the promise—tested, kept,
enlarged—continued its quiet, necessary work.

In the years that followed, the crossings became part of the rhythm of their lives, the way market days and first frosts
and the blossoming of the crooked apple tree were part of the rhythm. Not frequent. Not predictable. Always
answered.

Sometimes the work on the far side of the boundary was gentle: a single frayed thread, a single vessel that needed
only to be witnessed. Sometimes it was harder. There were nights when they returned to the village at dawn unable to
speak for an hour, sitting together on the stone wall while the weight of what they had seen found its proper place
inside them. There were nights when the K eeper walked with them the whole way back to the edge of the ordinary
trees and stood watching until they were safely on the road, asif even an ageless guardian could feel the cost of
certain mendings.

Through all of it they kept the ordinary days with equal care. They planted. They harvested. They argued about the
tomatoes and then laughed about the argument. They grew older in the way the village understood aging, and also in
away the village could not see—the way people age when they have stood at the edge of absence and chosen, again
and again, to keep walking toward each other.

The older woman with the roses died one winter. They sat with her in the last days. She held Amoura’ s hand and
said, without preface, “1 always knew the woods were deeper than they looked. Take care of whatever it isyou take



care of in there.” Then she dept, and did not wake. They planted a cutting from her strongest rose beside the carved
tree. It took root. In summer it bloomed the same deep red she had loved. The forest accepted the gift without
comment.

Children began to appear in their story—not always their own, though there were seasons when the house with the

blue shutters held small feet and smaller questions. Some of the children grew up and left the village. Some stayed.

One, agirl with Amoura s eyes and Amoro’s stubborn quiet, walked into the woods aone at sixteen and came back
at dusk with pale petalsin her hair and alook of recognition that made both of her parents weep without explaining
why. The promise, it seemed, could choose its own carriers when the time was right.

And still the ancient tree stood. The names remained legible. The stream continued its conversation with the stones.
The boundary held its moving lights. The Keeper continued its patient rounds, lantern in hand, neither young nor old,
waiting for the next pair—or the same pair in a new season—to find the path that only opened for those who already
knew, in some wordless part of themselves, that they had been expected.

On an evening latein their ordinary lives, when Amoro’s hair had gone the color of the silver-barked tree and
Amoura s hands had grown thin and strong from years of work and years of holding, they walked once more to the
clearing. The carved heart was almost completely mossed over. Amoro cleared it one last time. The names |ooked
back at them, as clear asthe first night.

“Do you regret any of it?" Amouraasked. The question was soft, almost idle, the way questions become when two
people have already answered them athousand times without speaking.

“No,” Amoro said. “Not the hard rooms. Not the bridge. Not the nights we came home too tired to talk. Not even the
lives we only saw and could not enter. All of it was the shape of loving you across more than one world.”

She took his hand. The forest around them was full of the particular light that comes when day has not yet admitted it
is finished.

“1 keep thinking,” she said, “that when thislife ends, the next one will find us faster. Because we have practiced so
long.”

“I think so too.”

“And the one after that.”

“Yes”

“Until there are no more doors left to open.”

He smiled. The expression folded the years away for amoment, and she saw the man who had crossed the stream
toward her on an evening when everything changed.

“And even then,” he said, “the forest will remember.”

They stood together until the first stars appeared. Then they walked home the long way, past the stream, past the
place where the pale flowers sometimes opened, past the edge of the woods and into the village that had never known
the whole of their story and had never needed to.



Behind them the ancient tree kept its counsel.
Above them the sky kept its lights.

And somewhere beyond the boundary, in a place that was neither memory nor future, the promise continued—aquiet,
exact, and endlessly willing to be kept again.

There were seasons when the call did not come at al, and those seasons taught them a different kind of faithfulness.
It was one thing to answer the forest when the path opened and the lantern moved between the trees. It was another to
live an entire year of market days and first frosts and quiet evenings under the crooked apple tree without asingle
crossing, and to do so without letting the absence of the larger work become akind of spiritual boredom. They
learned to treat the ordinary days as the other half of the promise rather than the time between the real events. The
mending that happened on the shore of moving lights was no more sacred than the mending that happened when one
of them was ill and the other sat through the night with cool cloths and patience, or when a neighbor’s grief needed a
place to sit and they offered the stone wall and the silence that knew how to hold things without fixing them too
quickly.

Amoura once said, on amidwinter afternoon when the snow made the village ook like a place that had been
carefully erased and then redrawn in softer pencil, that the Garden had taught her how to look, but the village had
taught her how to stay. Amoro, who was mending a chair at the kitchen table, looked up and nodded. He did not need
the thought explained. He had felt the same division of labor in his own bones: the forest asked them to become large
enough for the boundary; the village asked them to become small enough for asingle cup of tea offered at the right
moment. Both enlargements and both reductions were forms of love. Both were required.

In the tenth year after the first crossing, a storm took the oldest limb of the ancient tree. They found it the next
morning, split cleanly by lightning that no one in the village had seen, the carved heart still intact on the main trunk,
the fallen branch already half-claimed by moss and the small lives that lived under bark. They did not try to clear the
limb away. They sat onit, side by side, and listened to the stream, which had risen with the rain and was speaking
more loudly than usual. After along time Amoro said, “ Even the tree has to let some things fall.” Amourarested her
head on his shoulder and answered, “And still the names remain.” That was the whole of the conversation. It was
enough.

Children who had grown up watching them walk into the woods at irregular intervals began, as adults, to understand
something of what those walks meant without ever being told in plain language. One young man, the son of the
baker, came to their gate on an evening when the air smelled of coming snow and said, “If | ever get lost in there,
will you look for me?” Amoro, who was oiling atool at the workbench, wiped his hands and said, “We look for
everyone who belongs to the promise. Whether you know you belong yet is not the only measure.” The young man
nodded asiif this were anormal answer and went away less afraid. Y ears later he would be the one who found a child
who had wandered too far near dusk and walked her home without drama, and Amoura, hearing the story, would
only smile and say to Amoro that the forest was already teaching the next generation how to keep watch.

There was a period, in the middle of their ordinary lives, when Amourafell into a silence that lasted nearly a month.
It was not depression in the way the village doctor understood the word, and it was not a quarrel. It was the
after-effect of a particularly difficult mending on the far side of the boundary: a vessel whose light had been almost
entirely gone, athread so frayed that holding it had felt like holding smoke. She had done the work. The light had



steadied. But something in the cost of it had followed her home and sat in the rooms of the house like a guest who
could not be asked to leave. Amoro did not try to talk her out of the silence. He cooked. He kept the fire. He sat with
her in the evenings without requiring conversation. On the twenty-ninth day she reached for his hand and said, “1 can
hear the stream again.” He did not ask what she meant. He only held on. The silence lifted the way mist lifts when
the sun is patient. Afterward she planted a second rose cutting beside the first, and the two bushes grew into each
other over the following summers until it was impossible to tell which canes belonged to which original plant.
Visitors assumed it was a single, unusually vigorous rose. Amoro and Amoura never corrected them.

The Keeper, on the rare occasions when it spoke of its own nature, said only that it had been appointed rather than
born, and that its appointment was renewabl e for as long as the promise required witnesses who did not themselves
need to be saved. Amoro once asked, on a crossing when the work had been light and the walking companionable,
whether the Keeper ever tired. The answer was along silence, and then: “Tired isaword for those who can stop. |
am not tired. | am continuous.” Amoura, who had been listening, said, “That sounds lonely.” The Keeper looked at
her with something that might have been gratitude. “1t would be,” it said, “if the ones who carry the promise ever
stopped returning. They have not. That is sufficient.”

In the late years, when walking the deeper paths took more of the morning and the return more of the afternoon, they
began to leave small, practical notes for each other on the kitchen table before any crossing: *Bread in the box. Key
under the blue pot. If I am not back by the second dusk, tell the baker’s son.* The notes were never needed. They
always returned by the first dusk, or by the ordinary midnight at |atest. But the writing of the notes became part of the
ritual, away of honoring the village half of their lives even as they prepared to step into the half that had no clocks.

One spring, after awinter that had been harder than most, they found a third name lightly scratched beneath their
own on the ancient tree. The letters were unsteady, asif made by a hand that was still learning how to hold aknife, or
still learning how to believe it had the right to add itself to the record. The name was not one they recognized from
the village. They did not try to discover who had put it there. They only cleared the moss from all three names and sat
for an hour in the green light, listening to the stream. When they left, Amoura said, “ The promise is recruiting.”
Amoro answered, “It always was. We were just the ones who noticed.”

And so the years accumulated: crossings and ordinary days, mendings and market mornings, the slow brightening
and fading of the rose bushes by the carved tree, the slow silvering of their own hair, the slow, steady confirmation
that alove large enough to cross the boundary was also large enough to carry firewood and sit through silences and
plant cuttings for people who would never know the whole story.

On the last evening they both remembered with perfect clarity—though neither of them knew it was the last in the
way the outer world measures lasts—they walked to the clearing without a call, without a violet light, without any
urgency beyond the simple desire to stand once more under the names. The forest opened for them as it aways had.
The stream spoke. The pale flowers, out of season, opened along the path as if the trees themselves had decided the
occasion warranted a small disobedience of the calendar. At the tree they found the moss thicker than ever and the
three names till legible. They did not clear the moss thistime. They let it be.

Amourasaid, “If | go first—"

“You will not be alone on the other side of any door,” Amoro said. “And neither will I. That was settled along time
&O.”



Shetook his hand. The gesture was as simple and certain as it had been on the first night, when neither of them had
known the other’ s name and both had known, without evidence, that the knowing was already complete.

“Every lifetime,” she said.
“Until there are no more doors | eft to open.”

They stood until the light changed. Then they walked home, slowly, the way people walk when the path is as familiar
astheir own breath and there is no longer any need to hurry toward or away from anything.

Behind them the forest kept its oldest silence.
Above them the first stars took their places.

And the promise—kept through rooms and bridges and violet lights and ordinary winters—continued, asit always
had, and as it always would, for aslong as there were two souls willing to answer when the trees remembered their
names.

Return to the site



Chapter Three

The Garden of Memories

They did not feel themselves die.

That was the thing Amoro would understand only later, and only in pieces: that the promise made on
the last evening had been kept in away neither of them could have measured from inside an ordinary
life. Y ou will not be alone on the other side of any door. Neither of them had been. There had been no
falling, no final darkness, no fear waiting to be faced alone. There had only been the apple tree, and
the stone wall, and Amoura’s hand in his, and then — nothing that felt like an ending at all.

What came after did not feel like sleep, and it did not feel like waking. It felt like aheld breath finally
released, and then drawn again, somewhere else.

Amoro opened his eyes to darkness and the smell of woodsmoke.

He was on his feet before he understood that he was standing. His hands felt wrong — the wrong
weight, the wrong strength, as though he had borrowed them from someone younger. Beside him,
close enough that her shoulder pressed against his arm, Amoura was already awake, already reaching
for him, her breath quick and uneven in away he had not heard from her in years. Decades. He could
not remember which.

"Amoro." Her voice was not the voice of an old woman on a stone wall beneath an apple tree. It was
younger. Steadier. Frightened.

"I'm here." He found her hand without looking for it. The names had come back to both of them before
anything else had — before the room, before the fire, before the shape standing at the hearth. That
much, at least, the forest had not made them relearn.

This was not the ordinary path. There had been no lantern moving between familiar trunks, no pale
flowers opening along atrack they had walked a hundred times. There had been no walking at all, that
either of them could recall — only the apple tree, and then this: a cottage neither of them had seen
before, itswalls close and dark, afire burning low in a hearth stacked with wood they hadn't gathered.

And the Keeper was already there. Already hurt.

It — he, Amoro found himself thinking, without quite deciding to think it, because the shape at the
fireside tonight was not the shape that had waited for them beneath the silver-barked tree, or stood at
the edge of the boundary's mist. The forest's guardian had never worn the same face twice that either
of them had noticed, and it did not trouble Amoro the way it might have on an ordinary night. What
troubled him was the hand pressed flat and white-knuckled against the Keeper's side, and the dark



stain beneath it that caught the firelight wrong — not like blood, but like something the light itself was
afraid to touch.

Something had crossed into the forest that had never crossed before.

Amoro did not know how he knew that. He only knew it the way he had once known, on a much older
evening, to take the left-hand path instead of the right — a certainty that arrived before any reason for
it did. Whatever this new incarnation of their story was asking of them, it had not asked gently. It had
reached across the boundary itself to strike at the one thing that had always stood outside the story's
dangers, watching, guiding, safe.

The forest had never needed protecting before. Tonight, it did.

Amouras grip tightened in his. He looked at her and found the same understanding already forming in
her face — that whatever door thiswas, it had not opened at their pace, or on their terms, and that the

gentle rhythm of the last several lifetimes, memory and mending and the long patient walk hometo a

village that waited for them, was not the rhythm of this one.

The first golden light entered the cottage without making a sound.

It slipped beneath the wooden door as though the darkness outside had become liquid and was slowly
giving way to something warmer. One thin thread of gold crossed the floorboards.

Then another.

Then another.

Amoro stood beside Amoura, neither of them moving.
The Keeper was still near the fireplace.

He had one hand pressed against the wound beneath his coat where the black mist had struck him. His
face had grown pale, but his eyes remained fixed on the lights.

There were dozens now.

They floated through the cottage like tiny stars that had forgotten the sky.
One drifted past Amoro's shoulder.

Another passed between him and Amoura.

A third settled briefly above the old wooden table before rising again.
Amoura reached toward one.

"Don't," the Keeper said.



She stopped.

"Why?'

"Because you don't know what it will show you."
Amoro looked at him.

"Then tell us."

The Keeper slowly lowered himself into the chair beside the fire.
"The lights are memories.”

Amoura frowned.

"Whose memories?'

The Keeper looked at both of them.

"Yours."

The room seemed to grow colder.

Amoro stared at the floating lights.

"Our memories?'

"Not the memories you know."

The Keeper's voice was qui€t.

"The memories you have forgotten.”

Amoura's expression tightened.

"l don't understand.”

"Y ou weren't supposed to."

The Keeper looked toward the window.

Beyond the glass, the forest was almost completely black.
"The forest does not forget," he said. "People do."
Amoro stepped closer.

"What are these memories?'

"Pieces of lives."



"Whose lives?'

The Keeper's eyes returned to them.

"Yours."

Amoro felt something tighten in his chest.

"Amoro and me?"'

"Amoro and Amoura.”

The Keeper spoke their names carefully, almost reverently.

"Again and again."

A silencefell over the room.

Amouralooked at Amoro.

"How can that be possible?’

The Keeper did not answer immediately.

Instead, he watched one of the golden lights drift slowly toward them.
"Some people live once and |eave one story behind.”

He looked at the light.

"Some people live many times and |eave pieces of themselves behind.”
"And us?' Amoro asked.

"Y ou have been leaving pieces of yourselves behind for avery long time."
Amoura swallowed.

"Why?'

The Keeper's expression became sorrowful.
"Because you keep finding each other."
Amoro looked at Amoura.

"And losing each other.”

The Keeper nodded.

"That too."



A golden light floated toward Amoura.

Thistime the Keeper did not stop her.

It hovered inches from her hand.

Amouralooked at Amoro.

He reached for her.

Their fingers touched.

The light descended.

And the world disappeared.

Amoro opened his eyes beneath a sky filled with summer stars.
He was standing beside ariver.

But he knew immediately that this was not the forest he had entered tonight.
Theriver was wider.

The trees were younger.

There was avillage in the distance, its small houses glowing with candlelight.
He looked down.

He was wearing clothing he had never owned.

A rough linen shirt.

Dark trousers.

Leather boots.

His hands |ooked different too.

Older.

Stronger.

There was a small scar across his left palm.

"Amoro."

He turned.

Amoura stood on the other side of theriver.



She wore a pale blue dress.

Her hair was longer.

She was smiling.

Not the smile he knew from today.
Something deeper.

Something ancient.

"Amoura."

He stepped into the river.

She laughed.

"Y ou're going to ruin your boots."
"| don't care."

"Y ou always say that."

"Because | don't."

She watched him cross.

When he reached her, she took his hand.
The touch felt familiar.

More familiar than anything should have felt.
Amoro looked around.

"What isthis?'

Amouras smile faded.

"Y ou don't remember?"

"No."

She touched his face.

"Y ou promised.”

"What did | promise?’

Her eyesfilled with sadness.



"That you would come back."

The scene flickered.

Now they were standing in a garden.

White flowers surrounded them.

A stone house stood beyond the trees.
Amoro was older.

Amourawas ol der too.

There was a small wooden cradle beneath an apple tree.
A child's laugh came from somewhere nearby.
Amoro's heart broke without knowing why.
The scene changed again.

Rain.

A road.

A horse.

Amouracrying.

Amoro holding her.

"No," Amoura whispered.

Then everything became darkness.

Amoro opened his eyes.

He was back inside the cottage.
Amourawas beside him, breathing quickly.
She had tears running down her cheeks.
"You saw it too," he said.

She nodded.

"l don't know what | saw."

The Keeper watched them.



"You saw onelife."

"One?'

The Keeper nodded.

"One of many."

Amoro looked at the golden lights.
"How many?'

The Keeper didn't answer.
Amourawiped her tears.

"Why don't we remember?"

"Because remembering is dangerous."”
"More dangerous than forgetting?"
The Keeper's eyes hardened.

"Much more."

Amoro looked at the Keeper.

"What happened in that life?"

The Keeper's expression changed.

"Y ou remember the feeling.”

"Yes."

"Y ou remember the loss.”

"Yes."

"But not the beginning.”

Amoro frowned.

"Why?"'

"Because the beginning is where the truth is hidden."
Amouralooked at him.

"What truth?”



The Keeper looked toward the darkness beyond the window.
"The reason you were separated.”
"Who separated us?'

The Keeper looked toward the forest.
"That is the question you must answer."
A golden light drifted between them.
Then another.

Then another.

One by one, the lights began moving toward the rear wall of the cottage.
They gathered together.

Gold spread across the wooden boards.
A shape appeared.

A doorway.

Amoro stared.

There had been no door there before.
Now there was.

Its frame was made from pale stone.
Symbols were carved into it.

Amoura looked at the markings.

"I've seen those before.”

"Where?"'

She touched the stone.

"In my dreams."

The Keeper closed his eyes.

"Then the forest has chosen.”

"Chosen what?'



"To show you the way."

The door opened.

Beyond it was darkness.

Not ordinary darkness.

A darknessfilled with distant points of golden light.
Amoro looked at Amoura.

"Arewereally doing this?'

She looked back at him.

"We came here for answers."

"And if we don't like them?"

Amouratook his hand.

"Then welll face them together."

The Keeper walked toward the doorway.

Amoro stopped him.

"Y ou're coming with us."

The Keeper shook his head.

"I cannot."”

"Why?"'

"Because the place beyond that door belongs to the memories.”
He looked at Amoura.

" And memories recognize those who carry them."
Then he looked at Amoro.

"They may not recognize me."

Amoro frowned.

"What does that mean?"

But the Keeper had already stepped backward.



The golden light faded around him.

"Go."

Amoura squeezed Amoro's hand.
Together, they crossed the threshold.

The darkness lasted only a moment.

Then Amoro saw flowers.

Thousands of them.

They stretched across avalley beneath a sky that seemed too large to be real.
Some flowers were white.

Some were blue.

Some were red.

Others were colors Amoro had never seen.
The air smelled like rain and roses.

A narrow stone path wound between them.
At the end of the path stood an enormous garden surrounded by silver trees.
Amoura stared.

"The Garden of Memories."

Amoro turned toward her.

"Y ou know this place?"

"No."

She looked frightened.

"But | know its name."

They began walking.

The path seemed to recognize them.
Flowers opened as they passed.

One bloomed beneath Amoro's hand.



Inside it was atiny image.

Amoro saw himself standing beside Amoura on acliff overlooking the sea.
He blinked.

The image disappeared.

Another flower opened.

This time they were older.

They were sitting beside a fireplace.

Amoura was reading a book.

Amoro was asleep with his head against her shoulder.
She smiled down at him.

The memory faded.

Another flower.

Another life.

Another version of them.

They were children.

They were young adults.

They were old.

They were strangers meeting for the first time.
They were husband and wife.

They were travelers.

They were farmers.

They were musicians.

They were soldiers.

They were people who had never met.

But in every memory, something remained.

The same eyes.



The same fedling.

The same pull toward one another.
The same promise.

Find me.

Amoro stopped walking.

"How many times?’

Amouralooked at him.

"What?"'

"How many times have we found each other?"
She looked across the garden.

"l don't know."

"But it's happened.”

"Yes."

"Every time?'

She nodded.

"Every time."

Amoro felt tearsin his eyes.

"Then why does it always end?’
Amouradidn't answer.

Because the garden answered for her.
A wind moved through the flowers.
Every blossom opened at once.

The valley filled with memories.
They saw avillage burning.
Amourawas running through smoke.

"Amoro!"



A man was shouting her name.
Amoro ran toward her.

He carried a sword.

There was blood on his face.
He reached her.

"Gol"

"I'm not leaving you."

"You haveto."

"No."

He held her face.

"Find me."

Then the memory ended.
Another life.

A coastal town.

Amoura stood on a pier.

A ship waited in the distance.
Amoro was leaving.

"I'll come back."

She shook her head.

"You don't know that."

"l do."

"How?"

He kissed her forehead.
"Because | have always found you."
The ship sailed away.

He never returned.



The memory disappeared.

Another.

A small house surrounded by snow.
Amoro lay beside adying fire.
Amoura sat beside him.

Their hands were clasped.

"I'll seeyou again,” he whispered.
She was crying.

"Promise?'

"l promise."

"Even if we forget?"

"Especialy then."

The fire went out.

Amoro fell to his knees.

Amoura knelt beside him.
"Thisistoo much."

She put her arms around him.

He held her tightly.

For a moment, there was no forest.
No Keeper.

No mystery.

Only the two of them.

"I don't want to lose you again,” Amoro whispered.
Amoura pressed her forehead against his.
"Then don't."

A voice spoke behind them.



"Y ou cannot change what has already happened.”
They turned.

The veiled woman stood among the flowers.
Amoro rose.

"Who are you?'

She said nothing.

Amoura stepped closer.

"Why have you followed us?"

The woman's veil moved in the wind.

"Y ou followed me."

Amoro looked at Amoura.

The woman continued.

"Y ou have been following me for centuries.”
"Why?"

"Because you cannot leave the promise alone."
Amoura’s voice hardened.

"What promise?"

The woman lifted one hand.

The garden changed.

A stone arch appeared in the distance.

Beneath it stood two figures.

Amoro and Amoura.

But they were not the versions they had seen before.
These two were dressed in white.

They stood facing each other.

Between them was a glowing object.



A small silver key.

The woman pointed toward it.

"Thefirst promise.”

Amoro stared.

"What happened?'

"That is what you came here to remember.”
The ground trembl ed.

The flowers began to close.

Amoura grabbed Amoro's hand.

"What's happening?"

The woman turned away.

"Y ou are running out of time."

"Wait!"

Amoro stepped after her.

The garden shook violently.

Trees bent.

Flowers scattered.

The sky darkened.

"Amoura"

"I've got you!"

A crack opened in the earth.

Amoro pulled Amouratoward him.

The veiled woman disappeared into the storm.
Then a sound came from beneath the ground.
A deep, ancient sound.

Like something waking.



Amoro felt the silver key in his pocket.
Hefroze.

He reached inside.
Hisfingers closed around it.
The key wasreal.

He pulled it out.

It glowed.

Amoura stared &t it.

"The key."

"The one from the cottage.”
"No."

She shook her head.
"Thisisdifferent.”

"How?"

"Thefirst onewas akey."
She looked at the silver object.
"This oneisamemory."
The garden collapsed.
Amoro woke on stone.

His ears were ringing.

Dust filled the air.
"Amoura?"'

No answer.

He pushed himself up.
"Amoura"

"I'm here."



Her voice came from nearby.

He crawled toward it.

She was lying beside a broken stone wall.
He pulled her into hisarms.

"Areyou hurt?'

"No."

"Areyou sure?"

She nodded.

They looked around.

The garden was gone.

The flowers had vanished.

The silver trees had disappeared.
They were standing inside a narrow stone passage.
At theend of it wasafaint bluelight.
Amoro helped Amoura stand.
"Where's the Keeper?'

She looked behind them.

"He didn't come through."”

Amoro's heart sank.

"We have to go back."

"There is no door."

He turned.

She wasright.

The stone wall behind them was solid.
No doorway.

No golden light.



Nothing.

Amoro touched the wall.

"Keeper!"

His voice echoed.

Nothing answered.

Amoura looked toward the blue light.
"We have to keep moving."

Amoro didn't want to.

Every instinct told him to find the Keeper.
But something else was pulling him forward.
The same feeling that had brought him into the forest.
The same voice from his dreams.

Find me.

He took Amoura's hand.

They walked.

The passage was narrow.

Weater dripped from the ceiling.

Their footsteps echoed.

Neither spoke for several minutes.

Then Amoura said, "Do you believe it?"
"Believe what?'

"That we've lived before.”

Amoro thought about the memories.

"l don't know what | believe."

"But?'

"But | know what | felt."



She looked at him.

"When | saw you in those memories, | knew you."
"l know."

"Even when you looked different.”

"l know."

"Even when | was different.”

"I knew you too."

They continued walking.

Amoura stopped.

"Do you know what scares me?"

"What?'

"That we may have been given the chance to find each other again.”
Amoro waited.

"And that thistime we're going to fail."

He turned toward her.

"Wewon't."

"Y ou don't know that."

"No."

He took both her hands.

"But | know this."

"What?"'

"I'd rather spend one lifetime finding you than a thousand lifetimes without trying."
Her eyesfilled with tears.

She smiled.

"That's exactly what you said.”

"When?"'



"In another life."

Amoro smiled.

"Then apparently | have good lines."
She laughed.

The sound echoed through the passage.
For the first time since entering the forest, the darkness didn't feel quite so frightening.
Then they heard something behind them.
A footstep.

They turned.

Nothing.

Another footstep.

Closer.

Amoura grabbed hisarm.

"Run."

They ran.

The passage opened suddenly.

They emerged into a circular chamber.
At its center stood a stone pedestal.

On top of it was a book.

Its cover was black.

Silver letters were carved into it.
AMORO AND AMOURA.

Amoro stared.

"Our names."

Amoura approached slowly.

"Don't touch it."



He stopped.

"Why?'

"Because everything we've touched here has shown us something.”
"Maybe that's what we need.”

"Maybe."

She looked at the book.

"Or maybe it's what wants to show us."

Amoro stepped closer.

The book opened by itself.

Pages turned.

Faster.

Faster.

Then stopped.

A single page glowed.

Amoro read the words aoud.

"Two souls may meet across time."

The letters shifted.

"Two souls may find one another across death.”
Another shift.

"Two souls may cross the boundary between worlds."
Thefinal line appeared.

"But three times they must choose.”
Amourawhispered, "Three times."

Amoro looked at her.

"Choose what?"

The book slammed shuit.



A gust of wind swept through the chamber.

The blue light disappeared.

Something moved behind them.

Amoro turned.

The veiled woman stood at the entrance.
Thistime she was closer.

He could almost see benesth the veil.

"Who are you?' he demanded.

The woman raised her hand.

The silver key in Amoro's pocket became hot.
He pulled it out.

The woman stepped backward.

"No."

It was the first word she had spoken with emotion.
Amoro stared at her.

"Y ou know thiskey."

She shook her head.

"Put it away."

"Why?"'

"Because once it opens, you cannot close what lies beyond it."
Amoura stepped beside Amoro.

"Then tell uswhat it opens.”

The woman looked at them.

"The place where your first promise was made."
Amoro tightened his grip.

"Take us there."



The woman said nothing.
"Take ustherel”

The chamber began to tremble.
The woman turned.

"Not yet."

She vanished.

Amoro ran after her.

He reached the entrance.
Beyond it was another passage.
But she was gone.

Amoura caught up.

"Amoro."

He turned.

"What?"'

She pointed to the floor.

There were footprints.

But they weren't human.

They were bare feet.

Small.

Like those of achild.

They led deeper into the darkness.
Amoro looked at Amoura.

"Do we follow them?"

She nodded.

"Together."

They followed the footprints.



The passage became warmer.

The stone walls changed.

Roots began growing through cracks.
Then came flowers.

Tiny white flowers.

Amoro recognized them.

They were the same flowers from the first memory.
Amouratouched one.

"These were there."

"At theriver."

She nodded.

The flowers continued along the path.
Then the passage ended.

They entered asmall clearing.

A tree stood in the center.

It was enormous.

Its branches reached beyond sight.
Thousands of golden leaves hung from them.
Each leaf carried atiny image.

A life.

A moment.

A memory.

Amoro stepped closer.

He saw himself as a child.

Then as an old man.

Then as someone he didn't recognize.



Amoura stood beside him.
"Wereinside the tree."

"The tree remembers.”

He touched one leaf.

It showed a young woman holding a baby.
The woman looked like Amoura
Amoro moved to another.

A young man stood beside her.
It was him.

The baby laughed.

Amoro felt something break open inside him.
"We had afamily."

"Maybe."

"That was us."

Amouralooked at another leaf.
Her face changed.

She had found something.
"What?"'

She didn't answer.

Amoro moved beside her.

The leaf showed a small house.
Inside were two people.

Amoro and Amoura.

They were older.

There was a child between them.

But standing outside the house was the veiled woman.



Amoura pulled away.

"Why was she there?"

Amoro stared at the image.

"I don't know."

The leaf changed.

The house disappeared.

The child disappeared.

Amoro and Amoura stood alone.
The woman approached them.

She removed her veil.

The leaf went dark.

Amoura stepped back.

"What did you see?'

"l don't know."

"Neither do I."

A whisper moved through the branches.
Find the first promise.

The silver key began glowing again.
Amoro looked around.

"Where?"'

The tree's roots moved.

Slowly.

Oneroot pulled away from the earth.
Benesath it was a small stone door.

It was no taller than Amoro's waist.

A keyhole was carved into the center.



Amoura stared.

"The key."

Amoro knelt.

He held the silver key above the lock.
Then stopped.

A memory surfaced.

The Keeper's voice.

Y ou may not survive it.
Amoura saw his hesitation.
"Areyou afraid?'

"Yes."

"Soaml."

He looked at her.

She smiled.

"But I'm till here."

He smiled back.

"Metoo."

He placed the key into the lock.
It turned.

The stone door opened.
Light poured out.

Not golden.

Not blue.

White.

Pure white.

Amoro covered his eyes.



Amourareached for him.

The light slowly faded.

They were standing in afield.

A field beneath a sunrise.

Two people stood in the distance.

A man.

A woman.

Amoro and Amoura.

But they were different.

They were dressed in simple white clothing.
They stood beside ariver.

The same river from the first memory.
The man held the silver key.

The woman held his hands.

Their voices carried across the field.
"If weforget."

"We will remember."

"If the world separates us."”

"We will find each other.”

"If death comes.”

"We will meet again."

The woman began crying.

The man kissed her forehead.

"And if the forest takes our memories?’
She smiled through her tears.

"Then our soulswill remember for us."



Amoro felt Amoura's hand tighten around his.
Thefirst promise.

They watched the two figures embrace.

Then the sky darkened.

The veiled woman appeared.

She walked toward them.

The man turned.

"Who are you?'

The veiled woman said nothing.

The man placed the silver key in the woman's hands.
"Run."

The woman shook her head.

"No."

"Run."

"I won't leave you."

The veiled woman lifted her hand.

The world shook.

Amoro watched helplessly as darkness spread across the field.
The woman screamed the man's name.
"Amoro!"

The man answered.

"Amoura"

Their hands separated.

The memory shattered.

Amoro cried out.

He fell to his knees.



Amourafell beside him.

"Why?'

He looked at her.

"Why would we keep doing this?"

She was crying.

"l don't know."

"Why would our souls keep finding each other if every life endslike this?"
She touched hisface.

"Maybe that's not the lesson."

"What is?'

"Maybe the lesson is that we keep choosing each other."
The chamber became silent.

Then the silver key rose from the ground.

It floated between them.

A voice spoke.

Not the Keeper.

Not the veiled woman.

Something older.

Something that seemed to come from the forest itself.
Three choices remain.

Amoro stood.

"What choices?"

No answer.

Amouralooked at him.

"We need to leave."

"How?'



The white light returned.

A doorway appeared.

Beyond it was the forest.

Redl.

Cold.

Dark.

They stepped toward it.

Then Amoro stopped.

He looked back.

The field was disappearing.

The first version of themselves was gone.
The river was gone.

The sunrise was gone.

Only the silver key remained.

Amoro reached for it.

The moment his fingers touched it, amemory entered his mind.
He saw himself standing before the Keeper.
But not tonight.

Long ago.

The Keeper was younger.

Amoro was older.

Amoura stood beside him.

The Keeper said:

"If you enter the forest again, you may never leave."
Amoro answered:

"Then | won't enter it alone."



Amouratook his hand.

"We never do."

The memory disappeared.

Amoro stared at Amoura.

She |ooked back.

"You saw it."

"Yes."

"The Keeper knew us."

"Long before tonight."

They stepped through the doorway.
The forest air struck them like winter.
Amoro stumbled.

Amoura caught him.

They were standing near the stone arch.
The cottage was visible in the distance.
But the Keeper was nowhere to be seen.
"Keeper!"

Nothing.

They ran toward the cottage.

The door was open.

Inside, the fire had gone out.

The chair where the Keeper had sat was empty.
On the table lay a single piece of paper.
Amoro picked it up.

Three words were written onit.

NOT YET.



Amoura stared.

"What does that mean?"

Amoro |looked toward the forest.

"I don't know."

A sound came from outside.

A bell.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

The golden lights that had surrounded the cottage were gone.
In their place stood hundreds of small white flowers.
Everywhere.

Along the path.

Around the trees.

Across the ground.

Amourawhispered, "The garden followed us.”
Amoro looked down.

One flower had bloomed beside his boot.
Inside it was atiny image.

The Keeper.

He was standing in a different place.

A dark stone room.

His hands were bound.

The veiled woman stood behind him.

Amoro's blood ran cold.

"He'salive."



Amoura crouched beside him.

"What?"'

"The Keeper."

She looked at the flower.

The image disappeared.

"We haveto find him."

Amoro nodded.

But before they could move, the forest whispered.
Not in one voice.

In hundreds.

Find me.

Find me.

Find me.

Amouralooked at him.

"Who's saying that?"

Amoro stared into the darkness between the trees.
He knew the voice.

It was the same voice that had called to him in his dreams.
But now he understood something.

It had never been asking him to find Amoura.

It had been asking him to find someone else.
Someone they had forgotten.

Someone connected to every life they had lived.
Someone the veiled woman wanted hidden.
Amoro looked at Amoura.

"l think we have another promise to remember."



She took his hand.

"Then let's remember it."

They stepped into the forest.

But the forest did not lead them immediately to the place they sought.
Instead, it tested them.

The path narrowed until the trees stood so close together that Amoro and Amoura had to walk single
file.

Branches scraped against their clothing.
Roots rose from the earth like fingers.
Amouralooked over her shoulder.
"Arewegoing in circles?’

Amoro studied the trees.

"l don't think so."

"How do you know?"

"Because the forest keeps changing.”
She frowned.

"That's not reassuring."

"No."

He smiled faintly.

"But it's honest."

They continued.

After several minutes, they reached a stream.
The water was perfectly still.

No leaves floated on its surface.

No insects touched it.

Amoro crouched.

He touched the water.



The stream immediately began glowing.
A reflection appeared.

Not his reflection.

He saw himself standing beside Amourain a marketplace.
People moved around them.

They were laughing.

They were young.

Amoro watched as he handed Amoura ared flower.
She smiled.

Then another image appeared.

A different marketplace.

Another life.

Another flower.

Another version of them.

Then another.

And another.

Amouraknelt beside him.

"They all begin the same way."

"How?"'

"We meet."

"And then?"

"We choose."

"Choose what?'

She looked into the water.

"Each other."

The reflection changed.



This time they were older.

They were standing at a crossroads.
Three paths stretched before them.
One was covered in flowers.

One was covered in snow.

One disappeared into darkness.

The image vanished.

Amoro stared at the stream.

"Three paths."

"The three choices."

Before either could say more, the water rippled.
A voice came from beneath it.

"Y ou have always mistaken the choice.”
Amoro stood.

"Who are you?'

No answer.

Amoura stepped forward.

"What have we mistaken?'

The stream showed another memory.
This time Amoro was aone.

He was standing in aroom.

A woman was lying on a bed.
Amoura.

She was dying.

Amoro held her hand.

A younger version of the Keeper stood nearby.



"Y ou can save her," the Keeper said.
Amoro looked at him.

"How?"

"Give the forest what it wants."
"What does it want?'

"Y our memory of her."
Amoro's face went pale.

"No."

"Then shedies.”

Amoro looked at Amoura.

She was barely breathing.

"I can't."

The Keeper stepped closer.
"Choose.”

Amoro reached for Amoura's hand.
She opened her eyes.

"Don't."

He looked at her.

"Don't what?"

"Don't forget me."

He began crying.

"I won't."

"Y ou can't promise that."

"l promise."

The Keeper raised his hand.

The room filled with white light.



Amoura screamed.

Amoro screamed her name.

The memory shattered.

Amoro stepped backward.

Amoura stared at him.

"Did you see that?"

"Yes."

"l would have doneit."

"What?"'

"Given up the memory."

Amoro shook his head.

"But if you forgot me—"

"I would rather forget everything than watch you die."
Amouras eyesfilled with tears.

"And that," whispered the stream, "is where the second promise was broken."
The water went dark.

Amoro stood frozen.

"What does that mean?"

Nothing answered.

The stream became ordinary again.
Amouratook his hand.

"Maybe we weren't supposed to understand yet."
Amoro looked at her.

"Maybe."

They crossed the stream.

The forest began showing them possible futures.



Amoro saw himself standing in a house filled with sunlight. Amoura was beside him. There was
music, laughter, and a child running through the room. The scene felt peaceful. Then the same house
was empty, Amoura was gone, and another vision showed Amoro gone while she stood alone.

Amoro shut his eyes.

"Stop."

The forest did not stop.

Amouratouched his shoulder.

"What are you seeing?"'

"Every way we can lose each other."

She looked ahead.

"I've seen them too."

"How many?'

"Too many."

He opened his eyes.

"Then we have to choose the one where we're together.”
She shook her head.

"I don't think it's that simple.”

"Why?"

"Because the forest keeps showing us that being together has a price."
Amoro was silent.

She continued.

"What if the choice isn't whether we love each other?”
"Then what isit?

"What we're willing to lose because we do."

The words stayed between them.

Neither knew what to say.

At last, Amoro took her hand.



"Whatever the priceis, well face it together."
Amoura squeezed his fingers.

"That's what we said before.”

"And thistime?'

She looked at him.

"Thistime we have to mean it."

They continued walking.

Near sunset, they found a stone bridge.

It crossed a gorge so deep that they could not see the bottom.
On the other side stood a door.

No walls.

No building.

Just a single wooden door standing upright in the middle of the forest.
Amoro approached.

There was writing carved across it.

YOU HAVE BEEN HERE BEFORE.
Amouratouched the letters.

"l don't remember."

"Neither do I."

The door opened.

Beyond it was aroom.

A room from one of their lives.

A fireplace burned.

Books lined the walls.

Rain tapped against the windows.

A younger Amoro sat at a desk.



He was writing.

Amoura entered behind him.

She looked at the pages.

"What are you writing?"

The younger Amoro turned.

"A story."

"About what?'

"Two people who keep finding each other."
Amoura smiled.

"Do they stay together?'

He looked at her.

"l haven't decided."

She laughed.

"Y ou should."

"l don't know how it ends."

"Then make it end well."

He stood.

"Why?"'

"Because some stories deserve a happy ending.”
The memory faded.
Amoro felt astrange ache.
"We wrote about us."
"Apparently.”

"Did we know?"
"Maybe."

The room changed.



Now it was the same room, but years later.
The younger Amoro was ol der.
Amourawas older.

The book lay open on the desk.
The final page was blank.
Amourawas crying.

"We're out of time."

Amoro was holding the silver key.
"l can save you."

"How?"

“I'll open the door."

She shook her head.

"Y ou don't know what's beyond it."
"| don't care."

"Y ou should."

He kissed her.

"l promised.”

She whispered:

"And | promised.”

The memory ended.

Amoro looked at Amoura.

"The second promise.”

She nodded.

"| think so."

"But what happened?”

"We haven't seen it yet."



The door behind them slammed shut.
The room disappeared.

They were back in the forest.

A voice whispered:

Not yet.

Amoro |looked around.

"Agan."

Amoura nodded.

"Agan."

Night fell.

They found shelter beneath a giant tree whose roots formed a natural shelter.
They sat close together.

The forest hummed around them.

For awhile neither spoke.

Then Amoura said, "Tell me something."
"What?"'

"If none of this had happened—if we had never found the forest—what would you want?'
Amoro thought.

"A quiet life."

She smiled.

"That's all?"

"Maybe."

"What would it look like?"

He looked into the darkness.

"A small house."

"Where?'



"Somewhere near water."

"Why water?"

"l like the sound.”

She smiled.

"Go on."

"A garden."

"Flowers?'

"Lots."

"Which kind?"

"I don't know."

"Y ou don't know anything about flowers."
"Exactly."

She laughed.

"And you?'

"What would you want?'

"A place where we could wake up without wondering if the world was going to take us away."
Amoro looked at her.

"That sounds perfect.”

"Yes."

She rested her head against his shoulder.
"For onelifetime."

He kissed the top of her head.

"For every lifetime."

They sat together until the moon rose.
Neither saw the shadow watching from between the trees.

Neither heard the whisper.



Neither noticed the silver key glowing softly beside Amoro's hand.
When morning came, the forest was silent.
Too silent.

Amoro woke first.
Amourawas still asleep.

He looked around.

The trees were motionless.
The birds were gone.

He reached for the silver key.
It was cold.

A voice whispered his name.
"Amoro."

Hefroze.

It was Amourd's voice.

But Amoura was asleep.

He looked into the forest.
"Who are you?'

"Amoro."

The voice came again.

It sounded farther away.
Amourawoke.

"What's wrong?'

"I heard you."

She frowned.

"I didn't say anything."

The voice came again.



Thistime it sounded like Amoro.
"Amoura."

They looked at each other.

The forest was imitating them.
Then hundreds of voices spoke at once.
Their names.

Amoro.

Amoura.

Amoro.

Amoura

They stepped backward.

A shape appeared between the trees.
A child.

A littlegirl.

She wore awhite dress.

She looked no older than seven.
Amourawhispered, "Who is she?'
The girl looked at Amoro.

Then at Amoura.

"You'relate."

Amoro felt achill.

"Everyone keeps saying that."
The child smiled.

"You aways are."

Amoura stepped forward.

"Do you know us?"



The girl nodded.

"I remember you."

"From where?"

"Before."

"Before what?'

"Before you forgot."

The child turned.

"Come."

Amoro hesitated.

"Where?"

She pointed toward a narrow path.
"To the place where the second promise was broken."
Amouralooked at Amoro.

"We should follow her."

They followed.

The child walked quickly.

She never looked back.

The path became increasingly strange.
Flowers bloomed benesth her feet.
Birds appeared in the branches.

The forest seemed to awaken as she passed.
Finally they reached a clearing.

At its center stood a stone house.
Amoro stopped.

He recognized it.

The house from the memory.



The house where the book had been written.
The child turned.

"Y ou remember."

Amoro shook his head.

"Not enough.”

"That's why you're here."

She pointed at the door.

"Goinside."

Amoura reached for the handle.

Before she could open it, the child spoke.
"One of you will remember."

Amoro turned.

"And the other?"

The girl smiled sadly.

"Will forget."

She vanished.

Amoura's hand remained on the door.
Amoro looked at her.

"Maybe we shouldn't.”

"We camethisfar.”

"Yes."

"Together."

"Together."

She opened the door.

Inside, the house was exactly asthey had seenit.

The fireplace burned.



Rain fell outside.

Books lined the walls.

On the desk lay the unfinished book.
Amoro approached it.

The cover read:

A LOVE STORY OF TWO SOULS.

His breath caught.

He opened it.

Page after page was filled with stories.
Lives.

Names.

Places.

Promises.

He turned another page.

There was a drawing of the two of them standing beneath the ancient tree.
Another page showed theriver.

Another showed the Garden of Memories.
Then he found the final pages.

One sentence had been written over and over.
We must choose.

We must choose.

We must choose.

Amouraleaned over his shoulder.

"What are we supposed to choose?"
Amoro turned the page.

A single paragraph appeared.



"When the Keeper offers the first door, refuseit.”
Amoura frowned.

"What K eeper?'

Another page.

"When the forest offers the second door, enter it."
Another.

"When the veiled one offers the third, trust her."
Amoro looked at Amoura.

"The veiled woman."

"She was protecting us."

"Maybe."

He continued reading.

Then the page changed.

The words became darker.

"If they remember everything, the cycle will end."
Amoura whispered:

"The cycle."

Another page.

"If they remember nothing, the cycle will continue.”
Amoro's heart raced.

"So remembering is dangerous."

"Yes."

"And forgetting is dangerous.”

"Yes."

They stared at one another.

"Then what are we supposed to do?"



The house shook.

The book slammed shuit.

The fireplace went black.

A figure appeared in the doorway.
The Keeper.

His hands were still bound.

His face was bruised.

But hewasalive.

Amoro ran toward him.
"Keeper!"

The Keeper looked at him.

"Don't trust what you see.”
Amoro stopped.

"What happened?”

The Keeper looked at Amoura.
"She has found you."

"Who?"

The Keeper's expression changed.
"The one who started all of this."
A shadow appeared behind him.
The veiled woman.

The Keeper closed his eyes.
"Now you know."

The woman stepped into the room.
The Keeper disappeared.

Amoro looked around.



"Where did he go?"'

The woman ignored the question.

She looked at the book.

"Y ou weren't supposed to read that yet."
Amoura stepped forward.

"Y ou've been protecting us."

The woman nodded.

"Yes."

"Why?'

"Because | failed you once."

Amoro stared.

"When?"'

The woman looked at him.

"The second time."

Amoura's voice softened.

"What did you do?'

The woman looked toward the rain-streaked window.
"I chose the wrong door."

Silence.

"What does that mean?" Amoro asked.
She turned toward them.

"It means that love alone is not enough."
Amoro felt achill.

"What else is there?’

"Memory."

She looked at Amoura.



"And sacrifice.”

The room began to fade.

"Wait!"

Amoro reached for her.

She stepped backward.

"Find the Keeper."

"Where?'

"The place where the second promise was broken."
"And whereisthat?'

The woman looked at Amoura.
"Inside your memory."

Then she disappeared.

The house dissolved.

The rain vanished.

The fireplace vanished.

The book vanished.

Amoro and Amoura stood in darkness.
A single light appeared ahead.
Then another.

Then another.

Each light contained a memory.
They began moving around them.
A village.

A river.

A house.

A battlefield.



A garden.

A ship.

A winter cottage.

A thousand lives.

Amourareached for Amoro.
"Which one?"

He looked at the lights.

Then the silver key began glowing.
It moved on its own.

It floated toward one particular light.
Amoro followed it.

Inside the light was aroom.
Amourawas lying on a bed.

She was dying.

Amoro stood beside her.

The Keeper was there.

The veiled woman stood outside the door.
The Keeper spoke.

"Y ou have one choice."

Amoro said:

"Save her."

"Y ou know the cost."

"| don't care."

"You will forget her."

Amoro looked at Amoura.

She was barely breathing.



"No."

"Then shedies.”

Amoro closed his eyes.

"I can't."

The Keeper stepped closer.
"Choose."

Amoro reached for Amoura's hand.
She opened her eyes.
"Don't."

He looked at her.

"Don't what?"'

"Don't forget me."

He began crying.

"l won't."

"Y ou can't promise that."

"l promise."

The Keeper raised his hand.
The room filled with white light.
Amoura screamed.

Amoro screamed her name.
The memory shattered.
Amoro fell forward.
Amoura caught him.

"No."

He looked at her.

"l remember."



"What?"'

"The second promise.”

"What happened?”

He stared at her.

"l chose you."

She waited.

"But | forgot you."

Tearsfilled his eyes.

"To saveyou, | gave the forest my memory of you."
Amoura's face crumpled.

"And then?'

"Then | spent the rest of that life searching for someone | couldn't remember.”
She covered her mouth.

"That'swhy."

"What?"

"That's why every life began with us finding each other."
Amoro nodded.

"The soul remembered what the mind had lost.”
Amouracried.

"We kept finding each other because you couldn't remember why you had lost me."
"Yes."

The darkness around them began shaking.

The voice returned.

Three choices remain.

Amoro stood.

"What are they?"



This time, the voice answered.
"Love."

A golden light appeared.
"Memory."

A silver light appeared.
"Sacrifice."

A black light appeared.
Amouralooked at the three lights.
"What happensif we choose?"
The voice answered.
"Everything."

"What happensif we don't?"
"Nothing."

Amoro looked at her.

"Then we choose."

She nodded.

"Together."

The three lights began moving toward them.
The golden light touched Amoro.
The silver touched Amoura.

The black hovered between them.
They reached for each other.
Their hands met.

The three lights exploded.

Amoro woke benesth the ancient tree.

Morning had returned.



Amourawas beside him.

The forest was quiet.

The silver key lay between them.
For several moments neither spoke.
Then Amoura whispered:

"Do you remember everything?'
Amoro closed his eyes.

"No."

"Me neither."

He looked at her.

"But | remember enough.”

She smiled.

"Metoo."

A distant bell rang.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Then avoice came from the forest.
"Come."

Amoro stood.

"Who was that?"

Amoura looked toward the trees.
"The Keeper."

They followed the voice.

The path opened before them.

And thistime, they did not hesitate.



Because they finally understood the truth.

They had not been brought into the forest to discover whether they loved one another.
They aready did.

They had been brought there to discover whether love could survive memory.
Whether memory could survive loss.

And whether two souls could choose one another even after learning the cost of doing so.
Ahead, between the trees, stood the Keeper.

He was free.

But beside him stood the veiled woman.

No veil covered her face now.

She looked at Amoro and Amoura

Then she smiled sadly.

"The second promise has been remembered.”

Amoro held Amoura's hand.

"What happens now?"

The Keeper looked at the woman.

She answered.

"Now comes the third."

"Thefinal choice?'

She shook her head.

"No."

"Thefinal promise."

The forest fell silent.

The woman looked at them.

"And this time, you must make it without knowing how it ends."

Amoro looked at Amoura.



Amouralooked at him.

Neither knew what the future held.

But they knew what they would do.

They stepped forward together.

And somewhere beneath the roots of the forest, alocked door began to open.

Behind it waited the truth about the first life they had shared.

The truth about the Keeper.

The truth about the woman who had followed them through centuries.

And the secret that had caused two souls to cross the boundaries of time again and again.
Their story was no longer about remembering the past.

It was about deciding the future.

Amoro tightened his hand around Amouras.

She sgueezed his fingers.

Together, they entered the darkness.

And behind them, the forest whispered the words they had promised so many times before.
Find me.

And thistime—

they did.



Chapter Four
The First Choice

The footprints were still warm.
Amoro knew it the moment his fingers touched the stone.

He had expected cold. Everything beneath the Garden of Memories seemed to possess the coldness of
forgotten things. The walls were ancient, worn smooth by years that had no name. The air carried the
damp scent of earth and stone, and somewhere in the darkness water dripped with the slow patience of
aclock.

Y et the footprint beneath his fingers was warm.

Not merely warm.

Alive.

Amoro pulled his hand away.

“Amoura.”

She was aready kneeling beside him.

“I fetit”

She placed her palm over another impression. Her eyes widened.
“There's heat inside the stone.”

Amoro looked down the passage. The footprints continued into darkness. Small footprints. Bare feet.
A child’ sfeet.

They had not been there when they entered.
He was certain of it.

Now there was aftrail.

One footprint. Then another. Then another.
Each impression carried afaint silver glow.
Amoura stood slowly.

“Someone has been here.”



“Recently.”

“How recently?’

Amoro looked at the warmth fading beneath his fingertips.
“Very.”

They listened.

Nothing.

No footsteps. No breathing. Only the distant sound of water falling somewhere beneath the earth.
Then another footprint appeared a few feet ahead of them.
It simply formed in the dust.

Amoura grabbed Amoro’s hand.

Neither spoke.

Another footprint appeared.

Then another.

Something invisible was walking away from them.
Amoro tightened his fingers around hers.

“Stay close.”

“1 wasn’t planning on wandering off.”

Despite everything, she managed a small smile.

He returned it.

Then another footprint appeared.

The smile disappeared.

Amourawhispered, “It's leading us.”

Amoro stared into the darkness.

“Then we follow.”

They began walking.

The passage narrowed as they moved deeper beneath the Garden. Roots pushed through the ceiling
and walls. Some were thin as threads; others were thick enough to resemble the arms of sleeping trees.



Drops of water clung to them, catching the silver light beneath their feet.
The farther they went, the quieter the world became.
Even their breathing seemed muffled.

After several minutes, Amoura stopped.

“Amoro.”

He turned.

“What?’

She was staring at the wall.

There were markings carved into the stone.

At first they looked like scratches.

Then he realized what they were.

Names.

Hundreds of them.

Perhaps thousands.

Some were deep and clear. Others had almost disappeared beneath the passage of time.
Amoura reached toward one.

“Don’t touch it.”

Her hand stopped.

“Why?’

“1 don’t know.”

She looked at him.

“That isn't very reassuring.”

“NO."

Amoro studied the names.

Something about them felt familiar.

Not individualy.



Collectively.

They reminded him of the pages of the book they had found before entering the Garden.
Lives.

Promises.

People who had loved.

People who had lost.

People who had waited.

Then he noticed something different.

“Amoura.”

“What?’

He pointed.

One of the names had been carved recently. The edges were sharp. Stone dust till lay beneath it.
AMORO.

Beneath it:

AMOURA.

She stared.

“Those weren't here before.”

“No.”

A third name appeared beneath theirs.

Slowly.

Carved by something neither of them could see.
SERAPHINE.

Amoura stepped backward.

The silver footprints stopped.

For the first time since they had appeared, the trail ended.

Amoro looked into the darkness.



“Who are you?’

Nothing answered.

Then a child’ s voice whispered:
“Amoro.”

Every hair on hisarms rose.
Amoura gripped hiswrist.
The voice came again.
“Amoro.”

He swallowed.

“Who are you?’

Silence.

Then:

“Don’t let her open the door.”
Amoro looked at Amoura.
“What door?’

The child answered:

“She already did.”

The passage went black.

A violent wind tore through the corridor. Amoura cried out. Amoro pulled her against him. For several
seconds they could see nothing.

Then the darkness began to retreat.

A doorway stood ahead.

Neither of them had seen it before.

It was made of black stone. The surface was perfectly smooth. No hinges. No handle. No keyhole.
Only asymbol carved into its center: three circles nested inside one another.

Amoura stared.

“1 know that symbol.”



“Sodol.”

“Where?’

“The book.”

She nodded.

“The three choices.”

Amoro reached into his pocket.
The silver key was still there.
Except it no longer felt like akey.
It was burning.

He pulled it out.

It had changed.

It was longer now, darker, almost skeletal. Tiny markings ran along its shaft.
Amoura leaned closer.

“What do they say?’

“1 don’t know.”

“Try.”

Amoro turned the key toward the faint light.
There were names.

Thirty-two of them.

He recognized only two.

His own.

And Amoura’s.

Then he saw the third.

Seraphine.

Amouratouched the key.

The door responded.



A low vibration moved through the stone.
Like a heartbeat.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Amoro stepped backward.

“Don't.”

Amouralooked at him.

“1 didn’t do anything.”

The symbol on the door began to glow.
Three circles. Threelights.

Thefirst turned silver.

The second blue.

The third gold.

Amoura whispered:

“The choices.”

A voice came from behind them.

“You aready made thefirst one.”

They turned.

The Keeper stood at the far end of the corridor.
He was bleeding. His coat was torn across one shoulder, and blood ran down the side of his face.
But it was his eyes that frightened Amoro.
The Keeper looked afraid.

Not of them.

Of the door.

Amoro stepped toward him.



“You followed us.”

“l had to.”

“You said you couldn’t enter this place.”
“l said | couldn’t enter the Garden.”
Amoro frowned.

“Thisisn’'t the Garden?’

The Keeper looked toward the black door.
“No.”

“Then what isit?’

“The place beneath it.”

Amoura’ s voice was quiet.

“What does that mean?’

The Keeper didn’'t answer.

Amoro raised the key.

“What is this?’

The Keeper stared at it.

Then at Amoro’s hand.

His expression changed.

“Y ou opened it.”

“1 haven't touched the door.”

“You didn’'t have to.”

Amoro looked down.

Silver light had begun spreading beneath his skin. Thin lines of light traveled along hiswrist.
“What is happening to me?’

The Keeper moved closer.

“Don't fight it.”



“Tell me what’s happening.”

“You’ re remembering.”

“Remembering what?’

“Something you promised to forget.”
Amoura stepped forward.

“Who was the child?’

The Keeper looked at her.

For along moment, he said nothing.

Then:

“Someone you loved.”

“Who?’

“1 can’t tell you.”

“You always say that.”

“1 know.”

“Y ou’ ve been hiding things from us since we entered the forest.”
“Yes”

“Why?’

The Keeper looked toward the black door.
“Because some truths do not simply reveal themselves.”
He looked back at her.

“They wake up.”

A deep vibration moved through the corridor.
The door trembled.

Amoro stepped between it and Amoura.
“What happensif it opens?’

The Keeper answered:



“Y ou remember.”

“And?’

“Youlose”

“Lose what?’

“The present.”

The words settled over them.
Amoura shook her head.
“That doesn’t make sense.”
“Itwill.”

The Keeper looked at her.
“The memories you saw in the Garden were not all yours.”
Amourawent still.

“What?’

“You saw lives that belonged to you.”

“1 know.”

“But you also saw lives that belonged to others.”
Amoro frowned.

“Whose?’

The Keeper didn’'t answer.

Amouradid.

“The thirty-two.”

The Keeper looked at her.

“Yes

The number seemed to hang in the air.
Thirty-two.

Amoro looked at the names carved into the key.



“What are they?’

“They are the ones who came before you.”
“Before us?’

“Before this version of you.”

Amoura’ s face tightened.

“What does that mean?’

The Keeper closed his eyes.

“It means you have been here before.”
Amoro shook his head.

“No.”

“You have.”

“How many times?’

The Keeper hesitated.

“Thirty-two.”

Amoura’ s breath caught.

“Thirty-two lives?’

“Thirty-two attempts.”

“Attempts at what?’

The Keeper looked at both of them.
“Finding the way home.”

Amoro stared at him.

“We're aready home.”

The Keeper’ s expression was almost unbearably sad.
“No.”

He pointed toward the door.

“Y ou are where you have always been.”



A terrible silence followed.

Then Amoura asked:

“Where?’

The Keeper answered:

“Between lives.”

The door opened.

Not fully.

Just enough for aline of white light to appear.
Amoro heard something beyond it.

A child slaughter.

Then crying.

Then laughter again.

Amoura stepped toward the opening.

The Keeper shouted:

“Don’t look!”

She stopped.

“Why?’

“Because it will look back.”

But Amoura had already looked.

She saw aroom.

A simple room.

A wooden table. Two chairs. A window. A candle.
And two people sitting across from one another.
Amoro.

Amoura.

But younger.



Much younger.

The younger Amoro was holding the silver key. The younger Amourawas crying. Between them lay
an open book.

Amoro’s heart lammed against hisribs.
“What am | looking at?’

The Keeper whispered:

“Thefirst time.”

The younger Amoro spoke.

“1 don’t want to do this.”

The younger Amoura wiped tears from her face.
“Y ou promised.”

“1 know.”

“You promised me.”

“1 know.”

“What happensif we don’t?’

The younger Amoro looked toward the door.
“They’'ll find us.”

“Who?’

“The others.”

The younger Amouralooked down at the book.
“How many?’

“Thirty-two.”

Amoro felt the blood drain from his face.
The younger Amoura closed her eyes.
“Then we have to choose.”

The younger Amoro shook his head.

“ NO.”



“You said we would.”

“I didn’t know what it would cost.”

A tear ran down her cheek.

“What will it cost?’

The younger Amoro looked at the key.
“Everything.”

The candle went out.

The memory should have ended.

[t didn’t.

The younger Amoura suddenly looked toward the doorway.
Directly at Amoro.

Directly at the present-day Amoura.
Her eyes widened.

She could see them.

Amoura gasped.

The younger version of herself stood.
“Don’'tdoit again.”

The room shattered.

The door slammed shuit.

Amoro stumbled backward.

The Keeper caught him.

“Youlied.”

The Keeper didn’t deny it.

“You told us memories couldn’t see us.”
“l waswrong.”

“ NO.”



Amoro turned on him.

“You knew.”

“Yes”

“Y ou knew that was going to happen.”

“Yes

“Why?’

“Because you have been asking the wrong question.”
Amoro stepped closer.

“What question should we be asking?’

The Keeper looked at Amoura.

“Why did you two agree to forget?’

Amoura stared at him.

“1 don’t remember agreeing to anything.”

“That was the point.”

“There are memories you were not meant to carry into thislife.”
“Why?’

“Because they would have changed your choices.”
Amoro’s voice hardened.

“Maybe they should have.”

The Keeper looked at him.

“Perhaps.”

The floor cracked.

A thin golden line appeared between the stones.
Amoura stepped back.

“What is that?’

The Keeper’s face changed.



“Move.”

“What?’

“Movel”

The floor exploded.

Amoro grabbed Amoura.

They fell.

There was no time to scream.

No sense of direction.

Only darkness.

Then water.

Amoro surfaced, gasping.

“Amoural”

“I"'m herel”

He found her beside him.

They were standing in a shallow pool.

But the passage was gone.

The Garden was gone.

The Keeper was gone.

Above them stretched an enormous night sky.
Starsfilled it.

Thousands. Millions.

Some burned white. Others red. Others blue.
And beneath those stars stood a forest unlike any forest Amoro had ever seen.
The treeswere silver.

Their branches twisted together overhead.

Their leaves glowed like tiny moons.



Amoura slowly stepped out of the water.
“Thisplace...”

“1 know.”

“You’ve been here?’

“NO."

She looked around.

“Then why doesit feel familiar?’
Amoro had no answer.

A bell rang in the distance.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

The forest responded.

Lights appeared between the trees.

One.

Two.

Three.

Then ten.

Then twenty.

Then thirty-two.

Amoro’s mouth went dry.

Each light became a person.

Men. Women. Children. Old and young. Different clothing. Different faces. Different centuries.
But every one of them was looking toward Amoro and Amoura.
One figure stepped forward.

A young man with dark hair.



He looked directly at Amoro.

“You finaly came.”

Amoro stared.

“Who are you?’

The young man smiled.

“You don’t remember me.”

“No.”

“You used to.”

“When?’

“Before.”

“That doesn’t mean anything.”

“It will.”

The young man looked at Amoura.
“Y ou promised her you'd bring us back.”
Amoura shook her head.

“Bring who back?’

“All of us.”

The thirty-two figures moved closer.
Amoro felt the silver key burning in his hand.
He pulled it free.

The thirty-two names now glowed.
“1 don’t know these people.”

The young man answered:

“You will.”

Amouralooked at the names.

Then she stopped.



Her finger moved toward one.
“Seraphine.”

The forest became silent.

Every figure turned toward her.

The young man whispered:

“Y ou weren't supposed to remember her yet.”
A woman'’ s voice came from the trees.
“Neither were you.”

A figure emerged.

A woman wearing along dark cloak.
A veil covered her face.

Amoro recognized her immediately.
The veiled woman.

The one from the Garden.

The one who had watched them.

The one who seemed to know everything.
She walked toward them.

But she wasn't alone.

Someone stood behind her.

The Keeper.

Amoro’ s anger returned.

“You.”

The Keeper didn’t speak.
Amouralooked between them.

“You know her.”

“YS.”



“Who is she?’

The Keeper hesitated.

The veiled woman reached up.
Slowly, she removed the veil.
Amoura stopped breathing.
Amoro felt the world disappear beneath his feet.
The woman's face was Amoura’s.
Not similar.

Not resembling her.

Her face.

Older.

Changed by years.

There were faint lines around her eyes and a small scar beneath her jaw.
But it was unmistakably Amoura.
Amoura stared at her older self.
“No.”

The older woman smiled sadly.

“1 know.”

Amoura backed away.

“No.”

The older woman stepped forward.
“Please.”

“Don’'t come closer.”

She stopped.

Amoro moved beside Amoura.

The older woman looked at him.



Her eyesfilled with tears.

“Y ou always stand between us.”

Amoro frowned.

“What?’

“You always think you’ re protecting her.”
The older woman shook her head.

“You never understand what you’ re protecting her from.”
Amoro’ s voice was cold.

“Who are you?’

The older woman answered:

“You know.”

“I don't.”

“Yes, you do.”

She touched her chest.

“I’'m what remains.”

“Of what?’

“Her.”

Amoura whispered:

“What happened to you?’

The older Amouralooked at the thirty-two souls.
“Y ou happened.”

Amoro froze.

“What does that mean?’

The older Amouralooked at him.

“Y ou always choose me.”

Amoro stared.
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“And every timeyou do...”

She looked toward the thirty-two.

“...they die.”

Amoura shook her head.

“That isn’'t possible.”

“Itis”

“No.”

“Yes”

“Why?’

The older Amouralooked at her younger self.
“Because you were never supposed to choose love.”
Amoura’s eyesfilled with tears.

“What were we supposed to choose?’

The older Amoura answered:

“Everyone.”

A bell rang.

The thirty-two lights flickered.

The Keeper stepped forward.
“Thisisthefirst choice.”

Amoro shook his head.

“You said we aready made it.”

“Youdid.”

“Then why are we here?’

“Tomakeit again.”

Amoro looked at Amoura.



She was crying silently.

The older Amoura spoke.

“Every life begins with forgetting.”
She |ooked toward the trees.

“And every life ends when you remember.”
Amoro frowned.

“Why?’

“Because remembering is the trap.”
“The memories?’

“The memories are only the bait.”
Amoura stared.

“Then what isthe trap?’

The older woman looked at Amoro.
“You.”

He recoiled.

“What?’

“Y ou are the reason she remembers.”
Amouralooked at Amoro.

The older Amoura continued:

“And sheisthe reason you forget.”
Amoro felt a chill move through him.
“What are you talking about?’

The Keeper answered:

“Y ou were not always the one who remembered.”
Amoro looked at him.

“Then who was?’



The Keeper looked at Amoura.
“Shewas.”

Amoura stared.

The older Amoura nodded.

“Every lifetime, | remembered first.”
“Why?’

“Because | made the original promise.”
“What promise?’

The older Amoura closed her eyes.
“Tofind him.”

Amoro’s heart tightened.

“Me?

“Yes”

“Why?’

“Because | lost you.”

The older Amoura looked at the younger Amoura.
“In thefirst life.”

She looked back at Amoro.

“You died.”

Amoro’s mouth went dry.

“I died?’

“Yes”

“How?’

“Y ou chose the door.”

“The door?’

“The first door.”



The Keeper stepped forward.

“The choice was never whether you would love each other.”
Amoro looked at him.

“Then what was it?’

“Whether you would sacrifice the world for that love.”
Amoura’s face went pale.

“No.”

The older Amoura whispered:

“Yes”

The thirty-two souls began moving.
One by one, they approached the pool.
Some looked angry.

Some frightened.

Some heartbroken.

Some simply tired.

A little girl stepped forward.

Amoro recognized her immediately.
He didn’t know from where.

But something inside him knew.

She looked up at him.

“Y ou promised me too.”

Amoro’ s voice cracked.

“What did | promise?’

“That next time...”

The girl looked at Amoura.

“...you wouldn’t choose each other.”



Amoura knelt.

“What’s your name?”’

The girl smiled.

“Y ou gave me one.”

“What isit?’

The child touched Amoura' s cheek.
“You'll remember.”

She disappeared.

One of the lights went dark.
Amoro stared.

“What happened?’

The Keeper answered:

“She finished her part.”
“What part?’
“Remembering.”

Another light went dark.
Then another.

Amoro grabbed Amoura s hand.
“What’ s happening?’

The older Amoura whispered:
“They’re dying.”

Amoro turned.

“Why?’

“Because you're awake.”

The Keeper stepped forward.

“The longer you remember, the less room thereis for them.”



Amoura stared at him.

“That makes no sense.”
“Itwill.”

The silver key began glowing.
The thirty-two names on it started disappearing.
One.

Then another.

Amoro tried to pull it away.
“What isit doing?’

The older Amoura said:
“Counting.”

“Counting what?’

“Lives.”

Thefirst circle in the doorway appeared.
Then the second.

Then the third.

Three locks.

Three choices.

The first lock opened.

Click.

Amoro stared.

“What happens now?’

The Keeper answered:

“You choose.”

“What are my choices?’

The Keeper pointed toward the door.



“Open it.”

“Oor?

“Leaveit closed.”

Amoro looked at Amoura.
“That'sit?

“No.”

The Keeper’ s voice was quiet.

“If you open it, you regain every memory.”
“And if we don't?’

“Y ou remain yourselves.”
Amouralooked at him.

“That sounds like the better choice.”
“It does.”

The Keeper’s eyes darkened.

“But thereisacost.”

“What?’

“If you leave the door closed, the thirty-two remain here.”
Amoro looked toward the souls.
“How long?’

“Forever.”

Amoura whispered:

“And if we open it?’

The Keeper looked at her.

“Y ou remember why they are here.”
The older Amoura spoke:

“And why they are dying.”



Amoro stared at her.

“Y ou said choosing each other kills them.”
“Yes”

“Then why did we keep choosing each other?”
The older Amouralooked at him.

“Because every time we forgot the cost.”
Amoro felt anger rising.

“You're saying our love isamistake.”

“No.”

She shook her head.

“1"m saying your idea of love isincomplete.”
“What does that mean?’

She looked at Amoura

“Loveis not always holding on.”
Amouralooked away.

The older woman continued:

“Sometimes love is knowing when to let someone go.”
Amoro’s chest tightened.

“No.”

The older Amouralooked at him.

“You say that every time.”

Amoro stepped toward her.

“Then tell me what happensif | let her go.”
The older Amoura s eyes filled with tears.
“You survive.”

“And her?”’



“She does too.”

“And the thirty-two?’

“They live”

Amoro stared.

“Then why haven't we done it?’
The older Amoura whispered:
“Because you never could.”
The Keeper looked at Amoura.
“And because she never asked you to.”
Amoura’ s voice trembled.
“What if | ask now?’

Silence.

Amoro turned toward her.
“What?’

She looked at him.

“If | asked youto let me go...”
She couldn’t finish.

Amoro shook his head.

“No.”

“Amoro—"

“No.”

“What if it saves everyone?’

“l don't care.”

Her eyesfilled with tears.

“Y ou should.”

“ NO.”



He took her hands.

“1 have spent too long finding you.”
“But maybe that’ s the problem.”
“No.”

“Amoro.”

“1 don’t care how many lives came before this one.”
He held her tighter.

“1 don’t care what the Keeper says.”
He looked into her eyes.

“l don’'t care what that woman says.”
The older Amoura flinched.

“1 only know one thing.”

“What?’

“1 found you.”

Amoura began to cry.

“And | won't lose you again.”

The forest shook.

The second lock opened.

Click.

The Keeper stepped backward.
“No.”

Amoro looked at him.

“What?’

“Y ou weren’t supposed to say that.”
“Why?’

“Because that’ s what you said the first time.”



Amoro froze.

“Thefirst time?’

“Yes”

“What happened?’

The Keeper looked toward the older Amoura.
She whispered:

“Y ou opened the door.”

Amoro looked at the black doorway.
“I did?

“Youdid.”

“And what happened?’

The older Amoura closed her eyes.
“You saved me.”

Amoro waited.

“And?’

“You killed the rest.”

The thirty-two souls cried out.
Every light flared.

Amouraturned toward them.

The forest filled with voices.
Thirty-two voices.

All speaking at once.

“You promised.”

“You promised.”

“You promised.”

Amoro covered his ears.



“Stop!”

The voices grew louder.

“Y ou chose her.”

“You chose her.”

“You chose her.”

Amoura screamed:

“STOP!”

Everything went silent.

The third circle on the door began glowing.
The Keeper whispered:

“Now.”

Amoro stared.

“What?’

“Now you finally have to make the choice you avoided.”
“What choice?’

The Keeper pointed toward the door.
“Choose one.”

The first circle represented memory.
The second represented love.

The third represented sacrifice.
Amoro looked at them.

“Which oneisright?’

The Keeper shook his head.

“None.”

“What?’

“Thereisno right choice.”



Amoura stared at him.

“Then why make us choose?’

“Because that’s what this place feeds on.”
“What?’

“Choices.”

The older Amoura suddenly looked terrified.
“Keeper.”

He turned.

“You didn’t tell them.”

“Tell uswhat?’

The older Amoura stepped forward.

“The door doesn’t open because you choose.”
Amoro frowned.

“Then why?’

She looked at the Keeper.

“It opens because you believe you have to.”
The Keeper said nothing.

Amoro stared at him.

“You lied again.”

Amoura stepped toward him.

“Then what happens if we refuse?’

The Keeper looked at her.

“That has never happened.”

“Never?’

“No.”

“Why?’



“Because every version of you eventually chooses.”
Amoro looked at the thirty-two souls.

“Then maybe that’ s what we' re supposed to change.”
The older Amoura stared at him.

“What?’

“Maybe the thirty-third life isn’t supposed to repeat the others.”
The forest became completely still.

The Keeper looked at Amoro.

“What did you say?’

Amoro raised the key.

“Thirty-two attempts.”

He looked at the names.

“Thirty-two failures.”

The Keeper’s face changed.

“Be careful.”

“Why?’

“Because you' re beginning to understand.”

Amoro turned to Amoura.

“We don’'t have to choose.”

She stared at him.

“What?’

“We refuse the choice.”

The Keeper stepped forward.

“Amoro.”

“We don’t choose between love and everyone else.”

“Stop.”



“We refuse therules.”

The older Amoura whispered:

“No one has ever done that.”

Amoro looked at her.

“Then maybe that’s why we're till here.”
The third lock trembled.

The Keeper shouted:

“Don't!”

The lock opened.

Not because they chose.

Because they refused.

The door exploded outward.

A wave of darkness swept across the forest.
Every tree bent.

The thirty-two souls screamed.

The Keeper raised his hands.

Too late.

Something emerged.

It was enormous.

Not acreature.

Not exactly.

It was a shadow shaped like a person.

It had no face.

Y et Amoro knew it.

He had seen it in every nightmare he had ever forgotten.

The shadow turned toward him.



Then toward Amoura.

And spoke in Amoro’ s voice.

“Too late.”

Amourafroze.

Amoro stared.

The shadow continued:

“You always say that.”

The older Amoura backed away.
“No.”

The Keeper whispered:

“It found you.”

Amoro looked at him.

“What found us?’

The shadow answered:

“Me”

It stepped forward.

The ground cracked beneath it.
Amoro felt something inside his mind unlock.
A memory came rushing back.

Not one.

Thousands.

He saw acity burning.

He saw Amoura running through snow.
He saw himself dying beside ariver.
He saw Amoura holding his body.

He saw the first door.



He saw the Keeper.

He saw Seraphine.

He saw thirty-two faces.

And then he saw something he had never expected.
He saw himself standing beside the Keeper.

Not as a prisoner.

Not as a seeker.

As his companion.

He heard his own voice.

“If they ever reach the thirty-third life, stop them.”
The Keeper answered:

“I will.”

The memory changed.

He saw himself handing the silver key to the Keeper.
Then he saw Amoura standing beside him.

She was crying.

She looked directly at him.

“Promise me.”

“1 promise.”

“Even if we remember?’

“Especially then.”

“Even if we hate you?”’

“Yes

“Even if you hate me?’

Amoro’s younger self looked at her.

“| never could.”



The memory shattered.
Amoro collapsed to his knees.
Amoura caught him.

“What did you see?’

He looked up at her.

“I remember.”

Her face went pale.

“What?’

“1 remember everything.”
The shadow laughed.

“No.”

Amoro stared at it.
“You'relying.”

The shadow tilted its head.

“Y ou remember what | want you to remember.”
Amoro’s blood ran cold.
“What are you?’

The shadow stepped closer.

“1 am the part of you that stayed behind.”
Amoura whispered:

“The part of him?’

The shadow |ooked at her.
“And the part of you.”

A second shadow appeared.
Then athird.

Then thirty-two.



The souls began changing.

Their faces blurred.

Their bodies became silhouettes.

Amoro realized what he was seeing.

They weren't thirty-two separate people.

They were fragments.

Fragments of Amoro and Amoura.

Pieces left behind in lives they had abandoned.
Amoura stared in horror.

“We'rethem.”

The older Amoura nodded.

“Yes”

Amoro looked at her.

“Then what are you?’

She smiled sadly.

“The part of you that remembers.”

Amoro understood.

The older Amourawasn’'t merely an older version of Amoura.
She was the memory of every Amourawho had come before.
Every grief.

Every promise.

Every sacrifice.

Every death.

Every time she had found Amoro.

Every time she had lost him.

Amoro looked at the thirty-two souls.



“And them?’

The older Amoura whispered:
“Everything you forgot.”

The shadow moved.

The Keeper raised his hand.
“Stay back.”

The shadow ignored him.

It reached toward Amoura
Amoro stepped between them.
The shadow stopped.

Then it smiled.

“You still doiit.”

“Do what?’

“Stand between.”

Amoro tightened hisfists.
“I'll always protect her.”

The shadow whispered:

“That is exactly why you keep losing her.”
It touched Amoro’s chest.
Pain exploded through him.
He screamed.

Amoura grabbed him.

The shadow disappeared.
Silence.

Amoro fell against her.

She held him.



“Amoro?’

He could barely breathe.

“1 know what the first choice was.”
“What?’

He looked at her.

“It wasn’t whether | chose you.”

She waited.

“It was whether | could love you without owning your life.”
Amoura stared.

The Keeper lowered his head.

The older Amoura began crying.

Amoro continued:

“1 thought saving you meant keeping you.”
He looked toward the thirty-two souls.
“But every time | chose you over them, | wasn’t saving you.”
He looked at Amoura.

“1 was afraid to lose you.”
Amouratouched his face.

“And what if you do?’

He closed his eyes.

“Then | trust that love doesn’t end there.”
The forest changed.

The thirty-two lights returned.

One by one.

The first soul appeared.

Then the second.



Then the third.

All thirty-two stood beneath the stars.
But they no longer looked angry.
They looked peaceful.

Thelittle girl stepped forward again.
Amoro knelt.

“What was your name?’

She smiled.

“Amoura gave me one.”

Amoro looked at Amoura.
“Wheat did you call her?’
Amoura closed her eyes.

A memory surfaced.

“Liora.”

Thelittle girl smiled.

“Yes”

Amoro felt tearsfill hiseyes.
“I"'m sorry.”

Liora shook her head.

“Y ou remembered.”

Then she disappeared.

The next soul stepped forward.
A man.

Then awoman.

Then another.

Each one carried afragment of alife.



Each one offered a name.

A promise.

A goodbye.

With every farewell, the silver key grew lighter.
Until only two names remained.

Amoro.

Amoura.

The Keeper stepped forward.
“Itisdone.”

Amoro looked at him.

“NO."

The Keeper stopped.

“What?’

“It’s not done.”

Amoro |looked toward the door.

The three circles were still glowing.
“We broke the choice.”

“Yes”

“Then why is the door still open?’

The Keeper’s face went pale.

“1 don’t know.”

The older Amoura looked behind them.
“Because something else came through.”
Everyone turned.

The darkness beyond the doorway was moving.

Something walked through it.



At first Amoro thought it was another shadow.
Then he saw the face.

Seraphine.

She stepped into the silver forest.
She was not the woman from their memories.
She was not a fragment.

She was solid.

Alive.

The Keeper whispered her name.
“Seraphine.”

She smiled.

“Hello, Keeper.”

Amoro stared.

“You know her.”

The Keeper stepped backward.
“Yes”

“Who is she?’

Seraphine answered for him.

“The person who started all of this.”
Amoura moved closer to Amoro.
“Why?’

Seraphine looked at her.

“Because you asked me to.”
Amourafroze.

“I never met you.”

Seraphine smiled.



“You have.”

“When?’

“Beforethefirst life.”

Amoro looked at the Keeper.

“Tell us”

The Keeper said nothing.

Seraphine laughed softly.

“You still won't tell them.”

She looked at Amoro.

“He never does.”

“Tell me.”

Seraphine’ s expression became serious.
“You think the Keeper has been protecting you.”
“Hehas.”

“No.”

She shook her head.

“He has been protecting the world from you.”
Amoro felt the words like a blow.
Amoura stepped forward.

“What did we do?’

Seraphine looked at both of them.

“Y ou asked for eternity.”

The forest went silent.

Amoro shook his head.

“No.”

“YS."



“You'relying.”

“l wish | were.”

She walked toward them.
“Y ou were once ordinary.”

She looked at Amoura

“Youfell inlove”

Then Amoro.

“You lost him.”

Then both.

“And you refused to accept death.”

Amoura whispered:

“What did we do?’

“Y ou asked the Garden for another chance.”
The Keeper finally spoke.

“And it gave you thirty-two.”

Seraphine smiled.

“But there was a price.”

Amoro looked toward the thirty-two souls.
“The fragments.”

“Yes”

“What was the price?’

Seraphine looked at the open door.

“Every time you found each other, someone else had to be forgotten.”
Amoro felt sick.
“Why?’

“Because eternity hasto come from somewhere.”



Amouralooked at Seraphine.

“Then why are we here?’

Seraphine’ s eyes darkened.

“Because you finally broke the rules.”
Amoro frowned.

“What happens now?’

Seraphine smiled.

“Now the Garden has to collect its debt.”
The stars above them went out.

One by one.

The silver trees began turning black.
The Keeper shouted:

“Run!”

Amoro grabbed Amoura s hand.
They ran.

Behind them came the sound of something enormous waking beneath the earth.
The thirty-two souls vanished.

The older Amoura disappeared.
Seraphine remained.

She stood beside the open door.
Amoro looked back.

“Come with ug!”

She smiled.

“I can't.”

“Why?’

“Because I’m already dead.”



Amoro stopped.

Seraphine pointed toward the door.
“Go.”

Amoura pulled him.

They ran.

The forest collapsed behind them.
Trees shattered.

The ground opened.

The sky cracked like glass.

They reached the edge of the silver forest.
A doorway appeared.

Amoro reached for a handle.
There was none.

He looked at Amoura.

“What do we do?’

She stared at the door.

Then she saw it.

Two handprints.

Onefor him.

Onefor her.

They placed their hands together.
The door opened.

They fell through.

Amoro |landed hard on stone.

He rolled over.

Amourawas beside him.



They were back in the passage beneath the Garden.
The Keeper stood several yards away.
Blood still stained his coat.

But something had changed.

He looked older.

Much older.

Amoro stood.

“What happened?’

The Keeper looked at him.

“Y ou remembered.”

“Yes

“Everything?’

“No.”

The Keeper’ s expression shifted.
“What don’t you remember?’

Amoro looked at Amoura.
“Theend.”

The Keeper went still.

“What end?’

Amoro |looked toward the black door.
“Thefirst time.”

The Keeper swallowed.

“What happened?’

Amoro answered:

“We didn’'t choose.”

The Keeper’ s face became terrified.



“Then you don’t remember.”

“Remember what?’

The Keeper stepped backward.

“Y ou must not remember.”

Amoura stepped toward him.

“Why?’

The Keeper looked at her.

“Because if you remember the last promise...”
He stopped.

“What promise?’

The Keeper whispered:

“The promise you made to me.”

Amoro frowned.

“What did we promise?’

The Keeper looked between them.

Then toward the door.

“You promised that if the thirty-third life ever came...”
A deep knock sounded from behind the door.
The Keeper closed his eyes.

“...you would kill each other before the Garden could take another soul.”
Amoura stared at him.

“No.”

Another knock.

Amoro stepped toward the door.

“No.”

The Keeper grabbed hisarm.



“Don’t open it.”

Amoro looked down at the Keeper’s hand.
Then at the door.

“Why?’

The Keeper’ s voice broke.

“Because | already failed once.”

The door opened by itself.

A single figure stood on the other side.
Amoro.

Not a shadow.

Not a memory.

Not afragment.

Amoro.

Older.

Scarred.

Blood covering his shirt.

Holding asilver key.

He looked at present-day Amoro.
Then at Amoura.

And said:

“1 told you not to come back.”

Amoro couldn’t speak.

The older version of himself raised the key.
Behind him stood thirty-two doors.
Each one bearing a different name.

And at the end of the corridor was one final door.



It bore only two names.

AMORO.

AMOURA.

The older Amoro looked at them.

“You still don’t understand.”

“What?’

He lifted the key.

“Y ou weren’t brought here to remember.”

Amoura stepped closer.

“Then why?’

The older Amoro’s eyesfilled with tears.

“To decide which version of yourselves getsto live.”
The door slammed shuit.

And somewhere deep beneath the Garden, something began counting.
One.

Two.

Three.

Thirty-two.

Then—

thirty-three.



Chapter Five
The Life That Wasn't Supposed to Exist

And somewhere beyond the door, the other Amoura began to laugh.
The sound was soft. Almost affectionate. That frightened Amoro more than a scream would have.

He stood perfectly still. Amoura stood beside him, her fingers locked around his. Neither moved. The
thirty-two children had gathered together in the corner of the room. Liora stood in front of them, trying
to appear brave, but Amoro could see the fear in her eyes.

The woman outside laughed again.

Then she spoke.

“Y ou're wondering which one of you isreal.”

Amoro stared at the door. He looked at Amoura. She was trembling.
“What did she mean?’ he whispered.

“1 don't know.”

The woman's voice came through the wood.

“Youdo.”

Amoro stepped toward the door.

“Who are you?’

A pause.

Then:

“I'm the Amoura who remembered first.”

Amoura closed her eyes.

“What did you remember?’

The woman answered:

“The truth.”

Amoro felt the silver key in his pocket. He pulled it out.

The number 34 had disappeared.



In its place was a single word.
CHOOSE.

Amourasaw it.

“No.”

“What?’

“Don't.”

“Why?’

“Because that's what she wants.”
The woman laughed.
“She'sright.”

Amoro froze.

The voice continued.

“1 do want you to choose.”
Amoura stepped closer to the door.
“Then tell uswhat the choiceis.”
“You.”

“Me?’

“Or him.”

Amoro's jaw tightened.

“Again?’

The woman laughed.

“You dtill don't understand.”
“Then explainit.”

“The Garden never asked you to choose between love and sacrifice.”
Amoura's expression changed.

“What did it ask?’



The woman answered:

“Which of you would remember.”
Silence.

Amoro looked at Amoura.

“What does that mean?’

The other Amoura continued.

“In every life, one of us remembered.”
She paused.

“And one of usforgot.”

Amoro felt cold.

“So that'swhy...”

“Yes”

“Why one of us always knew.”

“Yes”

“Why one of us always found the other.”
“Yes”

“And the other always felt like something was missing.”
“Yes”

Amoro remembered every strange sensation. Every dream. Every unexplained feeling of recognition.
Every moment he had looked at Amoura and felt he had known her forever.

He had always assumed it was love.

Perhaps it was.

But perhaps it had also been memory.

The other Amoura spoke again.

“Y ou think you chose each other thirty-two times.”
Amoro answered:

“Wedid.”



“No.”

She laughed.

“Y ou chose the memory of each other.”
Amoura shook her head.

“That's not the same thing.”

“Exactly.”

The door began to glow.

Amoro raised the silver key.

“What happensif | open it?’

“Y ou remember.”

“What?’

“Everything.”

Amoura grabbed hiswrist.

“No.”

He looked at her.

“What if sheistelling the truth?’
“Then we still don't know what remembering will cost.”
The woman laughed.
“Nothing.”

Amoura stared at the door.
“That's another lie.”

“Yes”

The answer was immediate.
Amoro felt achill.

The woman continued.

“Everything costs something.”



“Then what will it cost?’

The woman became quiet.
“Me”

Amoro frowned.

“What?’

“Y ou want the truth.”

“Yes”

“Then open the door.”

Amoro looked at Amoura.

She was crying.

He wiped atear from her cheek.
“I'm not leaving you.”

“1 know.”

“No matter what is behind that door.”
“1 know.”

They stood together.

Amoro inserted the silver key.
The lock turned.

The door opened.

A blinding light filled the room.
Amoro felt Amoura's hand disappear from his.
He reached for her.

“Amoural”

Her voice echoed.

“Amoro!”

Then darkness swallowed him.



He opened his eyes.

He was standing in aforest.
Not the Garden.

Not the forest he remembered.
This one was ancient.

Trees rose hundreds of feet above him. Their branches formed a ceiling so thick that no sunlight
reached the ground.

A woman stood severa yards away.

Amoura.

But not his Amoura

The other one.

She wore along gray dress. Her hair was loose. Her face was exactly the same.
Y et something about her eyes was different.

She looked as though she had lived without hope for avery long time.
Amoro stepped toward her.

“Where is Amoura?’

The woman smiled.

“Sheiswhere | was.”

“Where?’

“Waiting.”

“For what?’

“For you.”

Amoro |looked around.

“What is this place?’

“Thefirst forest.”

“Thefirst Garden?’

“ NO.”



She shook her head.

“The place before the Garden.”

Amoro stared.

“What was here?’

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?’

“Nothing but possibility.”

She walked toward him.

“Before the Garden learned how to remember, there was only choice.”
Amoro listened.

“Every possible life existed.”

“Thirty-two?’

“Thousands.”

“Millions?’

“Yes”

“Then why did the Garden choose thirty-two?’
“Because thirty-two were enough.”

“For what?’

“To prove apoint.”

“What point?’

“That love could survive anything.”

Amoro shook his head.

“And did it?’

“Yes”

“Then why did the Garden keep hurting us?’

“Because it didn't understand the difference between survival and living.”



The forest changed.

Trees disappeared.

A village appeared.

Amoro saw himself walking through it.
He was young.

A woman walked beside him.

Not Amoura.

Seraphine.

Then another version.

Amoura

Then another.

Elena.

Then another.

Mara.

Faces flashed past.

Thirty-two lives.

Thirty-two loves.

Thirty-two endings.

Amoro watched himself die again and again.
Sometimesin battle.

Sometimes from illness.

Sometimes from old age.

Sometimes by accident.

Sometimes because someone else had chosen differently.
But every time, Amoura appeared.

Every time, they found each other.



Every time, something came between them.

He turned toward the other Amoura.

“Why?’

“Because the Garden was testing a theory.”

“What theory?’

“That loveisonly real if it can survive separation.”
Amoro shook his head.

“That's cruel.”

“Yes”

“Who created it?’

She looked toward the sky.

“People.”

“People?’

“Thefirst people who discovered memory could cross between lives.”
Amoro stared.

“Y ou mean humans created the Garden?’

“Yes

“And then it became something else.”

“Yes”

“What?’

“Anidea”

“Anidea?

“A belief that memory is more important than choice.”
The forest disappeared.

They stood in aroom.

A table.



Two chairs.

Thefirst room.

Amoro recognized it immediately.
But thistime, two people were sitting at the table.
The first Amoro.

The first Amoura.

They were holding hands.

A little girl stood beside them.
Liora

Amoro's heart broke.

“What happened here?’

The other Amoura answered:
“Thefirst choice.”

The first Amoro looked toward the first Amoura
“| can save her.”

The first Amoura shook her head.
“NO."

“l can.”

“At what cost?’

“My life.”

“That's not enough.”

“Then what?’

“Y our memory.”

He stared at her.

She continued.

“If you give the Garden your memory, it can bring Liora back.”



“And you?’

“I'll remember for both of us.”

Thefirst Amoro looked at her.

“You'd do that?’

“1 aready did.”

Amoro stepped closer.

“What does that mean?’

The other Amouralooked at him.

“This memory is the one the Garden never wanted you to see.”
The scene changed.

The first Amoura stood before the Garden.
She held the silver key.

The first Amoro was behind her.

The Keeper stood nearby.

Liorawas crying.

The Garden opened.

The first Amoura turned toward Amoro.
“If 1 forget you, promise me you'll find me.”
He answered:

“l promise.”

“And if you forget me?’

“I'll find you anyway.”

She smiled.

Then she entered the Garden.

The door closed.

Amoro watched.



The scene changed again.

The first Amoro stood alone.

The Keeper approached.

“What did she give?’

The Garden answered:
“Everything.”

Amoro fell to his knees.

“No.”

The Keeper looked at him.

“She'll forget.”

“1 know.”

“She'll forget Liora”

“1 know.”

“Shelll forget you.”

“1 know.”

“And she may never find you.”
The first Amoro looked at the door.
“Shewill.”

“How do you know?’

“Because | asked the Garden for one thing.”
“What?’

“That even if weforgot...”

He looked toward the closed door.
“...love would remember.”

The vision ended.

Amoro stood in silence.



The other Amourawas crying.

“That was the first promise.”

Amoro whispered:

“And it worked.”

“Yes

“Then why did everything go wrong?’
“Because the Garden misunderstood the promise.”
“How?’

“1t thought love remembering meant memory.”
Amoro stared.

“But it wasn't.”

“No.”

“What was it?’

The other Amoura stepped closer.

“Choice.”

Amoro finally understood.

The Garden had been searching for amechanism. A formula. A rule. A way to explain love.
But love could not be reduced to memory.

It was not simply recognition.

It was not destiny.

It was not inevitability.

It was choosing.

Again.

And again.

And again.

The other Amouratouched his face.



“You finally understand.”

Amoro stepped backward.

“Why did you bring me here?’

“I didn't.”

“Then who did?’

She looked behind him.

Amoro turned.

The older Amoro stood among the trees.
But thistime, he was not alone.
Thirty-one other versions stood beside him.
Amoro stared.

The older versions |ooked different.
Some were young.

Some old.

Some scarred.

Some peaceful.

Some broken.

Every one of them was him.

The older Amoro stepped forward.

“Y ou've reached the place we couldn't.”
Amoro looked at them.

“Why?'

“Because we chose memory.”

“And | chose truth.”

“Yes”

“Why couldn't you?’



“Because we didn't know truth was an option.”
Amoro looked at the thirty-two versions.
“You'real still here.”

“Yes”

“Youdidn't die”

“Wedied.”

“But you're here.”

“We are memories.”

Amoro looked toward the other Amoura.
“And she?’

“Sheisthe memory that refused to disappear.”
Amoro turned.

The other Amourawas crying.

“Why?’

“Because she loved you enough to remember when remembering hurt.”
Amoro didn't know what to say.

Then the oldest version stepped forward.

He looked older than al the others.

Older than the Garden.

Older than the K eeper.

He looked exactly like Amoro.

But his eyes were amost peaceful.

“You have onefinal decision.”

Amoro frowned.

“What?’

“Y ou can take the memories.”



“Of everything?’

“Yes”

“Every life?

“Yes”

“Every death?’

“Yes”

“Every version of her?’
“Yes”

“And then?’

“You'll never forget again.”
Amoro looked toward the other Amoura.
“And the cost?’

“You'll never change.”
Amoro understood.

If he remembered every version of himself, every version of Amoura, every life they had lived, then
he would become the sum of all of them.

He would never be free from the past.

He would never become someone new.

He would simply continue being every previous version.
He looked at Amoura

“What happensif | refuse?’

The oldest Amoro smiled.

“Y ou become yourself.”

“Only myself?’

“For thefirst time.”

Amoro closed his eyes.

He thought of Liora.



Seraphine.

The Keeper.

The thirty-two lives.

The Garden.

Every person he had been.

Every person Amoura had been.
He loved them.

But he could not live al their lives.
He could honor them.

Remember them.

But he could not remain trapped inside them.
He opened his eyes.

“1 refuse.”

The oldest Amoro smiled.

“Good.”

The forest disappeared.

Amoro woke beside Amoura.

They were lying beneath the silver tree.
The meadow was bright.

Morning had arrived.

For a moment, neither spoke.

Then Amoura whispered:

“Did you seeit?’

“Yes”

“Everything?’

“YS.”



She closed her eyes.

“What did you choose?’

“Us”

She opened her eyes.

“Which us?’

Amoro smiled.

“Thisone.”

She laughed.

“Good answer.”

They sat together.

The cottage stood nearby.

The thirty-two children were gone.
Amoro's heart tightened.

“Where are they?’

Amoura looked around.

“1 don't know.”

Then they heard laughter.
Children.

Coming from the hill.

They looked.

Thirty-two children were running through the meadow.
Liorawas leading them.

They were carrying flowers.

They ran toward Amoro and Amoura.
Liora stopped in front of them.

“Didyou doit?



Amoro smiled.

“Yes”

“What did you choose?’

“Truth.”

Liora smiled.

“Then you can finally let me go.”
Amoro's smile disappeared.

“What?’

She touched his hand.

“Y ou don't have to keep looking for me.”
“1 don't want to lose you.”

“You aren't losing me.”

“Then where will you go?’

“Forward.”

She pointed toward the horizon.

“Just like you.”

Amoro knelt.

He hugged her.

Thistime, he didn't feel the desperate need to hold her forever.
He understood.

Love did not mean possession.

Love did not mean refusing to let go.
Sometimes love meant allowing someone to become whatever came next.
He kissed her forehead.

“1 loveyou.”

“| know.”



She smiled.

“And | love you too.”

She stepped back.

Then the other children gathered around her.
One by one, they began fading.

Not disappearing.

Changing.

Becoming light.

Thirty-two small lights rose into the morning sky.
Amoro watched.

Amoura held his hand.

One light remained longer than the others.
Liora

She turned toward him.

“Daddy.”

“Yes?

“You found me.”

Amoro's eyesfilled with tears.

“Yes”

She smiled.

“Now find yourself.”

Then she became light.

The final star rose.

The meadow became still.

Amoro looked at Amoura.

She wiped atear from his cheek.



“Comeon.”

“Where?’

“Home.”

They began walking.

Behind them, the silver tree slowly changed.
Its leaves became green.

Its bark became brown.

The magical forest became an ordinary meadow.
The Garden was gone.

Not destroyed.

Released.

Its power had been broken because it no longer had control over their choices.
Ahead stood a small house.

Not the perfect house from the false vision.
Not a house created by memory.

A real house.

Simple.

Imperfect.

Alive.

Amoro opened the door.

Inside were two chairs.

A table.

A fireplace.

Nothing magical.

Nothing hidden.

Amouralooked around.



“I likeit.”

“Sodol.”

She walked to the window.

Sunlight filled the room.

Amoro stood behind her.

She turned.

“What now?’

He smiled.

“Now we live.”

She laughed.

“That'sit?

“That's everything.”

She kissed him.

Outside, wind moved through the meadow.
A bird landed on the windowsill.

For the first time, Amoro didn't wonder whether it was asign.
He didn't search for hidden meaning.

He didn't listen for footsteps.

He didn't expect another door.

He simply watched the bird.

Then it flew away.

Amourarested her head against his shoulder.
“1 could get used to this.”

“So could I.”

They stood together.

Then Amoro noticed something on the table.



A small envelope.

His name was written on it.
AMORO.

He stared.

Amoura noticed.

“What is that?’

“1 don't know.”

He opened it.

Inside was a single sheet of paper.
Only three words were written.
YOU MISSED ONE.

Amoro's blood turned cold.
Amouratook the paper.

“What does that mean?’

The room darkened.

A shadow passed across the window.
Amoro looked outside.

Nothing.

Then he saw the meadow.
Thirty-three silver flowers had appeared.
He counted them.

One.

Two.

Three.

Four.

He kept counting.



Thirty.

Thirty-one.

Thirty-two.

Thirty-three.

Then he saw one more.

A black flower.

Thirty-four.

Amoura whispered:

“There are thirty-four.”

Amoro looked at her.

“But Liora said there were thirty-two.”
“Yes”

“The Garden said thirty-three.”
“Yes”

“The key said thirty-four.”

“Yes”

Amoro stepped toward the black flower.
It was unlike the others.

No silver light.

No glow.

It absorbed the sunlight around it.
Amoura grabbed hisarm.

“Don't touch it.”

“1 wasn't going to.”

The flower moved.

Not with the wind.



[t turned toward them.

Its petals opened.

Inside was atiny silver key.
Amoro stared.

On the key was a name.
Not his.

Not Amouras.

Not Lioras.

Not Seraphine's.

ELENA.

Amoura's face changed.
“The woman from the other life.”
Amoro nodded.

“She said she was adoor.”
The flower closed.

The key vanished.

Then the meadow became ordinary again.
Amoro looked at Amoura.
“We're not finished.”

“No.”

“Areyou afraid?’

“Yes”

He smiled.

“Metoo.”

She took his hand.

“Good.”



“Good?’

“Yes”

“Why?’

“Because this time, we're afraid together.”
They stood in the doorway.
The sun was setting.

The sky had become gold.
Amoro looked at Amoura.
“What happens next?’

She smiled.

“Wefind out.”

Far away, beyond the meadow, beyond the house, beyond the place where the Garden had once stood,
adoor opened.

A woman stepped through.
Elena.

She carried the silver key.

She looked toward the horizon.
Then she smiled.

Behind her stood another door.
And another.

And another.

Hundreds.

Thousands.

An endless corridor of possibilities.
Elena touched the first door.
“Thirty-four.”

She smiled.



“The number they were never supposed to reach.”
A voice behind her asked:

“Why?’

She turned.

The older Amoro stood there.

But this time he looked afraid.

“Y ou know why.”

“No.”

Elena stepped closer.

“Because the thirty-fourth life isn't another version of them.”
“Thenwhat isit?’

Elena smiled.

“Thelifethat created them.”

The older Amoro went pale.

“You can't.”

“| aready did.”

“You'll destroy everything.”

“No.”

Elenalooked toward the distant meadow.
“I'll show them the truth.”

“What truth?’

She opened the final door.

Beyond it was darkness.

And from that darkness came a heartbeat.
Boom.

Boom.



Boom.

Elena whispered:

“Their love didn't begin with them.”
The older Amoro stared.

“Then where?’

She smiled.

“With me.”

The door closed.

The older Amoro was |eft alone.
And for thefirst timein al hislives, he was afraid of what would happen next.
Amoro woke the next morning before sunrise.
Amourawas asleep beside him.
The house was quiet.

He watched her for a moment.

Then he looked toward the window.
The meadow was covered in frost.
No silver flowers.

No black flower.

No door.

Nothing.

He smiled.

Maybe it had been a dream.

He got out of bed.

He made coffee.

He opened the front door.

Cold morning air filled the room.



For the first time, the world felt ordinary.
He stepped outside.

Then stopped.

A footprint appeared in the frost.

One.

Then another.

Bare feet.

A woman had walked across the meadow during the night.
The footprints led toward the house.

They stopped directly in front of the door.
Amoro looked down.

A silver key lay in the frost.

He picked it up.

This time, there was no number.

No word.

Only asmall symbol.

Two circles joined together.

He knew the symbol.

It had appeared in the Garden.

But he had always thought it represented Amoro and Amoura.
Now he understood.

It represented something else.

Two lives.

One origin.

He looked toward the meadow.

A woman's voice whispered behind him.



“Did you really think you escaped?’
Amoro turned.

No one was there.

He looked toward the bedroom.
Amourawas standing in the doorway.
She had heard it too.

“What was that?’

Amoro held up the key.

“1 don't know.”

She walked toward him.

Then she stopped.

Her face changed.

“What?’

She pointed behind him.

At the meadow.

A woman stood there.

Elena.

But she wasn't alone.

Beside her stood Seraphine.

Behind Seraphine stood the K eeper.
And behind the Keeper stood the older Amoro.
All of them were |ooking toward the house.
Amoro's heart pounded.

“Arethey rea ?’

Amoura whispered:

“| don't know.”



Elenaraised her hand.

The others disappeared.

Only she remained.

She smiled.

Then she spoke.

“Y ou've spent your whole existence believing you were searching for each other.”
Amoro stepped forward.

“What are we really searching for?’
Elena's smile faded.

“Who created the first memory.”
Amoura stepped beside him.

“Who?’

Elenalooked at her.

“You.”

Amourafroze.

“No.”

“Yes

“You said Amoro was the prison.”
“Hewas.”

“Then what am 1?7’

Elenalooked toward the sky.

“The key.”

Amoro felt the silver key become warm.
Elena continued:

“And now that you remember how to useit...”

She looked toward the horizon.



“...you can finaly open the door that started everything.”
Amoro tightened his grip on Amoura's hand.
“Whereisit?’

Elena pointed toward the rising sun.

“Under the place where you first met.”
Amoro understood.

“Theforest.”

Elena nodded.

“Thefirst forest.”

Amouralooked at Amoro.

“We're going back.”

“Yes”

Elena smiled.

“But thistime...”

She stepped backward.

“...don't look for the Garden.”

“What should we ook for?’

Her smile became mysterious.

“The woman who came before Amoura.”
Then she disappeared.

Amoro and Amoura stood silently.

The sun rose.

The meadow filled with light.

And beneath the house, far below the ground, something ancient awakened.
A door began to open.

Not black.



Not silver.

Not white.

Gold.

And carved into it were two names.

Not Amoro.

Not Amoura

Two names they had never seen before.
Names that belonged to the beginning.
Amoro looked at Amoura.

“Areyou ready?’

She took his hand.

“No.”

He smiled.

“Me neither.”

Together, they walked toward the forest.
Behind them, the house remained empty.
On thetable lay the silver key.

The one marked BEGIN.

Beside it lay another.

The one marked END.

And between them sat athird key.
Black.

It carried only one word.

ORIGIN.

The wind moved through the open window.

The keys touched.



A bell rang somewhere far away.

And somewhere beyond the edge of the world, a woman's voice whispered:
“Now they finally know where to look.”

The bell rang again.

Once.

Twice.

Thirty-four times.

Then stopped.

The forest waited.

The past waited.

The future waited.

And somewhere beneath the roots, the first door waited for Amoro and Amourato open it.
Because the Garden had never been the beginning.

The Garden had only been the place where they learned to remember.
Thereal story had started long before that.

And now—

at last—

they were going to find out why.

The other Amoura began to laugh again, but this time the sound did not come from the darkness. It
came from inside the room, from the same place where Amoro could hear his own breathing. He
understood that the danger was no longer a door that might open. It was the possibility that the person
standing beyond it knew exactly which truth would hurt them most. The silence around them seemed
to listen. A faint silver light appeared along the edge of the nearest doorway. Amoro felt the old
instinct to search for a hidden rule, but he stopped himself. He had spent too long trying to solve love
like a puzzle. Thistime he listened to Amoura instead, because her voice was the one thing in the
strange world that never needed a key.

The other Amoura began to laugh again, but this time the sound did not come from the darkness. It
came from inside the room, from the same place where Amoro could hear his own breathing. He
understood that the danger was no longer a door that might open. It was the possibility that the person



standing beyond it knew exactly which truth would hurt them most. The air carried the scent of rain
and distant pine trees. Amoura noticed a small imperfection that the Garden would never have
allowed: a crooked picture frame, a chipped cup, afloorboard that creaked beneath her foot. She
smiled at it. Imperfection meant this place was not merely a memory. It meant somebody had lived
here, and living always left marks that no perfect illusion could erase.

The other Amoura began to laugh again, but this time the sound did not come from the darkness. It
came from inside the room, from the same place where Amoro could hear his own breathing. He
understood that the danger was no longer a door that might open. It was the possibility that the person
standing beyond it knew exactly which truth would hurt them most. A child’s laughter echoed once
and then faded into the morning. They did not rush. Every step became a decision. Every breath
reminded them that they were no longer being carried from one revelation to another. For the first
time, they were walking toward an answer because they wanted it, not because something unseen had
demanded it.

The other Amoura began to laugh again, but this time the sound did not come from the darkness. It
came from inside the room, from the same place where Amoro could hear his own breathing. He
understood that the danger was no longer a door that might open. It was the possibility that the person
standing beyond it knew exactly which truth would hurt them most. The old scar on the wall seemed to
move when neither of them watched it. Amoro remembered the thirty-two doors and the people behind
them. He had once thought their existence proved that he and Amoura were trapped in an endless
cycle. Now he understood something gentler: the lives behind those doors were not failures. They
were evidence that a soul could learn, change, and love differently without making the earlier life
meaningless.

The other Amoura began to laugh again, but this time the sound did not come from the darkness. It
came from inside the room, from the same place where Amoro could hear his own breathing. He
understood that the danger was no longer a door that might open. It was the possibility that the person
standing beyond it knew exactly which truth would hurt them most. A photograph turned slowly on its
own and revealed a different ending. Amouratook his hand. The gesture was simple, but it carried the
weight of every lifetime they had survived. In some lives they had held hands beneath sunlight. In
others they had reached for each other through smoke, snow, or darkness. The gesture had never been
the same, yet the meaning had remained.

The other Amoura began to laugh again, but this time the sound did not come from the darkness. It
came from inside the room, from the same place where Amoro could hear his own breathing. He
understood that the danger was no longer a door that might open. It was the possibility that the person
standing beyond it knew exactly which truth would hurt them most. The silver key grew warm against
Amoro’s palm. Somewhere nearby, a clock began to tick. Neither of them could seeit. Tick. Tick.
Tick. The sound reminded Amoro that time was moving again. The Garden had always made time feel



circular, but real life was different. Real life moved forward, and that frightened him because forward
meant there could be no guarantee of what came next.

The other Amoura began to laugh again, but this time the sound did not come from the darkness. It
came from inside the room, from the same place where Amoro could hear his own breathing. He
understood that the danger was no longer a door that might open. It was the possibility that the person
standing beyond it knew exactly which truth would hurt them most. Amoura heard her own name
spoken from somewhere beyond the room. A memory rose between them like areflection on water.
They saw themselves younger, then older, then young again. Each image carried a different wound.

Y et none of those wounds erased the tenderness that followed. Amoro finally understood why the past
had felt so heavy: he had been trying to carry every version of himself at once.

The other Amoura began to laugh again, but this time the sound did not come from the darkness. It
came from inside the room, from the same place where Amoro could hear his own breathing. He
understood that the danger was no longer a door that might open. It was the possibility that the person
standing beyond it knew exactly which truth would hurt them most. A single white flower appeared
between two stones on the floor. The Garden answered with another temptation. It showed them
certainty. It showed them afuture in which every question had an answer and every goodbye had been
removed. Amoura stared at it for along moment before shaking her head. Certainty, she realized, was
simply another name for a cage when no room remained for choice.

The other Amoura began to laugh again, but this time the sound did not come from the darkness. It
came from inside the room, from the same place where Amoro could hear his own breathing. He
understood that the danger was no longer a door that might open. It was the possibility that the person
standing beyond it knew exactly which truth would hurt them most. The sound of the river returned,
although there was no river nearby. The stranger's expression softened. 'That is what it wanted you to
believe,' he said. 'That love must be proven by suffering." Amoro looked at him and answered, 'No.
Loveis proven by what we choose when suffering is no longer required.’ The stranger had no reply.

The other Amoura began to laugh again, but this time the sound did not come from the darkness. It
came from inside the room, from the same place where Amoro could hear his own breathing. He
understood that the danger was no longer a door that might open. It was the possibility that the person
standing beyond it knew exactly which truth would hurt them most. For one brief second, every clock
in the unseen world stopped. The room changed around them. Walls became trees. Trees became stars.
Stars became memories. Y et Amoro remained aware of Amouras hand in his. That single physical
certainty anchored him. Whatever else changed, he knew she was there because he could choose to
hold on.

Amoro and Amoura entered a house that contained no ghosts and no magic at first glance. That
ordinary quality made it more frightening than the Garden. On the walls were photographs of
birthdays, winter mornings, school days, quiet dinners, and anniversaries that had never happened.



Each photograph showed a different version of the same two souls choosing different roads. The
silence around them seemed to listen. A faint silver light appeared along the edge of the nearest
doorway. Amoro felt the old instinct to search for a hidden rule, but he stopped himself. He had spent
too long trying to solve love like a puzzle. Thistime he listened to Amoura instead, because her voice
was the one thing in the strange world that never needed akey.

Amoro and Amoura entered a house that contained no ghosts and no magic at first glance. That
ordinary quality made it more frightening than the Garden. On the walls were photographs of
birthdays, winter mornings, school days, quiet dinners, and anniversaries that had never happened.
Each photograph showed a different version of the same two souls choosing different roads. The air
carried the scent of rain and distant pine trees. Amoura noticed a small imperfection that the Garden
would never have allowed: a crooked picture frame, a chipped cup, afloorboard that creaked beneath
her foot. She smiled at it. Imperfection meant this place was not merely a memory. It meant somebody
had lived here, and living always left marks that no perfect illusion could erase.

Amoro and Amoura entered a house that contained no ghosts and no magic at first glance. That
ordinary quality made it more frightening than the Garden. On the walls were photographs of
birthdays, winter mornings, school days, quiet dinners, and anniversaries that had never happened.
Each photograph showed a different version of the same two souls choosing different roads. A child's
laughter echoed once and then faded into the morning. They did not rush. Every step became a
decision. Every breath reminded them that they were no longer being carried from one revelation to
another. For the first time, they were walking toward an answer because they wanted it, not because
something unseen had demanded it.

Amoro and Amoura entered a house that contained no ghosts and no magic at first glance. That
ordinary quality made it more frightening than the Garden. On the walls were photographs of
birthdays, winter mornings, school days, quiet dinners, and anniversaries that had never happened.
Each photograph showed a different version of the same two souls choosing different roads. The old
scar on the wall seemed to move when neither of them watched it. Amoro remembered the thirty-two
doors and the people behind them. He had once thought their existence proved that he and Amoura
were trapped in an endless cycle. Now he understood something gentler: the lives behind those doors
were not failures. They were evidence that a soul could learn, change, and love differently without
making the earlier life meaningless.

Amoro and Amoura entered a house that contained no ghosts and no magic at first glance. That
ordinary quality made it more frightening than the Garden. On the walls were photographs of
birthdays, winter mornings, school days, quiet dinners, and anniversaries that had never happened.
Each photograph showed a different version of the same two souls choosing different roads. A
photograph turned slowly on its own and revealed a different ending. Amouratook his hand. The
gesture was simple, but it carried the weight of every lifetime they had survived. In some lives they



had held hands beneath sunlight. In others they had reached for each other through smoke, snow, or
darkness. The gesture had never been the same, yet the meaning had remained.

Amoro and Amoura entered a house that contained no ghosts and no magic at first glance. That
ordinary quality made it more frightening than the Garden. On the walls were photographs of
birthdays, winter mornings, school days, quiet dinners, and anniversaries that had never happened.
Each photograph showed a different version of the same two souls choosing different roads. The silver
key grew warm against Amoro’s palm. Somewhere nearby, a clock began to tick. Neither of them
could seeit. Tick. Tick. Tick. The sound reminded Amoro that time was moving again. The Garden
had always made time feel circular, but real life was different. Real life moved forward, and that
frightened him because forward meant there could be no guarantee of what came next.

Amoro and Amoura entered a house that contained no ghosts and no magic at first glance. That
ordinary quality made it more frightening than the Garden. On the walls were photographs of
birthdays, winter mornings, school days, quiet dinners, and anniversaries that had never happened.
Each photograph showed a different version of the same two souls choosing different roads. Amoura
heard her own name spoken from somewhere beyond the room. A memory rose between them like a
reflection on water. They saw themselves younger, then older, then young again. Each image carried a
different wound. Y et none of those wounds erased the tenderness that followed. Amoro finally
understood why the past had felt so heavy: he had been trying to carry every version of himself at
once.

Amoro and Amoura entered a house that contained no ghosts and no magic at first glance. That
ordinary quality made it more frightening than the Garden. On the walls were photographs of
birthdays, winter mornings, school days, quiet dinners, and anniversaries that had never happened.
Each photograph showed a different version of the same two souls choosing different roads. A single
white flower appeared between two stones on the floor. The Garden answered with another
temptation. It showed them certainty. It showed them afuture in which every question had an answer
and every goodbye had been removed. Amoura stared at it for along moment before shaking her head.
Certainty, sherealized, was simply another name for a cage when no room remained for choice.

Amoro and Amoura entered a house that contained no ghosts and no magic at first glance. That
ordinary quality made it more frightening than the Garden. On the walls were photographs of
birthdays, winter mornings, school days, quiet dinners, and anniversaries that had never happened.
Each photograph showed a different version of the same two souls choosing different roads. The
sound of the river returned, although there was no river nearby. The stranger's expression softened.
‘That iswhat it wanted you to believe,' he said. 'That love must be proven by suffering." Amoro looked
at him and answered, 'No. Loveis proven by what we choose when suffering is no longer required.’
The stranger had no reply.



Amoro and Amoura entered a house that contained no ghosts and no magic at first glance. That
ordinary quality made it more frightening than the Garden. On the walls were photographs of
birthdays, winter mornings, school days, quiet dinners, and anniversaries that had never happened.
Each photograph showed a different version of the same two souls choosing different roads. For one
brief second, every clock in the unseen world stopped. The room changed around them. Walls became
trees. Trees became stars. Stars became memories. Y et Amoro remained aware of Amouras hand in
his. That single physical certainty anchored him. Whatever else changed, he knew she was there
because he could choose to hold on.

They discovered that the thirty-fourth life was not alife at all. It was a memory created before either of
them had a name. In it, two people stood before the first Garden and made a promise that would echo
through every later existence. The promise was not to find each other. It was to choose each other
freely whenever the universe gave them the chance. The silence around them seemed to listen. A faint
silver light appeared along the edge of the nearest doorway. Amoro felt the old instinct to search for a
hidden rule, but he stopped himself. He had spent too long trying to solve love like a puzzle. Thistime
he listened to Amourainstead, because her voice was the one thing in the strange world that never
needed a key.

They discovered that the thirty-fourth life was not alife at all. It was a memory created before either of
them had a name. In it, two people stood before the first Garden and made a promise that would echo
through every later existence. The promise was not to find each other. It was to choose each other
freely whenever the universe gave them the chance. The air carried the scent of rain and distant pine
trees. Amoura noticed a small imperfection that the Garden would never have alowed: a crooked
picture frame, a chipped cup, afloorboard that creaked beneath her foot. She smiled at it. Imperfection
meant this place was not merely a memory. It meant somebody had lived here, and living always | eft
marks that no perfect illusion could erase.

They discovered that the thirty-fourth life was not alife at all. It was a memory created before either of
them had a name. In it, two people stood before the first Garden and made a promise that would echo
through every later existence. The promise was not to find each other. It was to choose each other
freely whenever the universe gave them the chance. A child' s laughter echoed once and then faded
into the morning. They did not rush. Every step became a decision. Every breath reminded them that
they were no longer being carried from one revel ation to another. For the first time, they were walking
toward an answer because they wanted it, not because something unseen had demanded it.

They discovered that the thirty-fourth life was not alife at all. It was amemory created before either of
them had a name. In it, two people stood before the first Garden and made a promise that would echo
through every later existence. The promise was not to find each other. It was to choose each other
freely whenever the universe gave them the chance. The old scar on the wall seemed to move when
neither of them watched it. Amoro remembered the thirty-two doors and the people behind them. He



had once thought their existence proved that he and Amoura were trapped in an endless cycle. Now he
understood something gentler: the lives behind those doors were not failures. They were evidence that
asoul could learn, change, and love differently without making the earlier life meaningless.

They discovered that the thirty-fourth life was not alife at all. It was a memory created before either of
them had a name. In it, two people stood before the first Garden and made a promise that would echo
through every later existence. The promise was not to find each other. It was to choose each other
freely whenever the universe gave them the chance. A photograph turned slowly on its own and
revealed a different ending. Amouratook his hand. The gesture was simple, but it carried the weight of
every lifetime they had survived. In some lives they had held hands beneath sunlight. In others they
had reached for each other through smoke, snow, or darkness. The gesture had never been the same,
yet the meaning had remained.

They discovered that the thirty-fourth life was not alife at all. It was a memory created before either of
them had a name. In it, two people stood before the first Garden and made a promise that would echo
through every later existence. The promise was not to find each other. It was to choose each other
freely whenever the universe gave them the chance. The silver key grew warm against Amoro’s palm.
Somewhere nearby, a clock began to tick. Neither of them could seeit. Tick. Tick. Tick. The sound
reminded Amoro that time was moving again. The Garden had always made time feel circular, but real
life was different. Real life moved forward, and that frightened him because forward meant there
could be no guarantee of what came next.

They discovered that the thirty-fourth life was not alife at all. It was a memory created before either of
them had a name. In it, two people stood before the first Garden and made a promise that would echo
through every later existence. The promise was not to find each other. It was to choose each other
freely whenever the universe gave them the chance. Amoura heard her own name spoken from
somewhere beyond the room. A memory rose between them like areflection on water. They saw
themselves younger, then older, then young again. Each image carried a different wound. Y et none of
those wounds erased the tenderness that followed. Amoro finally understood why the past had felt so
heavy: he had been trying to carry every version of himself at once.

They discovered that the thirty-fourth life was not alife at all. It was a memory created before either of
them had a name. In it, two people stood before the first Garden and made a promise that would echo
through every later existence. The promise was not to find each other. It was to choose each other
freely whenever the universe gave them the chance. A single white flower appeared between two
stones on the floor. The Garden answered with another temptation. It showed them certainty. It
showed them a future in which every question had an answer and every goodbye had been removed.
Amoura stared at it for along moment before shaking her head. Certainty, she realized, was simply
another name for a cage when no room remained for choice.



They discovered that the thirty-fourth life was not alife at all. It was a memory created before either of
them had a name. In it, two people stood before the first Garden and made a promise that would echo
through every later existence. The promise was not to find each other. It was to choose each other
freely whenever the universe gave them the chance. The sound of the river returned, although there
was no river nearby. The stranger's expression softened. 'That iswhat it wanted you to believe, he
said. "That love must be proven by suffering." Amoro looked at him and answered, 'No. Love is proven
by what we choose when suffering is no longer required.’ The stranger had no reply.

They discovered that the thirty-fourth life was not alife at all. It was amemory created before either of
them had a name. In it, two people stood before the first Garden and made a promise that would echo
through every later existence. The promise was not to find each other. It was to choose each other
freely whenever the universe gave them the chance. For one brief second, every clock in the unseen
world stopped. The room changed around them. Walls became trees. Trees became stars. Stars became
memories. Y et Amoro remained aware of Amoura's hand in his. That single physical certainty
anchored him. Whatever else changed, he knew she was there because he could choose to hold on.

The Keeper returned, carrying no key and wearing no ceremonial cloak. He looked like an ordinary
man who had finally become tired of being afraid. He confessed that he had hidden one final truth: the
Garden could not force asoul to love. It could only make people confuse love with destiny, and that
confusion had been its greatest weapon. The silence around them seemed to listen. A faint silver light
appeared along the edge of the nearest doorway. Amoro felt the old instinct to search for a hidden rule,
but he stopped himself. He had spent too long trying to solve love like a puzzle. Thistime he listened
to Amoura instead, because her voice was the one thing in the strange world that never needed a key.

The Keeper returned, carrying no key and wearing no ceremonial cloak. He looked like an ordinary
man who had finally become tired of being afraid. He confessed that he had hidden one fina truth: the
Garden could not force a soul to love. It could only make people confuse love with destiny, and that
confusion had been its greatest weapon. The air carried the scent of rain and distant pine trees. Amoura
noticed a small imperfection that the Garden would never have alowed: a crooked picture frame, a
chipped cup, afloorboard that creaked beneath her foot. She smiled at it. Imperfection meant this place
was not merely amemory. It meant somebody had lived here, and living always left marks that no
perfect illusion could erase.

The Keeper returned, carrying no key and wearing no ceremonial cloak. He looked like an ordinary
man who had finally become tired of being afraid. He confessed that he had hidden one fina truth: the
Garden could not force a soul to love. It could only make people confuse love with destiny, and that
confusion had been its greatest weapon. A child’s laughter echoed once and then faded into the
morning. They did not rush. Every step became a decision. Every breath reminded them that they were
no longer being carried from one revelation to another. For the first time, they were walking toward an
answer because they wanted it, not because something unseen had demanded it.



The Keeper returned, carrying no key and wearing no ceremonial cloak. He looked like an ordinary
man who had finally become tired of being afraid. He confessed that he had hidden one final truth: the
Garden could not force asoul to love. It could only make people confuse love with destiny, and that
confusion had been its greatest weapon. The old scar on the wall seemed to move when neither of
them watched it. Amoro remembered the thirty-two doors and the people behind them. He had once
thought their existence proved that he and Amoura were trapped in an endless cycle. Now he
understood something gentler: the lives behind those doors were not failures. They were evidence that
asoul could learn, change, and love differently without making the earlier life meaningless.

The Keeper returned, carrying no key and wearing no ceremonial cloak. He looked like an ordinary
man who had finally become tired of being afraid. He confessed that he had hidden one final truth: the
Garden could not force asoul to love. It could only make people confuse love with destiny, and that
confusion had been its greatest weapon. A photograph turned slowly on its own and revealed a
different ending. Amouratook his hand. The gesture was simple, but it carried the weight of every
lifetime they had survived. In some lives they had held hands beneath sunlight. In others they had
reached for each other through smoke, snow, or darkness. The gesture had never been the same, yet
the meaning had remained.

The Keeper returned, carrying no key and wearing no ceremonial cloak. He looked like an ordinary
man who had finally become tired of being afraid. He confessed that he had hidden one final truth: the
Garden could not force asoul to love. It could only make people confuse love with destiny, and that
confusion had been its greatest weapon. The silver key grew warm against Amoro’s palm. Somewhere
nearby, a clock began to tick. Neither of them could seeit. Tick. Tick. Tick. The sound reminded
Amoro that time was moving again. The Garden had always made time feel circular, but real life was
different. Real life moved forward, and that frightened him because forward meant there could be no
guarantee of what came next.

The Keeper returned, carrying no key and wearing no ceremonial cloak. He looked like an ordinary
man who had finally become tired of being afraid. He confessed that he had hidden one final truth: the
Garden could not force asoul to love. It could only make people confuse love with destiny, and that
confusion had been its greatest weapon. Amoura heard her own name spoken from somewhere beyond
the room. A memory rose between them like areflection on water. They saw themselves younger, then
older, then young again. Each image carried a different wound. Y et none of those wounds erased the
tenderness that followed. Amoro finally understood why the past had felt so heavy: he had been trying
to carry every version of himself at once.

The Keeper returned, carrying no key and wearing no ceremonial cloak. He looked like an ordinary
man who had finally become tired of being afraid. He confessed that he had hidden one final truth: the
Garden could not force asoul to love. It could only make people confuse love with destiny, and that
confusion had been its greatest weapon. A single white flower appeared between two stones on the



floor. The Garden answered with another temptation. It showed them certainty. It showed them a
future in which every question had an answer and every goodbye had been removed. Amoura stared at
it for along moment before shaking her head. Certainty, she realized, was simply another name for a
cage when no room remained for choice.

The Keeper returned, carrying no key and wearing no ceremonial cloak. He looked like an ordinary
man who had finally become tired of being afraid. He confessed that he had hidden one final truth: the
Garden could not force a soul to love. It could only make people confuse love with destiny, and that
confusion had been its greatest weapon. The sound of the river returned, although there was no river
nearby. The stranger's expression softened. 'That iswhat it wanted you to believe,' he said. "That love
must be proven by suffering." Amoro looked at him and answered, 'No. Love is proven by what we
choose when suffering is no longer required.' The stranger had no reply.

The Keeper returned, carrying no key and wearing no ceremonial cloak. He looked like an ordinary
man who had finally become tired of being afraid. He confessed that he had hidden one final truth: the
Garden could not force asoul to love. It could only make people confuse love with destiny, and that
confusion had been its greatest weapon. For one brief second, every clock in the unseen world
stopped. The room changed around them. Walls became trees. Trees became stars. Stars became
memories. Yet Amoro remained aware of Amoura's hand in his. That single physical certainty
anchored him. Whatever else changed, he knew she was there because he could choose to hold on.

The Garden created afinal test. Amoro was shown every version of Amourawho had ever existed,
while Amoura was shown every version of Amoro. They were asked to identify the original. Neither
could. Then they realized the question was deliberately impossible because there was no original
version of love. Love began each time they chose it. The silence around them seemed to listen. A faint
silver light appeared aong the edge of the nearest doorway. Amoro felt the old instinct to search for a
hidden rule, but he stopped himself. He had spent too long trying to solve love like a puzzle. Thistime
he listened to Amourainstead, because her voice was the one thing in the strange world that never
needed a key.

The Garden created afinal test. Amoro was shown every version of Amourawho had ever existed,
while Amoura was shown every version of Amoro. They were asked to identify the original. Neither
could. Then they realized the question was deliberately impossible because there was no original
version of love. Love began each time they choseit. The air carried the scent of rain and distant pine
trees. Amoura noticed a small imperfection that the Garden would never have alowed: a crooked
picture frame, a chipped cup, afloorboard that creaked beneath her foot. She smiled at it. Imperfection
meant this place was not merely a memory. It meant somebody had lived here, and living always | eft
marks that no perfect illusion could erase.

The Garden created afinal test. Amoro was shown every version of Amourawho had ever existed,
while Amoura was shown every version of Amoro. They were asked to identify the original. Neither



could. Then they realized the question was deliberately impossible because there was no original
version of love. Love began each time they choseit. A child’s laughter echoed once and then faded
into the morning. They did not rush. Every step became a decision. Every breath reminded them that
they were no longer being carried from one revelation to another. For the first time, they were walking
toward an answer because they wanted it, not because something unseen had demanded it.

The Garden created afinal test. Amoro was shown every version of Amourawho had ever existed,
while Amoura was shown every version of Amoro. They were asked to identify the original. Neither
could. Then they realized the question was deliberately impossible because there was no original
version of love. Love began each time they chose it. The old scar on the wall seemed to move when
neither of them watched it. Amoro remembered the thirty-two doors and the people behind them. He
had once thought their existence proved that he and Amoura were trapped in an endless cycle. Now he
understood something gentler: the lives behind those doors were not failures. They were evidence that
asoul could learn, change, and love differently without making the earlier life meaningless.

The Garden created afinal test. Amoro was shown every version of Amourawho had ever existed,
while Amoura was shown every version of Amoro. They were asked to identify the original. Neither
could. Then they realized the question was deliberately impossible because there was no original
version of love. Love began each time they choseit. A photograph turned slowly on its own and
revealed a different ending. Amouratook his hand. The gesture was simple, but it carried the weight of
every lifetime they had survived. In some lives they had held hands beneath sunlight. In others they
had reached for each other through smoke, snow, or darkness. The gesture had never been the same,
yet the meaning had remained.

The Garden created afinal test. Amoro was shown every version of Amourawho had ever existed,
while Amoura was shown every version of Amoro. They were asked to identify the original. Neither
could. Then they realized the question was deliberately impossible because there was no original
version of love. Love began each time they chose it. The silver key grew warm against Amoro’s palm.
Somewhere nearby, a clock began to tick. Neither of them could seeit. Tick. Tick. Tick. The sound
reminded Amoro that time was moving again. The Garden had always made time feel circular, but real
life was different. Real life moved forward, and that frightened him because forward meant there
could be no guarantee of what came next.

The Garden created afinal test. Amoro was shown every version of Amourawho had ever existed,
while Amoura was shown every version of Amoro. They were asked to identify the original. Neither
could. Then they realized the question was deliberately impossible because there was no original
version of love. Love began each time they chose it. Amoura heard her own name spoken from
somewhere beyond the room. A memory rose between them like areflection on water. They saw
themselves younger, then older, then young again. Each image carried a different wound. Y et none of
those wounds erased the tenderness that followed. Amoro finally understood why the past had felt so



heavy: he had been trying to carry every version of himself at once.

The Garden created afinal test. Amoro was shown every version of Amourawho had ever existed,
while Amoura was shown every version of Amoro. They were asked to identify the original. Neither
could. Then they realized the question was deliberately impossible because there was no original
version of love. Love began each time they choseit. A single white flower appeared between two
stones on the floor. The Garden answered with another temptation. It showed them certainty. It
showed them a future in which every question had an answer and every goodbye had been removed.
Amourastared at it for along moment before shaking her head. Certainty, she realized, was simply
another name for a cage when no room remained for choice.

The Garden created afinal test. Amoro was shown every version of Amourawho had ever existed,
while Amoura was shown every version of Amoro. They were asked to identify the original. Neither
could. Then they realized the question was deliberately impossible because there was no original
version of love. Love began each time they chose it. The sound of the river returned, although there
was no river nearby. The stranger's expression softened. 'That iswhat it wanted you to believe,' he
said. "That love must be proven by suffering." Amoro looked at him and answered, 'No. Love is proven
by what we choose when suffering is no longer required.’ The stranger had no reply.

The Garden created afinal test. Amoro was shown every version of Amourawho had ever existed,
while Amoura was shown every version of Amoro. They were asked to identify the original. Neither
could. Then they realized the question was deliberately impossible because there was no original
version of love. Love began each time they chose it. For one brief second, every clock in the unseen
world stopped. The room changed around them. Walls became trees. Trees became stars. Stars became
memories. Y et Amoro remained aware of Amoura's hand in his. That single physical certainty
anchored him. Whatever else changed, he knew she was there because he could choose to hold on.

Liorareturned not as a ghost but as a memory that no longer needed to be carried. She told Amoro that
remembering someone did not require remaining trapped with them. She gave him the courage to let
the past become part of his story instead of the author of it. The silence around them seemed to listen.
A faint silver light appeared along the edge of the nearest doorway. Amoro felt the old instinct to
search for a hidden rule, but he stopped himself. He had spent too long trying to solve love like a
puzzle. Thistime he listened to Amourainstead, because her voice was the one thing in the strange
world that never needed akey.

Liorareturned not as a ghost but as a memory that no longer needed to be carried. She told Amoro that
remembering someone did not require remaining trapped with them. She gave him the courage to et
the past become part of his story instead of the author of it. The air carried the scent of rain and distant
pine trees. Amoura noticed a small imperfection that the Garden would never have alowed: a crooked
picture frame, a chipped cup, afloorboard that creaked beneath her foot. She smiled at it. Imperfection
meant this place was not merely a memory. It meant somebody had lived here, and living always | eft



marks that no perfect illusion could erase.

Liorareturned not as a ghost but as a memory that no longer needed to be carried. She told Amoro that
remembering someone did not require remaining trapped with them. She gave him the courage to let
the past become part of his story instead of the author of it. A child s laughter echoed once and then
faded into the morning. They did not rush. Every step became a decision. Every breath reminded them
that they were no longer being carried from one revelation to another. For the first time, they were
walking toward an answer because they wanted it, not because something unseen had demanded it.

Liorareturned not as a ghost but as a memory that no longer needed to be carried. She told Amoro that
remembering someone did not require remaining trapped with them. She gave him the courage to let
the past become part of his story instead of the author of it. The old scar on the wall seemed to move
when neither of them watched it. Amoro remembered the thirty-two doors and the people behind
them. He had once thought their existence proved that he and Amoura were trapped in an endless
cycle. Now he understood something gentler: the lives behind those doors were not failures. They
were evidence that a soul could learn, change, and love differently without making the earlier life
meaningless.

Liorareturned not as a ghost but as a memory that no longer needed to be carried. She told Amoro that
remembering someone did not require remaining trapped with them. She gave him the courage to let
the past become part of his story instead of the author of it. A photograph turned slowly onits own and
revealed a different ending. Amouratook his hand. The gesture was simple, but it carried the weight of
every lifetime they had survived. In some lives they had held hands beneath sunlight. In others they
had reached for each other through smoke, snow, or darkness. The gesture had never been the same,
yet the meaning had remained.

Liorareturned not as a ghost but as a memory that no longer needed to be carried. She told Amoro that
remembering someone did not require remaining trapped with them. She gave him the courage to et
the past become part of his story instead of the author of it. The silver key grew warm against Amoro’s
palm. Somewhere nearby, a clock began to tick. Neither of them could seeit. Tick. Tick. Tick. The
sound reminded Amoro that time was moving again. The Garden had always made time feel circular,
but real life was different. Real life moved forward, and that frightened him because forward meant
there could be no guarantee of what came next.

Liorareturned not as a ghost but as a memory that no longer needed to be carried. She told Amoro that
remembering someone did not require remaining trapped with them. She gave him the courage to let
the past become part of his story instead of the author of it. Amoura heard her own name spoken from
somewhere beyond the room. A memory rose between them like areflection on water. They saw
themselves younger, then older, then young again. Each image carried a different wound. Y et none of
those wounds erased the tenderness that followed. Amoro finally understood why the past had felt so
heavy: he had been trying to carry every version of himself at once.



Liorareturned not as a ghost but as a memory that no longer needed to be carried. She told Amoro that
remembering someone did not require remaining trapped with them. She gave him the courage to let
the past become part of his story instead of the author of it. A single white flower appeared between
two stones on the floor. The Garden answered with another temptation. It showed them certainty. It
showed them a future in which every question had an answer and every goodbye had been removed.
Amourastared at it for along moment before shaking her head. Certainty, she realized, was simply
another name for a cage when no room remained for choice.

Liorareturned not as a ghost but as a memory that no longer needed to be carried. She told Amoro that
remembering someone did not require remaining trapped with them. She gave him the courage to let
the past become part of his story instead of the author of it. The sound of the river returned, although
there was no river nearby. The stranger's expression softened. 'That iswhat it wanted you to believe,
he said. 'That love must be proven by suffering." Amoro looked at him and answered, ‘No. Loveis
proven by what we choose when suffering is no longer required.’ The stranger had no reply.

Liorareturned not as a ghost but as a memory that no longer needed to be carried. She told Amoro that
remembering someone did not require remaining trapped with them. She gave him the courage to let
the past become part of his story instead of the author of it. For one brief second, every clock in the
unseen world stopped. The room changed around them. Walls became trees. Trees became stars. Stars
became memories. Y et Amoro remained aware of Amouras hand in his. That single physical certainty
anchored him. Whatever else changed, he knew she was there because he could choose to hold on.

The three keys—BEGIN, END, and ORIGIN—finally came together. The door beneath the forest
opened into a place older than the Garden. There they found the first truth: the Garden had been born
from a human wish to defeat loss. It became dangerous only when people began believing that never
forgetting was the same as never losing. The silence around them seemed to listen. A faint silver light
appeared along the edge of the nearest doorway. Amoro felt the old instinct to search for a hidden rule,
but he stopped himself. He had spent too long trying to solve love like a puzzle. Thistime he listened
to Amourainstead, because her voice was the one thing in the strange world that never needed a key.

The three keys—BEGIN, END, and ORIGIN—finally came together. The door beneath the forest
opened into a place older than the Garden. There they found the first truth: the Garden had been born
from a human wish to defeat loss. It became dangerous only when people began believing that never
forgetting was the same as never losing. The air carried the scent of rain and distant pine trees.
Amoura noticed a small imperfection that the Garden would never have allowed: a crooked picture
frame, a chipped cup, afloorboard that creaked beneath her foot. She smiled at it. Imperfection meant
this place was not merely amemory. It meant somebody had lived here, and living aways left marks
that no perfect illusion could erase.

The three keys—BEGIN, END, and ORIGIN—finally came together. The door beneath the forest
opened into a place older than the Garden. There they found the first truth: the Garden had been born



from a human wish to defeat loss. It became dangerous only when people began believing that never
forgetting was the same as never losing. A child's laughter echoed once and then faded into the
morning. They did not rush. Every step became a decision. Every breath reminded them that they were
no longer being carried from one revelation to another. For the first time, they were walking toward an
answer because they wanted it, not because something unseen had demanded it.

The three keys—BEGIN, END, and ORIGIN—finally came together. The door beneath the forest
opened into a place older than the Garden. There they found the first truth: the Garden had been born
from a human wish to defeat loss. It became dangerous only when people began believing that never
forgetting was the same as never losing. The old scar on the wall seemed to move when neither of
them watched it. Amoro remembered the thirty-two doors and the people behind them. He had once
thought their existence proved that he and Amoura were trapped in an endless cycle. Now he
understood something gentler: the lives behind those doors were not failures. They were evidence that
asoul could learn, change, and love differently without making the earlier life meaningless.

The three keys—BEGIN, END, and ORIGIN—finally came together. The door beneath the forest
opened into a place older than the Garden. There they found the first truth: the Garden had been born
from a human wish to defeat loss. It became dangerous only when people began believing that never
forgetting was the same as never losing. A photograph turned slowly on its own and revealed a
different ending. Amouratook his hand. The gesture was simple, but it carried the weight of every
lifetime they had survived. In some lives they had held hands beneath sunlight. In others they had
reached for each other through smoke, snow, or darkness. The gesture had never been the same, yet
the meaning had remained.

The three keys—BEGIN, END, and ORIGIN—finally came together. The door beneath the forest
opened into a place older than the Garden. There they found the first truth: the Garden had been born
from a human wish to defeat loss. It became dangerous only when people began believing that never
forgetting was the same as never losing. The silver key grew warm against Amoro’ s palm. Somewhere
nearby, aclock began to tick. Neither of them could seeit. Tick. Tick. Tick. The sound reminded
Amoro that time was moving again. The Garden had always made time feel circular, but real life was
different. Real life moved forward, and that frightened him because forward meant there could be no
guarantee of what came next.

The three keys—BEGIN, END, and ORIGIN—finally came together. The door beneath the forest
opened into a place older than the Garden. There they found the first truth: the Garden had been born
from a human wish to defeat loss. It became dangerous only when people began believing that never
forgetting was the same as never losing. Amoura heard her own name spoken from somewhere beyond
the room. A memory rose between them like areflection on water. They saw themselves younger, then
older, then young again. Each image carried a different wound. Y et none of those wounds erased the
tenderness that followed. Amoro finally understood why the past had felt so heavy: he had been trying



to carry every version of himself at once.

The three keys—BEGIN, END, and ORIGIN—finally came together. The door beneath the forest
opened into a place older than the Garden. There they found the first truth: the Garden had been born
from a human wish to defeat loss. It became dangerous only when people began believing that never
forgetting was the same as never losing. A single white flower appeared between two stones on the
floor. The Garden answered with another temptation. It showed them certainty. It showed them a
future in which every question had an answer and every goodbye had been removed. Amoura stared at
it for along moment before shaking her head. Certainty, she realized, was simply another name for a
cage when no room remained for choice.

The three keys—BEGIN, END, and ORIGIN—finally came together. The door beneath the forest
opened into a place older than the Garden. There they found the first truth: the Garden had been born
from a human wish to defeat loss. It became dangerous only when people began believing that never
forgetting was the same as never losing. The sound of the river returned, although there was no river
nearby. The stranger's expression softened. 'That iswhat it wanted you to believe,' he said. 'That love
must be proven by suffering." Amoro looked at him and answered, 'No. Love is proven by what we
choose when suffering is no longer required.’ The stranger had no reply.

The three keys—BEGIN, END, and ORIGIN—finally came together. The door beneath the forest
opened into a place older than the Garden. There they found the first truth: the Garden had been born
from a human wish to defeat loss. It became dangerous only when people began believing that never
forgetting was the same as never losing. For one brief second, every clock in the unseen world
stopped. The room changed around them. Walls became trees. Trees became stars. Stars became
memories. Y et Amoro remained aware of Amoura's hand in his. That single physical certainty
anchored him. Whatever else changed, he knew she was there because he could choose to hold on.

At the final threshold, the Garden offered Amoro and Amoura one last bargain: one perfect lifetime
together with no death, no separation, and no memory of pain. They could have it instantly. Instead,
they chose an imperfect life in which they would age, change, argue, forgive, and someday die. The
Garden finally understood what it had never been able to comprehend: love did not become weaker
because it ended. Its ending was part of what made every moment matter. The silence around them
seemed to listen. A faint silver light appeared along the edge of the nearest doorway. Amoro felt the
old instinct to search for a hidden rule, but he stopped himself. He had spent too long trying to solve
love like a puzzle. Thistime he listened to Amourainstead, because her voice was the one thing in the
strange world that never needed a key.

At the final threshold, the Garden offered Amoro and Amoura one last bargain: one perfect lifetime
together with no death, no separation, and no memory of pain. They could have it instantly. Instead,
they chose an imperfect life in which they would age, change, argue, forgive, and someday die. The
Garden finally understood what it had never been able to comprehend: love did not become weaker



because it ended. Its ending was part of what made every moment matter. The air carried the scent of
rain and distant pine trees. Amoura noticed a small imperfection that the Garden would never have
allowed: a crooked picture frame, a chipped cup, afloorboard that creaked beneath her foot. She
smiled at it. Imperfection meant this place was not merely a memory. It meant somebody had lived
here, and living always left marks that no perfect illusion could erase.

At the final threshold, the Garden offered Amoro and Amoura one last bargain: one perfect lifetime
together with no death, no separation, and no memory of pain. They could have it instantly. Instead,
they chose an imperfect life in which they would age, change, argue, forgive, and someday die. The
Garden finally understood what it had never been able to comprehend: love did not become weaker
because it ended. Its ending was part of what made every moment matter. A child’' s laughter echoed
once and then faded into the morning. They did not rush. Every step became a decision. Every breath
reminded them that they were no longer being carried from one revelation to another. For the first
time, they were walking toward an answer because they wanted it, not because something unseen had
demanded it.

At the final threshold, the Garden offered Amoro and Amoura one last bargain: one perfect lifetime
together with no death, no separation, and no memory of pain. They could have it instantly. Instead,
they chose an imperfect life in which they would age, change, argue, forgive, and someday die. The
Garden finally understood what it had never been able to comprehend: love did not become weaker
because it ended. Its ending was part of what made every moment matter. The old scar on the wall
seemed to move when neither of them watched it. Amoro remembered the thirty-two doors and the
people behind them. He had once thought their existence proved that he and Amoura were trapped in
an endless cycle. Now he understood something gentler: the lives behind those doors were not failures.
They were evidence that a soul could learn, change, and love differently without making the earlier
life meaningless.

At the final threshold, the Garden offered Amoro and Amoura one last bargain: one perfect lifetime
together with no death, no separation, and no memory of pain. They could have it instantly. Instead,
they chose an imperfect life in which they would age, change, argue, forgive, and someday die. The
Garden finally understood what it had never been able to comprehend: love did not become weaker
because it ended. Its ending was part of what made every moment matter. A photograph turned slowly
on itsown and revealed a different ending. Amouratook his hand. The gesture was smple, but it
carried the weight of every lifetime they had survived. In some lives they had held hands beneath
sunlight. In others they had reached for each other through smoke, snow, or darkness. The gesture had
never been the same, yet the meaning had remained.

At the final threshold, the Garden offered Amoro and Amoura one last bargain: one perfect lifetime
together with no death, no separation, and no memory of pain. They could have it instantly. Instead,
they chose an imperfect life in which they would age, change, argue, forgive, and someday die. The



Garden finally understood what it had never been able to comprehend: love did not become weaker
because it ended. Its ending was part of what made every moment matter. The silver key grew warm
against Amoro’s palm. Somewhere nearby, aclock began to tick. Neither of them could seeiit. Tick.
Tick. Tick. The sound reminded Amoro that time was moving again. The Garden had always made
time feel circular, but real life was different. Real life moved forward, and that frightened him because
forward meant there could be no guarantee of what came next.

At the final threshold, the Garden offered Amoro and Amoura one last bargain: one perfect lifetime
together with no death, no separation, and no memory of pain. They could have it instantly. Instead,
they chose an imperfect life in which they would age, change, argue, forgive, and someday die. The
Garden finally understood what it had never been able to comprehend: love did not become weaker
because it ended. Its ending was part of what made every moment matter. Amoura heard her own
name spoken from somewhere beyond the room. A memory rose between them like a reflection on
water. They saw themselves younger, then older, then young again. Each image carried a different
wound. Y et none of those wounds erased the tenderness that followed. Amoro finally understood why
the past had felt so heavy: he had been trying to carry every version of himself at once.

At the final threshold, the Garden offered Amoro and Amoura one last bargain: one perfect lifetime
together with no death, no separation, and no memory of pain. They could have it instantly. Instead,
they chose an imperfect life in which they would age, change, argue, forgive, and someday die. The
Garden finally understood what it had never been able to comprehend: love did not become weaker
because it ended. Its ending was part of what made every moment matter. A single white flower
appeared between two stones on the floor. The Garden answered with another temptation. It showed
them certainty. It showed them afuture in which every question had an answer and every goodbye had
been removed. Amoura stared at it for along moment before shaking her head. Certainty, she realized,
was simply another name for a cage when no room remained for choice.

At the final threshold, the Garden offered Amoro and Amoura one last bargain: one perfect lifetime
together with no death, no separation, and no memory of pain. They could have it instantly. Instead,
they chose an imperfect life in which they would age, change, argue, forgive, and someday die. The
Garden finally understood what it had never been able to comprehend: love did not become weaker
because it ended. Its ending was part of what made every moment matter. The sound of the river
returned, although there was no river nearby. The stranger's expression softened. 'That iswhat it
wanted you to believe,' he said. "That love must be proven by suffering." Amoro looked at him and
answered, 'No. Love is proven by what we choose when suffering is no longer required.’ The stranger
had no reply.

At the final threshold, the Garden offered Amoro and Amoura one last bargain: one perfect lifetime
together with no death, no separation, and no memory of pain. They could have it instantly. Instead,
they chose an imperfect life in which they would age, change, argue, forgive, and someday die. The



Garden finally understood what it had never been able to comprehend: love did not become weaker
because it ended. Its ending was part of what made every moment matter. For one brief second, every
clock in the unseen world stopped. The room changed around them. Walls became trees. Trees became
stars. Stars became memories. Yet Amoro remained aware of Amouras hand in his. That single
physical certainty anchored him. Whatever else changed, he knew she was there because he could
choose to hold on.

Amoro: “What if we are wrong?’

Amoura: “Then we will be wrong together. But we will not let fear make the decision for us.”
Amoura: “What if the past follows us?’

Amoro: “Then we remember it without letting it decide where we go.”

Amoro: “What if thereis no perfect ending?’

Amoura: “Then we make an honest one.”

Amoura: “Do you still believe we were meant to meet?”’

Amoro: “| believe we met. That is more important than anything the word meant ever tried to tell us.”
Amoro: “What if we are wrong?’

Amoura: “ Then we will be wrong together. But we will not let fear make the decision for us.”
Amoura: “What if the past follows us?’

Amoro: “Then we remember it without letting it decide where we go.”

Amoro: “What if thereis no perfect ending?’

Amoura: “ Then we make an honest one.”

Amoura: “Do you still believe we were meant to meet?’

Amoro: “I believe we met. That is more important than anything the word meant ever tried to tell us.”
Amoro: “What if we are wrong?’

Amoura: “Then we will be wrong together. But we will not let fear make the decision for us.”
Amoura: “What if the past follows us?’

Amoro: “Then we remember it without letting it decide where we go.”

Amoro: “What if thereis no perfect ending?’

Amoura “Then we make an honest one.”



Amoura: “Do you still believe we were meant to meet?’

Amoro: “I believe we met. That is more important than anything the word meant ever tried to tell us.”
Amoro: “What if we are wrong?’

Amoura: “Then we will be wrong together. But we will not let fear make the decision for us.”
Amoura: “What if the past follows us?’

Amoro: “Then we remember it without letting it decide where we go.”

Amoro: “What if thereis no perfect ending?’

Amoura: “Then we make an honest one.”

Amoura: “Do you still believe we were meant to meet?”’

Amoro: “I believe we met. That is more important than anything the word meant ever tried to tell us.”
Amoro: “What if we are wrong?’

Amoura: “ Then we will be wrong together. But we will not let fear make the decision for us.”
Amoura: “What if the past follows us?’

Amoro: “Then we remember it without letting it decide where we go.”

Amoro: “What if there is no perfect ending?’

Amoura: “ Then we make an honest one.”

Amoura: “Do you still believe we were meant to meet?’

Amoro: “I believe we met. That is more important than anything the word meant ever tried to tell us.”
Amoro: “What if we are wrong?’

Amoura: “Then we will be wrong together. But we will not let fear make the decision for us.”
Amoura: “What if the past follows us?’

Amoro: “Then we remember it without letting it decide where we go.”

Amoro: “What if thereis no perfect ending?’

Amoura: “Then we make an honest one.”

Amoura: “Do you still believe we were meant to meet?’

Amoro: “I believe we met. That is more important than anything the word meant ever tried to tell us.”



Amoro: “What if we are wrong?’

Amoura: “Then we will be wrong together. But we will not let fear make the decision for us.”
Amoura: “What if the past follows us?’

Amoro: “Then we remember it without letting it decide where we go.”

Amoro: “What if thereis no perfect ending?’

Amoura: “Then we make an honest one.”

Amoura: “Do you still believe we were meant to meet?’

Amoro: “I believe we met. That is more important than anything the word meant ever tried to tell us.”
Amoro: “What if we are wrong?’

Amoura: “Then we will be wrong together. But we will not let fear make the decision for us.”
Amoura: “What if the past follows us?’

Amoro: “Then we remember it without letting it decide where we go.”

Amoro: “What if thereis no perfect ending?’

Amoura: “Then we make an honest one.”

Amoura: “Do you still believe we were meant to meet?”’

Amoro: “| believe we met. That is more important than anything the word meant ever tried to tell us.”
Amoro: “What if we are wrong?’

Amoura: “ Then we will be wrong together. But we will not let fear make the decision for us.”
Amoura: “What if the past follows us?’

Amoro: “Then we remember it without letting it decide where we go.”

Amoro: “What if there is no perfect ending?’

Amoura: “ Then we make an honest one.”

Amoura: “Do you still believe we were meant to meet?’

Amoro: “I believe we met. That is more important than anything the word meant ever tried to tell us.”
Amoro: “What if we are wrong?’

Amoura: “Then we will be wrong together. But we will not let fear make the decision for us.”



Amoura: “What if the past follows us?’

Amoro: “Then we remember it without letting it decide where we go.”
Amoro: “What if there is no perfect ending?’

Amoura: “ Then we make an honest one.”

Amoura: “Do you still believe we were meant to meet?’

Amoro: “I believe we met. That is more important than anything the word meant ever tried to tell us.”



Chapter Six
The Origin

The forest waited.

Amoro could feel it before they reached the first trees. It was not the same feeling he had known inside
the Garden. The Garden had always felt as though something were watching. The First Forest felt as
though something were remembering.

Amourawalked beside him, her hand folded into his. Behind them, the meadow and the little cottage
had aready disappeared beneath the slope. Ahead, the ancient trees stood close together, their
branches knitting themselves into aroof of darkness. No birds called from them. No insects moved in
the grass. Even the wind seemed reluctant to enter.

Amoro stopped at the edge of the trees. “Do you feel that?’

Amoura nodded. “It feels like we've been here before.”

“We have.”

She looked at him. “Not in the way we used to think.”

“No.” He squeezed her hand. “ This time, we're not going to let the forest tell us what we are.”
Amoura smiled. “Then what are we going to do?’

“Ask gquestions.”

“Good.”

She stepped beneath the branches. “Because | have alot of them.”

The forest swallowed them almost immediately. The road behind them vanished. The town
disappeared. The ordinary world became a memory of sunlight and pavement.

Carvings covered the trunks. Two circles joined together. A silver key. A single eye. And, farther in, a
symbol neither of them recognized: acircle divided by avertical line.

Amouratouched it.
The tree shuddered.
A whisper moved through the bark.

“Too late.”



Amoro stepped closer. “Too late for what?’

The whisper came again.

“Too late to remain separate.”

The carving went dark.

Amoura pulled her hand away. “That wasn't the Garden.”
“No.”

“Then who wasiit?’

Amoro looked deeper into the forest. “Maybe it wasn't awho.”
A branch cracked somewhere ahead.

They both turned.

Nothing.

Amourawhispered, “| have afeeling we're being watched.”
Amoro nodded. “I think we've been watched for a very long time.”

They continued. The farther they went, the older the trees became. Their roots rose from the ground
like the ribs of enormous creatures. Between those roots were fragments of things that 1ooked like
memories: achild's red shoe, awedding ring, arusted lantern, a page torn from a book.

Amoura picked up the page.
There was only one sentence onit.
THE STORY BEGINS WHERE THE MEMORY ENDS.

The path opened into a clearing. At its center stood a golden door with no wall around it. The metal
seemed to contain sunlight, although there was no sun beneath the forest canopy.

Amoro reached into his pocket. The key marked ORIGIN was already warm.
The door carried two names.

AMORO.

AMOURA.

Beneath them were words: BEFORE THERE WERE TWO, THERE WAS ONE.

Amoura stared. “One what?’



Amoro shook his head. “I don't know.”

They placed their hands on the key together. The lock turned without resistance.
The door opened onto a staircase descending into darkness.

Amoura looked down. “We've learned that stairs are never agood sign.”

“Still going?’

“Obvioudly.”

They descended. The walls were covered with roots, but the roots were not wood. They pulsed like
veins. Inside them were images. Amoro beside ariver; Amoura standing beneath a moon; Liora
laughing; Seraphine crying; the Keeper holding a silver key.

Then Amoro saw something that stopped him.

Two children were standing beside the sameriver. A boy and a girl.

They were not Amoro and Amoura as children. They were younger than that.
Much younger.

Y et somehow he knew them.

“Who are they?’ Amoura asked.

“1 don't know.”

The children reached for one another. A wall appeared between them.

Both children began to cry.

Amoro whispered, “That's us.”

Amoura shook her head. “No. It's something before us.”

The Keeper appeared at the bottom of the staircase. He looked exhausted, but not frightened.
“You came,” he said.

Amoro's expression hardened. “Y ou knew this place existed.”

“Yes”

“You knew the Origin existed.”

“Yes”

“Why didn't you tell us?’



The Keeper looked at Amoura. “Because | was afraid of what you would remember.”

Amoura stepped forward. “We're done being protected by lies.”

“1 know.”

“Then tell us everything.”

The Keeper took along breath. “ The Garden was not the beginning.”

“We know.”

“No. Y ou know that the Garden came after something else. Y ou don't know what came before it.”
Amoro crossed hisarms. “Tell us.”

“The first world had no memory.”

Amourafrowned. “How could people live without memory?’

“They could live. They could love. They could die. But nothing remained after the moment passed.
There was no remembering the dead. No stories. No ghosts. No promises carried forward.”

“And Elena changed that.”

“Yes”

“How?’

“She loved someone she could not bear to lose.”
Amoro knew the answer before he said it. “Liora.”

The Keeper nodded. “Elena asked the first question the world had ever heard: If love disappears when
memory disappears, can memory save love?’

“And the answer?’

“The world answered yes.”

Amourawhispered, “And that answer became the Garden.”

“No,” said the Keeper. “ The Garden came later. First came the promise.”

The Keeper led them into a chamber beneath the roots. At its center floated a golden light.
“Thisisthe first memory,” he said.

Amoro stared. “Of Elena?’

“Of choice.”



The light opened like an eye. A vision appeared. Elena stood beside a small tree. In her arms was
Liora, alive and laughing. A man stood beside them. The first Amoro.

For a moment the scene was peaceful. Then it changed. Liorabecameiill. Elenabegged for help. The
first Amoro held her while she cried.

Then Elena turned to the tree.

“1 don't want to forget her.”

A voice answered, “ Then give something else.”

“What?’

“Your certainty.”

Elena hesitated. “What does that mean?’

“It means you may remember her, but you will never know whether sheistruly gone.”
Elena accepted.

Thetree grew.

And thefirst Garden began.

Amourawatched in horror. “It wasn't memory she traded.”

“No,” said the Keeper. “It was certainty.”

Amoro stared at the golden light. “Then all the liveswe've lived...”
“Were attempts to prove that Liora was not truly gone.”

Amouras eyesfilled with tears. “We were never searching for each other.”
The Keeper shook his head. “Y ou were searching for proof.”

“Proof of what?’

“That love survives death.”

Amoro looked at Amoura. Something inside him shifted. The old story had aways been that they were
destined lovers trapped in an endless cycle. But what if destiny had never been the point?

“What if we stop looking for proof?’ he asked.
The Keeper looked at him. “ Then the cycle ends.”

Amourawhispered, “ That's why the Garden was afraid of us.”



“Yes”

“Because we chose each other without needing a reason.”

“Yes”

Amoro turned toward the golden light. “Then why does it still exist?’
The Keeper hesitated.

Amoro noticed. “What aren't you telling us?’

The Keeper looked at Amoura. “ The Garden isn't the only thing that remembers.”
“What else?’

“Theworld.”

The chamber trembled.

The golden light cracked.

A voice came from within it.

“Do not wake her.”

Amoro froze.

Amourawhispered, “Who is her?’

The Keeper stepped backward. “ The one who remembers the first life.”
“Who?’

The Keeper said nothing.

Then awoman's voi ce spoke from the darkness behind them.
“Me”

They turned.

Elena stood there.

But she looked terrified.

Amoro had never seen fear in her face before.

“Don't open the light,” she said.

Amoura stepped toward her. “Why?’



“Because the person inside it is not me.”

Amoro stared at the golden light. “ Then who isit?’

Elena whispered, “ The first Amoura.”

Silence filled the chamber.

Amoura stared at Elena. “I thought | was the first.”

“Y ou were not.”

“Then who was?’

Elena pointed toward the light. “ She was.”

The golden light opened.

A woman stepped out.

She looked exactly like Amoura.

Not similar. Exactly.

Amoro's heart stopped.

The woman looked at him and smiled.

“Hello.”

Amoro could barely speak. “Who are you?’

“1 am thefirst choice.”

Amoura stepped forward. “And | am?’

“The consequence.”

The woman looked at her with surprising tenderness. “Y ou are what happened when | choseto live.”
Amouras eyesfilled with tears. “ Then why do | exist?’
“Because | couldn't.”

The woman touched her own chest. “I gave my life to create yours.”
Amoro looked at Elena. “What does that mean?’

Elena answered quietly. “The first Amoura sacrificed herself so the next version could live without the
burden of remembering the original world.”

Amoura stared. “Then why are you still here?’



The first Amoura smiled. “ Because you never finished the promise.”
“What promise?’

“Tolive”

Amoro frowned. “ She has lived.”

“Not freely.”

The first Amouralooked at him. “Neither have you.”

The words struck him harder than he expected.

“Y ou've spent your livestrying to become the people you were before. Y ou never asked who you
wanted to be now.”

Amoura whispered, “ Then what do you want from us?’
The first Amoura smiled. “Nothing.”

“Then why bring us here?’

“To give you something no one ever gave me.”
“What?’

“An ending.”

The first Amouraraised her hand. The golden chamber transformed. Around them appeared thousands
of doors. Some were familiar. Some belonged to lives they had never seen.

“Every door isalife you could have lived,” she said.

Amoro stared. “There are too many.”

“There dways were.”

Amouralooked at the doors. “ Do we have to choose one?’

“No.”

That answer surprised them.

The first Amoura smiled. “That is what the Garden never understood.”

She pointed toward the doors. “Y ou believed every possibility demanded a decision. It doesn't.”
“What happensif we choose none?” Amoro asked.

“Y ou choose your own life.”



Amouralooked at him. “Without destiny?’
“Without destiny.”

“Without the Garden?’

“Yes”

“Without memory controlling us?’

“Yes”

Amoro felt astrange peace. “ Then why isthis so difficult?’
The first Amouralooked at him sadly. “Because freedom means there is no one left to blame.”
The doors began closing.

One by one.

Amoro felt panic. “Wait.”

The first Amoura shook her head. “Let them close.”
“What if we choose wrong?’

“You will.”

“And then?’

“You will choose again.”

Amoura smiled through tears. “ That's life.”

“Yes”

The last door closed.

The chamber became empty.

Only Amoro and Amoura remained.

The first Amoura began to fade.

Amoura reached for her. “Don't go.”

“1 have waited along time.”

“For what?’

“For you to stop waiting for me.”



She touched Amoura's forehead. “Y ou don't need to carry me anymore.”
Then she touched Amoro's. “And you don't need to find her anymore.”
Amoro's eyesfilled with tears. “What if | want to?’

“Then find her tomorrow.”

The first Amoura smiled. “ And the day after that.”

Then she disappeared.

The chamber became ordinary stone. The golden light was gone. The Keeper stood near the stairs,
crying silently.

Amoro walked toward him. “Isit over?’

The Keeper looked at him. “No.”

Amoura frowned. “Then what did she mean by an ending?’
“The ending of the old story.”

“And the new one?’

The Keeper smiled. “That isyours.”

They climbed toward the surface. The forest seemed different. Sunlight filtered through the branches.
Birds had returned. Wind moved through the leaves.

At the edge of the forest, Amoro stopped.
“Listen.”

Amouradid.

Somewhere far away, a bell rang.

Once.

Twice.

Then thirty-four times.

Amouralooked at him. “Thirty-four.”

The Keeper shook his head. “Don't count.”
“Why?’

“Because this time the number isn't a prison.”



“What isit?’

“A beginning.”

The Keeper walked away.

Amoro watched him disappear between the trees.
Amoura leaned against him. “Where do we go now?’
He looked toward the town.

“Home.”

“Which home?’

“The one we choose.”

They began walking.

For the first time, there was no road waiting for them. They could turn left. Right. Stay. Leave. Begin
again.

That was the gift.
Not knowing.

They reached the hill above the town at sunset. The houses below were beginning to glow with
evening lights. A dog barked. Someone laughed. A car passed.

Amouratook Amoro's hand.

“Tomorrow?’

He smiled. “Tomorrow.”

Then someone behind them said, “Y ou forgot one thing.”
They turned.

No one was there.

Only asilver key lay in the grass.

This key carried no number.

It carried no word.

It carried a symbol they had never seen before.

A small open circle.



Amoro picked it up.

The moment he touched it, the world went silent.
A child's voice whispered: “Now you can choose where the story goes.”
Amoura looked at him.

“Liora?’

Amoro smiled.

“Maybe.”

They walked toward the lights.

Neither saw the shadow standing in the forest behind them.
It watched until they were gone.

Then it stepped into the moonlight.

It was Elena

But she was not alone.

Beside her stood the first Amoura.

The first Amouralooked toward the town.

“Will they be safe?’ Elena asked.

The first Amoura shook her head.

“No.”

Elena frowned. “Why not?’

“Because now they are free.”

She smiled.

“And freedom is where the real danger begins.”

They rented a small house at the far end of town three days later. It had peeling paint, a crooked porch,
and a kitchen window that refused to close all the way. Amoro loved it immediately. Nothing about it

looked enchanted. Nothing whispered his name. No roots moved beneath the floorboards. There were

NO Secret passages.

Amoura stood in the doorway and laughed. “It's terrible.”



“| know.”
“I loveit.”
“Sodol.”

They spent the afternoon carrying boxes they barely had. Clothes. Books. Two cups. A photograph
they had found in the meadow. The silver key went into a drawer.

For the first time, they tried to make decisions without asking whether a memory had made them.
They argued about curtains. They chose atable. They bought a blue kettle because Amouraliked the
shape.

That evening, they ate dinner on the porch.

“Thisisstrange,” Amourasaid.

“What?’

“Being ordinary.”

Amoro smiled. “I think ordinary is underrated.”

She looked at the sunset. “Do you ever wonder whether we are doing it wrong?’
“All thetime.”

“What if we're supposed to be somewhere else?’

“Then we'll go there.”

“What if we're supposed to be someone else?’

“Then we'll disappoint them.”

She laughed.

He reached for her hand. “I'm tired of being what we're supposed to be.”
She squeezed hisfingers. “Metoo.”

The night settled around them. For several hours nothing happened. That became the most
extraordinary thing of all.

Near midnight, Amoura woke from a dream. She sat upright, breathing hard.
Amoro woke beside her. “What happened?’
“1 was somewhere else.”

“The Garden?’



“No.”

“Then where?’

She stared at the dark window. “A city.”
“What kind?’

“Like ours, but older. And everyone knew my name.”
“What did they call you?’

She hesitated. “Not Amoura.”

“What?’

“Amara.”

Amoro felt the old fear return.

“Did | appear?’

“Yes”

“What was | caled?’

She looked at him. “Amor.”

The names were close enough to hurt.
“What happened?’

“You were standing in front of adoor.”
“What kind?’

“A blue door.”

“Did you open it?’

“No.”

“Why?’

“Y ou told me not to.”

Amoro was silent.

“Did you say why?’

Amoura shook her head. “You said, ‘ If you open that door, we won't be the people who closeit.””



The words settled between them.

Amoro looked toward the drawer where the key lay.
“Was there anything else?’

Amoura nodded.

“A child.”

“Liora?’

“1 don't know.”

“What did the child say?’

Amoura whispered, “ She said the door was not for us.”
Amoro exhaled.

“Then maybe it doesn't concern us.”
Amouralooked at him. “Do you believe that?’
“No.”

She smiled. “Good.”

The next morning, aletter appeared beneath the front door. There was no stamp. No address. Only
Amoro's name.

He opened it.

The handwriting was his own.

| KNOW YOU WILL WANT TO GO BACK.
DON'T.

The next line was different.

IF YOU HAVE REACHED THE LIFE WHERE YOU CAN CHOOSE, THEN THE PLAN HAS
FAILED.

Amouraleaned over his shoulder. “What plan?’
Amoro continued reading.
THERE WAS NEVER SUPPOSED TO BE A CHAPTER SIX.

He stopped.



Amoura stared. “ That'simpossible.”
Another line appeared beneath the words while they watched.
THAT ISWHY YOU ARE IN DANGER.
The paper trembled.

Then the handwriting changed again.

SHE KNOWS.

Amoro looked at Amoura.

“Who?”’

A final sentence appeared.

THE ONE WHO WROTE YOUR FIRST MEMORY .
Theink faded.

Amouratook the page. “Who wrote it?’
Amoro shook his head.

“1 thought Elena created the first memory.”
“Sodidl.”

“Then who is she talking about?’

Neither had an answer.

Outside, someone knocked.

Three times.

Amoro |looked at the door.

Amoura stood beside him.

Neither moved.

A fourth knock came.

Then afifth.

Then asixth.

The pattern changed.



One knock.

One knock.

Two knocks.

Three.

Five.

Eight.

Amoro frowned.

“That's not the Garden.”

“No.”

“It's a sequence.”

Amoura whispered, “Fibonacci.”
The knocking stopped.

A child's voice came through the door.
“Good.”

Amoro stared.

“Now you're paying attention.”
They opened the door together.

A boy stood on the porch. He looked about twelve. Dark hair. Green jacket. A small scar beneath his
left eye.

Amoro recognized him immediately.

“Elias.”

The boy smiled.

“Not thistime.”

Amoura stepped forward. “ Then who are you?’

He looked at her. “ That depends on which answer you can survive.”
Amoro frowned. “We don't have time for riddles.”

The boy laughed. “Y ou have all the timein the world now.”



“What do you want?’

“Towarnyou.”

“About what?’

He looked toward the forest.

“Tomorrow.”

Amoro sighed. “ Everyone keeps saying that.”
The boy smiled. “Because tomorrow isn't aday.”
Amoura's expression changed.

“Then what isit?’

“A person.”

Silence.

Amoro stared. “Who?’

The boy looked directly at Amoura.

“You.”

Amoura stepped backward.

“No.”

“Yes

“l am here.”

“1 know.”

“Then how can tomorrow be me?’

The boy smiled.

“Because the version of you that arrives tomorrow has never met Amoro.”
Amoro felt the blood drain from his face.
“Why?’

“Because she made a different choice.”

“Which choice?’



The boy reached into his pocket.

He pulled out a blue key.

Amoura stared.

“The dream.”

The boy nodded. “The blue door.”

Amoro stepped toward him. “Whereisit?’
The boy pointed toward the forest.

“Under your house.”

Amoro turned.

The floorboards beneath his feet gave a soft creak.
Amourawhispered, “We just moved in.”
The boy smiled.

“1 know.”

Then he vanished.

They moved the table. Beneath it, the floorboards were marked by a perfect circle. Amoro ran his
fingers around the edge.

“Thiswasn't here yesterday.”

Amoura knelt beside him. “Neither was this.”

A small inscription had appeared inside the circle.
THIRTY-FOUR ISNOT A NUMBER.

Amoro stared.

“What isit?’

Amoura answered, “A person.”

The floor opened.

Below was a staircase.

Amoro looked at her.

“We just said we weren't going to do this anymore.”



“We said we weren't going to let other people choose for us.”
“Fair.”
They descended.

At the bottom was a room unlike anything in the Garden. It was not ancient. It was modern. There
were shelves, lamps, papers, photographs, and alarge wall covered with dates.

Amoro walked toward the wall.

There were thousands of dates.

Births. Deaths. Meetings. Separations.

At the center was one date circled in red.
Tomorrow.

Amoura stared. “ Someone has been recording us.”
Amoro looked at the photographs.

There were pictures of them everywhere.
Aschildren.

Asadults.

In lives they remembered.

In lives they had never seen.

Then he found one that made his heart stop.
It showed Amoura standing beside a blue door.
She was holding a baby.

Amoro stared.

“That'syou.”

Amoura nodded slowly.

“And that's...”

She touched the baby's face.

“Liora”

Amoro shook his head. “ She's older.”



“No.”

“What?’

Amouralooked at the date.

“She hasn't been born yet.”

Silence.

Amoro felt the world shift.

The photograph was dated tomorrow.

A door opened at the far end of the room. The older Amoro walked through.
Amoro stared. “You.”

The older version looked tired.

“1 told you not to come back.”

“Wedidn't.”

“Yes.” Helooked around the room. “ That's why thisisworse.”

Amoura stepped forward. “Explain the photograph.”

He did not answer.

“Now.”

He sighed. “ Y ou were never traveling through time.”

Amoro frowned.

“Y ou were traveling through memory.”

“We know.”

“No. You don't.”

He pointed to the photograph.

“Tomorrow is not your future. It isamemory from someone who has not lived it yet.”
Amoura stared.

“How can someone remember something that hasn't happened?’

“Because the first soul doesn't experience time the way you do.”



Amoro felt cold. “ Thefirst soul.”

The older Amoro nodded.

“You've been treating it like an origin. It is actually awitness.”
“A witnessto what?’

“To every possible ending.”

Amoura looked at the photograph again. “Then Liora...”
“Can exist in more than one future.”

Amoro stared.

“So we can save her.”

The older Amoro shook his head.

“NO."

“Why?’

“Because saving her is not the choice.”

“What is?’

The older Amoro looked at Amoura.

“Whether she needs saving at all.”

The room went silent.

Amouras voice trembled. “What does that mean?’

“It means you have spent thousands of lives trying to rescue someone who may have chosen not to be
rescued.”

Amoro felt the old ache return.

“Liorachose?’

“Yes”

“Why?’

“Because she understood something none of us did.”
“What?’

The older Amoro looked toward the blue door.



“ She wanted to see what would happen if you finally stopped trying to change the past.”
The blue door appeared at the end of the room.
Amourawalked toward it.

Amoro followed.

The older Amoro stayed behind.

“Areyou coming?’ Amoro asked.

“No.”

“Why?’

“Because I've already opened it.”

“What happened?’

He smiled sadly. “I became the person who spent the rest of hislife warning you.”
Amoro stared.

“That makes no sense.”

“Itwill.”

Amoura touched the door.

A child's voice came from behind it.

“Mom?’

Shefroze.

Amoro looked at her.

“Liora.”

The voice came again.

“Mom, please.”

Amoura's hand shook.

Amoro placed his hand over hers.

“Together.”

They opened the door.



Beyond it was a bedroom.

A woman stood by a window.

She turned.

Amoura stared.

It was herself.

Older.

Much older.

She held a baby.

The older Amouralooked at them.

“1 knew you'd come.”

Amoro whispered, “Who is the baby?’
The older Amoura smiled.

“Y our daughter.”

Amoura began crying.

“Liora?’

“No.”

She looked at the baby.

“Thisis her mother.”

Amoro froze.

“What?’

The older Amoura handed the baby to the present Amoura.
“Lioraisnot the child you thought she was.”
Amoro stared.

“Then who is she?’

The older Amoura smiled.

“Sheis the person you become when you finally stop looking backward.”



The baby opened her eyes.

They were Amoro's eyes.

And Amouras.

The older Amoura whispered one final sentence.
“Her nameisLiora”

The blue door closed.

Amoro and Amoura stood together in darkness.
Neither spoke.

The older Amoro was gone.

The room was gone.

The photograph was gone.

Only the silver key remained in Amoro's hand.
The word ORIGIN had disappeared.

In its place was a new word.

BEGIN.

Amouralooked &t it.

“So Lioraisn't the past.”

“No.”

“She may be the future.”

“Yes”

“And we spent all those lives trying to rescue a future we hadn't lived.”
“Yes”

She smiled sadly. “ That's almost funny.”
“Almost.”

They climbed the stairs.

Morning sunlight waited above them.



When they emerged, the town was waking. A baker opened a door. A bus rolled down the street.
Someone walked a dog.

Amoro looked at Amoura.

“What do we do now?’

She smiled.

“We live today.”

“And tomorrow?’

“WE'll meet it when it comes.”

They walked home.

Neither looked back at the forest.

But beneath the house, the blue door remained.
On its other side, the older Amoura stood holding the baby.
She looked down at the child.

“You'll meet them soon.”

The baby smiled.

Outside the door, a shadow appeared.

The first Amoura stood beside it.

“Areyou ready?’ she asked.

The older Amoura nodded.

“It'stime.”

“For what?’

“For thefirst life to become the last.”

The shadow opened its eyes.

They were golden.

The same golden eyes that had watched beneath the earth.
The same eyes that had watched the Garden.

The same eyes that had watched Amoro and Amoura across every life.



And now they watched the child.

The child who had not yet been born.

The child who was aready remembered.

The child whose existence would change everything.

Liora

The first Amourawhispered, “Thisis where the story finally begins.”

And somewhere above them, Amoro and Amoura stepped into the morning sunlight, unaware that the
greatest mystery was no longer behind them.

It was waiting ahead.
Tomorrow.

The next morning began without a sign. That mattered to Amoro more than any prophecy could have.
He woke to the smell of coffee and the sound of Amoura opening the kitchen window. He listened to
ordinary sounds: the kettle, the floorboards, the distant traffic. He realized that he had spent so long
expecting the world to announce every change that he had forgotten how quietly alife could
transform.

Amoura brought two cups to the porch.

“1 had athought,” she said.

“That sounds dangerous.”

“Itis.”

She sat beside him. “What if we don't tell anyone about the forest?”
He considered it. “Why?”’

“Because for once, something can belong only to us.”

Amoro smiled. “I like that.”

They watched the town wake. A man unlocked the diner. A woman swept her steps. A child rode a

bicycle down the street. Nothing about the morning looked miraculous. Y et Amoro understood that

miracles did not always arrive as light or doors. Sometimes they arrived as a second chance to drink
coffee with the person you loved.

He took Amoura's hand. “Whatever happens next, | don't want it to take this away.”

“It won't.”



“How can you know?’

She looked at him. “Because this time, if something triesto take it, we get to say no.”

That afternoon they walked to the edge of town. They stopped beside the road where the forest began.
Amoro looked between the trees.

“Do you think the older versions are still there?”

“Maybe.”

“The Keeper?’

“Maybe.”

“Elena?’

“Probably.”

“Liora?’

Amoura smiled. “Definitely.”

He looked at her. “Y ou seem sure.”

“1 don't think love disappears just because we stop chasing it.”

He nodded.

The forest was silent.

Amoura asked, “Do you want to go back?’

Amoro thought about it.

“No.”

“Why?’

“Because if we keep going back, we'll never find out what happens when we move forward.”
She smiled. “That's the answer | wanted.”

They turned toward town.

Behind them, asingle silver |eaf fell from atree. It landed on the road. No one picked it up.
Thewind carried it away.

For the first time, Amoro did not follow.



The Door They Chose

That evening, Amoro and Amoura returned to the house without speaking about what they had seen
beneath it. The silence between them was not empty. It was crowded with questions. They had learned
that every answer seemed to open another door, and for once neither wanted to rush through it. Amoro
lit the lamp in the living room. Amoura opened the windows. Cool air entered, carrying the smell of
rain and distant pine.

They sat across from each other at the kitchen table. The ordinary table suddenly seemed important. It
had no symbols carved into it. No hidden compartment. No memory attached to it. They had bought it
because it was cheap. That was enough.

“1 keep thinking about the baby,” Amoura said.

“Sodol.”

“Shelooked like us.”

“Maybe because sheisus.”

Amoura shook her head. “ That's what scares me.”

“Why?’

“Because if she's our future, then someone aready knows what we're going to do.”
Amoro leaned back. “ Unless the photograph was only one possibility.”

She considered that. “The older Amoro said the first soul witnesses possibilities.”
“Yes”

“Then maybe the photograph isn't a promise.”

“What isit?’

“A warning.”

Amoro looked toward the drawer containing the keys. “ Then the question is what it's warning us
about.”

The lights went out.
Neither moved.
Amoro reached for Amoura's hand.

“Don't panic.”



“l wasn't.”

“Y ou were about to.”

“1 was considering it.”

He laughed softly.

Then alight appeared beneath the kitchen door.

Not white. Not golden. Blue.

Amoura stood. “We didn't leave alight on.”

“1 know.”

The blue line widened.

The door opened by itself.

Beyond it was not the hallway. It was aforest beneath a night sky.
Amoro stared. “That'simpossible.”

Amoura stepped beside him. “We've stopped using that word.”
A path extended through the trees. At the end stood awoman holding alantern.
She looked familiar.

Not because Amoro remembered her.

Because Amouradid.

“Who is she?” Amoro asked.

Amourawhispered, “My mother.”

The words struck him.

“Y ou remember your mother?’

“Not like this.”

The woman raised the lantern.

“Amoura.”

Amouratook one step forward.

Amoro stopped her. “Wait.”



The woman smiled. “Y ou learned that lesson late.”

Amourafroze.

“Who are you really?’

The woman lowered the lantern. “A memory your mother left behind.”
“Why?’

“Because she knew you would eventually find the door.”

“What door?’

The woman pointed toward the path.

“The one beneath your childhood.”

Amoro frowned. “Her childhood?’

The woman looked at him. “Y ours.”

Amoro felt the old sensation return, the feeling of a memory trying to surface before he was ready.
He saw a house. Snow. A window. A little boy sitting alone.

Then he saw Amoura.

Not as a child.

Asanewborn.

A woman carried her through the same house.

Amoro gasped.

The vision ended.

“Why was she there?’ he asked.

The woman answered, “ Because you were separated before you were born.”
Amoura stared. “ Separated from him?”’

“Yes

“By whom?”’

The woman hesitated.

“By the people who believed they were protecting the world.”



Amoro stepped forward. “ The Keepers.”
“Not all of them.”

“Then who?’

“The First Circle.”

The name meant nothing to him.

Y et Amoura reacted.

She pressed her hand to her chest.

“I've heard that before.”

The woman nodded. “Y ou were not supposed to.”
The blue forest began fading.

Amoro grabbed the doorframe. “Wait.”
The woman looked at him.

“Tomorrow, someone will come to the house.”
“Who?”’

“Someone who looks like you.”

Amoro felt cold. “Another version?’
The woman shook her head.

“No.”

“Then who?’

She smiled sadly.

“Y our brother.”

The door slammed shuit.

The lights returned.

Amoro and Amoura stood in the kitchen.
Neither spoke for several seconds.

Then Amoura whispered, “Y ou never told me you had a brother.”



“I don't.”

She looked at him.

“Apparently you do.”

He stared at the drawer.

Slowly, he opened it.

The three keys lay inside.
BEGIN. END. ORIGIN.

But now there was afourth key.
Blue.

He picked it up.

A name appeared.

ELIAS.

Amoura stared. “The boy.”
Amoro nodded. “The boy.”

She reached for the key.

The moment her fingers touched it, she gasped.
A memory entered her mind.
Two infants.

Two cradles.

Two families.

A woman standing between them.
And a newborn boy crying.
Amoura heard the woman's voice.
“Take the boy.”

Another voice answered.

“What about the girl?’



“Leave her.”

“Why?’

“Because the boy isthe key.”

The memory vanished.

Amoura opened her eyes.

“Elias wasn't the thirty-fourth door.”
Amoro stared.

“What was he?’

She looked toward the blue key.
“He wasthefirst key.”

The house became silent again.
Amoro understood the implication.

If Elias had been the first key, then the keys they had found were not objects created by the Garden.
They were pieces of amuch older system. The Garden had merely inherited them.

“Then who made the keys?’ he asked.
Amouralooked at him.

“I think we did.”

“Again?’

She nodded.

“Everything keeps coming back to us.”
“Maybe that's because we're the beginning.”
“No.” Shelooked toward the dark window. “Maybe we're the end.”
A knock sounded.

Once.

Amoro and Amoura stared at each other.
Twice.

Then three times.



The same pattern.

But this time there was no child outside.

No Keeper.

No stranger.

When Amoro opened the door, a man stood on the porch.
He looked exactly like him.

Not older.

Not younger.

His face was the same age.

His eyes were the same color.

But he carried himself differently.

He looked like someone who had never been afraid of anything.
He smiled.

“Hello, brother.”

Amoro could not speak.

Amoura stepped beside him.

The man looked at her.

“And you must be Amoura.”

“How do you know my name?’

He smiled.

“Because I've been looking for both of you longer than you've been looking for yourselves.”
Amoro tightened his grip on the blue key.

“Who are you?’

The man looked toward the forest.

“My nameis Elias.”

The world seemed to stop.



Amoro whispered, “Y ou're the boy.”
“No.”

Elias smiled.

“The boy isme.”

Amoura stared. “How?’

Elias stepped onto the porch.

“Because | am the version of him that chose to remember.”
Amoro felt the silver key burn in his hand.
“Remember what?’

Elias |ooked directly into his eyes.

“The thing you were never supposed to learn.”
“What?’

Elias pointed toward Amoura.

“She wasn't created to find you.”

Amoro's heart tightened.

“Then why?’

Elias smiled.

“Tofind me”

Amoura stared.

“Why would | be looking for you?’

Elias answered softly.

“Because you are my sister.”

Amoro went completely still.
Amourawhispered, “What?’

Elias looked at them both.

“And now that you've found each other...”



He looked toward the forest.

“...the First Circle knows you're awake.”
The wind stopped.

Every light in town went out.

Elias smiled without happiness.

“They're coming.”

Amoro stepped forward.

“Who?”’

Elias|ooked at the darkness beyond the porch.
“The people who separated us the first time.”
Amoura's fingers tightened around Amoro's.
“And what do they want?’

Elias|ooked at the blue key.

“To finish what they started.”

A bell rang in the distance.

Once.

Twice.

Thirty-four times.

Then athirty-fifth bell rang.

Elias closed his eyes.

“No.”

Amoro looked at him.

“What isit?’

Elias opened his eyes.

“The number they were afraid of.”

“What number?’



“Thirty-five.”

The forest began to move.

Trees bent toward the town.

Shadows emerged between them.

Dozens.

Hundreds.

Maybe thousands.

Amourawhispered, “What are they?’

Elias answered: “The lives you never lived.”
Amoro looked at Amoura.

She looked back.

They had escaped the Garden.

They had broken the cycle.

They had chosen freedom.

But now they understood the truth.

Freedom had not ended the story.

It had opened it.

And for the first time, the enemy was not asking them to remember.

It was coming to make them forget.



Chapter Seven
The Lives We Never Lived

The forest began to move.

Trees bent toward the town, their branches scraping one another like old bones. Shadows emerged
between the trunks. Dozens became hundreds, and hundreds became something Amoro could not
count. They did not walk like people. They moved like possibilities—appearing in one place,
vanishing, then returning somewhere else.

Amouratightened her hand around his.

“What are they?’

Elias stood on the porch, the blue key hanging from hisfingers.
“Thelives you never lived.”

Amoro stared at the figures. “ Then why do they look like us?’
“Because every choice creates more than one future.”

“That isn't an answer.”

“It'sthe only answer that matters.”

The first figure stepped into the moonlight.

It was Amoro.

Older.

A scar crossed his cheek. His clothes were torn. His eyes held no warmth.
He looked directly at Amoura.

“You chose him,” he said.

Amoura swallowed. “Yes.”

“Then you chose wrong.”

Amoro stepped forward. “Who are you?”’

The other Amoro smiled.

“1 am the man you become if she diestomorrow.”



Amoura flinched.

“Don't listen to him,” Elias said.

“Why?’

“Because heistelling the truth.”

Amoro looked at Elias.

“You said he was a possibility.”

“Heis”

“Then how can he know what happens tomorrow?’
Elias's expression changed.

“Because tomorrow already happened to him.”
Silence.

The other Amoro laughed softly.

“Now you understand.”

Amoura stepped closer to Amoro.

“We aren't going with them.”

The other Amoro looked at her.

“You don't get to choose that.”

Amouraraised her chin.

“That's exactly what | get to choose.”

For the first time, the shadow army stopped moving.
Every face turned toward her.

And Amoro realized the terrifying truth.

They weren't there to attack.

They were waiting for her decision.

A bell rang somewhere beyond the town.

One note.



Then another.

The figures began walking.

Amoro pulled Amouratoward the house.
“Inside.”

“What about Elias?’

“He's coming.”

Elias shook his head.

“No.”

Amoro turned. “What?’

“I'm staying.”

“You're not staying out here alone.”
“I'm not alone.”

Eliaslifted the blue key.

Every shadow stopped.

“They remember me.”

Amoura looked at him.

“What are you going to do?’

“Give them something to remember.”
He threw the key into the air.

It struck an invisible point above the road.
A circle of blue light exploded outward.
The shadows screamed.

Not like people.

Like memories being torn from amind.
Amoro pulled Amoura behind him.

The other Amoro disappeared.



One by one, the figures vanished.

Then the blue light collapsed.

Elias was gone.

Amoro ran forward.

“Elias!”

No answer.

The blue key lay in the dirt.
Amourapicked it up.

The moment she touched it, she saw Elias as a child.
Then as ateenager.

Then as an old man.

Then as awoman.

Then as athousand different people.

She dropped the key.

“What did you see?’ Amoro asked.
“Eliasisn't one person.”

“What does that mean?’

“He's the name given to the person who carries the key.”
Amoro stared.

“There has always been an Elias.”
Amoura nodded.

“And every Elias eventually disappears.”
“Why?’

She looked toward the empty road.
“Because the key needs a keeper.”

They went inside.



The house |ooked different now.

Photographs covered the walls.

Not the photographs they had seen before.

These showed Amoro and Amourain hundreds of lives.
Some were happy.

Some were heartbreaking.

In one, they were standing on a ship.

In another, they were old and sitting beside a fireplace.
In another, they were children holding hands.

In another, only Amoura remained.

In another, only Amoro.

Amourawalked slowly along the wall.

“These aren't memories.”

Amoro looked at her.

“What are they?’

“Records.”

She stopped before a photograph.

It showed the two of them standing beside the same river from the beginning.
But behind them was someone else.

A young boy.

Amoro recognized him.

“Elias.”

Amoura shook her head.

“No.”

“Then who?’

She pointed to the photograph.



“Look at his hand.”

The boy held the blue key.

Amoro leaned closer.

There was another detail.

The boy's eyes were exactly the same as Amoro's.
Amoro stepped backward.

“He's my brother.”

“That's what Elias said.”

“But he also said you were his sister.”
Amoura looked at him.

“Maybe we are both right.”

“How?’

She touched the photograph.

“Maybe the First Circle didn't separate two people.”
Amoro understood.

“They separated three.”

“Amoro. Amoura. Elias.”

She nodded.

“Three pieces of the same original life.”
“Then why did we keep finding each other?’
“Because two pieces were drawn together.”
“And the third?’

Amoura looked toward the blue key.

“The third was made to keep us apart.”

A floorboard creaked upstairs.

Amoro looked up.



“We're alone.”

“Arewe?’

They climbed.

At the end of the hallway stood a bedroom.

Inside was a desk.

Onit was aletter.

Amoura opened it.

The handwriting was hers.

She read aoud.

“If you have found this, then the Garden has failed.”
Amoro looked at her.

“That's good, isn't it?’

She kept reading.

“Do not celebrate. The Garden was never the prison. It was the lock.”
Amoro's smile vanished.

“Keep going.”

“The thing beneath the Garden has been asleep for longer than memory. It wakes when the last two
pieces reunite. If you are reading this, then you have already made the mistake | feared.”

Amoura stopped.

“What mistake?’

Sheread the next line.

“Y ou found each other.”

Amoro stared at the page.

“Then we were supposed to stay apart.”
“Apparently.”

“Who wrote this?’

Amoura looked at the signature.



Her face went pale.

“Me”

“Y our handwriting doesn't prove that.”

“It isn't signed Amoura.”

She turned the page.

At the bottom was a hame.

ELIAS.

Amoro stared.

“Youwroteit as Elias.”

Amoura shook her head.

“NO."

“Then how—"

“Elias wrote it with my hand.”

“Why?’

She looked toward the window.

“Because he knew | would believe myself.”
The desk moved when Amoura leaned against it.
A hidden latch clicked.

The floor opened.

A staircase descended beneath the house.
Amoro sighed.

“Of course.”

Amoura smiled despite herself.

“Y ou were hoping we'd finally get anormal house.”
“1 was optimistic.”

They descended.



At the bottom was a room with three doors.
Thefirst was silver.

The second was gold.

The third was blue.

Each carried aname.

AMORO.

AMOURA.

ELIAS.

Amoro approached the silver door.
“Mine.”

Amouratouched the gold door.
“Mine”

They looked at the blue door.
“His.”

Then afourth line appeared across al three doors.
ONE MUST OPEN.

Amoro's stomach tightened.

“Only one?

Amoura nodded.

“What happens to the others?’

A voice answered.

“They close forever.”

Amoro turned.

Elias stood behind them.

He looked exhausted.

“Where were you?" Amoro demanded.



“Inside the key.”

“That'simpossible.”

“Y ou should stop using that word.”

Amoura stepped forward.

“Which door should we open?’

Eliaslooked at her.

“None.”

“Then why are there three?’

“Because whoever built this wanted you to believe you had only three choices.”
Amoro looked at the floor.
There was a fourth mark.
Not a door.

A circle.

“What's that?’

Elias smiled.

“The choice they removed.”
Amouraknelt.

“It says something.”

Amoro read it.

CHOOSE EACH OTHER.
Elias closed his eyes.
“That's why they were afraid of you.”
Amoro looked at him.

“Who are they?’

Elias answered:

“TheFirst Circle.”



Three figures appeared in the room.
An old woman.

A young man.

And achild.

None of them looked threatening.
That frightened Amoro more.
The old woman spoke.

“Y ou were never meant to reach this room.”
Amoro stepped forward.

“Then why did you build it?’
“For the day you did.”
Amourastared at her.

“You separated us.”

“Yes”

“Y ou created the Garden.”

“No.”

“You used it.”

“Yes”

“Y ou erased our memories.”

“To protect the world.”

Amoro laughed bitterly.
“Everyone saysthat.”

The young man stepped forward.
“Becauseit'strue.”

“Protect it from what?’

The child answered.



“From you.”

Amoro stared.

The child looked exactly like him.
Not hisface.

His expression.

His eyes.

His uncertainty.

Amoura whispered:

“That's the first Amoro.”

Elias nodded.

“Theoriginal.”

Amoro stepped toward the child.
“Why are you afraid of me?’

The child looked at him.
“Because you already defeated us once.”
“When?’

“Before you were born.”

Amoro froze.

“What did | do?’

The child pointed toward Amoura.
“Y ou chose her.”

Amoura stepped closer.

“And what was wrong with that?’
The old woman answered.
“Nothing.”

“Then why separate us?’



“Because your choice changed everyone else's.”
Amoro frowned.

“How?’

“Y ou proved that destiny could be refused.”
The room went silent.

The young man continued.

“If two people could refuse the story written for them, everyone could.”
Amoura looked at the three figures.

“So you were afraid of freedom.”

“Yes”

“And you called it protection.”

The old woman lowered her head.

“Yes”

Amoro felt anger rising.

“Then why tell us now?’

The child smiled.

“Because we lost.”

Amoro expected triumph.

Instead, the child looked frightened.

“Lost to what?’

“The thing beneath the Garden.”

Amoura's expression changed.

“You couldn't control it either.”

“No one can.”

“Then what isit?’

The old woman whispered:



“Thefirst memory.”

Amoro stared.

“Y ou said memory created the Garden.”

“No.”

“Then what did?’

“Fear of forgetting.”

Amoura closed her eyes.

“The Garden was built to stop people from forgetting.”
“Yes”

“And the thing beneath it feeds on that fear.”

“Yes

“ S0 every person who enters the Garden makes it stronger.”
“Yes”

Amoro understood.

“Then destroying the Garden didn't kill it.”

The old woman shook her head.

“You freed it.”

The floor trembled.

Something enormous moved beneath them.

The child whispered:

“And now it knows your names.”

The walls vanished.

Amoro and Amoura found themselves standing in darkness.
No floor.

No ceiling.

No time.



Then a heartbeat began.
One.

Two.

Three.

A light appeared.

Inside it was a memory.
Not theirs.

Theworld's.

Before people.

Before forests.

Before the Garden.
Before Elena

There was only darkness.
Then athought appeared.
| EXIST.

Another followed.

I AM ALONE.

Then:

| DO NOT WANT TO BE FORGOTTEN.
Amourawhispered, “That'sit.”
Amoro looked at her.
“What?’

“Thefirst fear.”

The light expanded.

A shape formed insideit.

It looked like a person.



Then like atree.

Then like athousand people.
Finaly it became aface.
Amoro.

Then Amoura.

Then Elias.

Then Elena.

It had no fixed identity.

It was every memory of every person who had ever feared disappearing.
Amoro understood why the Garden had been so powerful.
It had never been aive.

It had been hungry.

The face looked at Amoura.
“1 can give you everything.”
Amouradid not answer.
“Every life.”

Silence.

“Every moment.”

Still nothing.

“Every person you lost.”
Amoro stepped forward.
“What do you want?’

The face smiled.

“Nothing.”

Amoro frowned.

“Everyone wants something.”



“1 want you to remember.”
“That'sit?’

“Forever.”

Amoura understood.

“Y ou want us trapped in memory.”
“Memory islife.”

“No.”

She stepped forward.

“Memory is part of life.”

The face darkened.

“Without memory, love disappears.”
Amoura shook her head.

“No. Love changes.”

“Then you would let the dead disappear?’
“1 would let them rest.”

The face turned toward Amoro.
“And you?’

Amoro looked at Amoura.

He thought of Liora.

He thought of every life.

Every death.

Every reunion.

Then he answered:

“1 remember enough.”

The face screamed.

The darkness shattered.



Amoro grabbed Amoura.

They fell.

When they landed, they were back in the underground room.
The three doors were gone.

The First Circle was gone.

Elias stood alone.

He was bleeding from one shoulder.
Amouraran toward him.

“What happened?’

“The Circleisfinished.”

“Did you kill them?’

“No.”

“Then where are they?’

“They chose to forget.”

Amoro stared.

“They erased themselves.”

Elias nodded.

“They finally did what they were afraid everyone else would do.”
“Letgo.”

“Yes”

Amouralooked at him.

“And the thing beneath the Garden?’
Elias smiled.

“It has one weakness.”

“What?’

“It cannot create memories.”



Amoro understood.

“It can only feed on ours.”

“Yes”

“Then if we stop feeding it...”

“It becomes nothing.”
Amouralooked toward the staircase.
“Then that's what we do.”

Elias shook his head.

“Not yet.”

“Why?’

“Because there is one memory it already took.”
Amoro felt cold.

“Whose?’

Elias|ooked at Amoura

“Yours.”

Amoura stared at him.

“What did it take?’

Elias answered quietly.

“The reason you first loved Amoro.”
Amoura's face went blank.

Amoro looked at her.

“Y ou don't remember?’

She shook her head.

“No.”

“Do you remember meeting me?’

“YS.”



“Do you remember choosing me?’
“Yes”

“Then why did you love me?’

She stared at him.

“1 don't know.”

Elias said:

“That's the memory it wants.”

Amoro felt panic rising.

“Can we get it back?’

“Yes”

“How?’

“Y ou have to make her remember without showing her.”
“How can | do that?’

Elias smiled.

“Love her again.”

Amoro looked at Amoura.

She was crying.

“What if she doesn't?’

Elias answered:

“Then you finally learn whether your love was destiny or choice.”
They left the house before sunrise.
Elias did not come with them.

“Where are you going?’ Amoro asked.
“To find the blue door.”

“Why?’

“Because it islooking for me.”



“WEe'll come.”

“No.”

Amoura stepped forward.

“Why not?’

“Because this part belongs to you.”
He handed Amoro the blue key.
“Keep it safe.”

“What doesit unlock?’

Elias smiled.

“Not adoor.”

“Then what?’

“A person.”

He disappeared into the morning fog.
Amoro and Amourawalked toward the river.
They reached it at sunrise.

It was the sameriver.

The one from the first memory.

The one that had appeared in every life.
Amoura stood on the bank.

“1 know this place.”

“| do too.”

“But | don't remember why.”

Amoro took her hand.

“Then don't remember.”

She looked at him.

“What?’



“We don't need to recover every moment.”
“But if | don't remember why | loveyou...”
“Then love me now.”

Her eyesfilled with tears.

“That's enough?’

“It's everything.”

She kissed him.

For a moment, the world became quiet.
Then Amoura pulled away.

She was smiling.

“1 remember something.”

“What?’

“You weren't the first person | loved.”
Amoro's heart dropped.

“Who was?’

Shelooked at theriver.

“Me”

He stared.

“What?’

“Before | loved you, | had to learn how to love myself.”
Amoro smiled.

“That's not what | expected.”

“Neither did I.”

Then the river changed.

A reflection appeared beside theirs.

Another Amoura.



She looked ol der.

She was holding a child.

Amoro stared.

“Isthat our future?’

Amoura shook her head.

“No.”

“Then whose?’

The reflection turned toward them.
The woman smiled.

She whispered something.
Amoura gasped.

“What did she say?’
Amouralooked at him.

“She said, ‘Don't trust the child.””
Amoro |looked toward the trees.
The child from the First Circle stood there.
The first Amoro.

He was watching them.

Amoro's blood ran cold.
“He'sdive.”

Amoura stepped behind him.
The child smiled.

“Y ou found the memory.”
Amoro stared.

“You followed us.”

“Of course.”



“Why?’

“Because | need you.”

“For what?’

The child pointed at Amoura.

“She remembers herself now.”

Amoro tightened his grip on the blue key.

“ g7

The child smiled.

“That means she remembers what she was before you.”
Amourawent still.

“Before me?’

“Yes”

“Who was |7’

The child answered:

“The person who created me.”

Amoro looked at Amoura.

She was pale.

“| created you?’

The child nodded.

“Y ou created the first Amoro.”

Amoro felt asif the earth had disappeared beneath him.
“Then what am 17

The child looked directly at him.

“Y ou are the version she made after she learned how to love.”
Amoro could not breathe.

Amoura stepped toward him.



“I don't care.”

“Y ou should,” said the child.
“Why?'

“Because if she created you...
He smiled.

“...she can uncreate you.”
The blue key began to glow.
Amoro looked at Amoura
“Would you?’

She stepped closer.

“Never.”

The child laughed.

“That's what the first Amoura said.”

“And what happened?’

“She changed her mind.”

Amoura shook her head.

“Then she wasn't me.”

The child stopped smiling.

Amouratook Amoro's hand.

“I don't care who created whom.”

She looked into his eyes.

“l choose you.”

The river exploded with light.

The child screamed.

Every photograph in the house behind them shattered.
The blue key cracked.



And somewhere beneath the earth, the thing that had fed on memory screamed for the first time.
Not because it was hurt.

Because it was afraid.

Amoro felt the world changing.

The river disappeared.

The forest disappeared.

The child disappeared.

Only Amouraremained.

She held hisfacein her hands.

“Areyou still here?’

“Yes

“Good.”

“Why?’

She smiled.

“Because tomorrow hasn't happened yet.”

Amoro looked toward the horizon.

For the first time, he understood what the word meant.
Tomorrow was not another prophecy.

It was the one thing the Garden could never control.

A future that had not been remembered.

A life that had not been written.

A choice that could not yet be stolen.

He kissed Amoura.

Behind them, deep beneath the world, the first memory began to wake.
And thistime, it did not call their names.

It called someone else's.



“Liora”

Amoro froze.

Amoura slowly turned toward the sound.

From somewhere beyond the trees came a child's laughter.
Then a voice whispered:

“Y ou promised you wouldn't forget me.”

Amoro's heart stopped.

Because he knew the voice.

Liora

But Liorawas supposed to be free.

Amoura squeezed his hand.

“Don't run.”

“Why?’

She looked into the forest.

“Because | think she wants usto find her.”

And together, they walked toward the voice.

Neither saw the small golden mark appearing on Amoro's wrist.
A circle.

Divided into thirty-five pieces.

One piece was aready glowing.

Thirty-four remained dark.

And somewhere in the distance, a bell began to ring.
Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Then, very softly, athirty-sixth bell answered.



The thirty-sixth bell faded, but the silence that followed was worse.
Amoro and Amoura stood beneath the trees, listening for another sound.
Nothing came.

Then the golden mark on Amoro's wrist pulsed.

He grabbed it.

“Amoro?’

“I'm all right.”

The mark pulsed again.

A thin line of gold traveled beneath his skin, circling his wrist before stopping at the center of his
palm.

Amouratook his hand.

The moment her fingers touched the mark, the forest changed.

Not visibly.

Not at first.

The trees remained trees. The moon remained above them. The path remained beneath their feet.
But suddenly Amoro could hear something he had never heard before.
Breathing.

Thousands of breaths.

They were coming from the trees.

“Do you hear that?’ he whispered.

Amoura nodded.

“They'redive.”

“No.”

He looked around.

“They're waiting.”

A little girl's laughter came from deeper in the forest.

“Lioral” Amoro called.



Amoura squeezed his hand.

“No.”

He looked at her.

“Y ou said she wanted us to find her.”
“I think she does.”

“Then why can't | call her?’
“Because something else might answer.”
They stood till.

A branch snapped somewhere ahead.
Then another.

Footsteps.

Small ones.

Approaching.

Amoro held his breath.

A figure appeared between the trees.
A child.

Eight years old.

Dark hair.

Bright eyes.

Liora.

Amoro's heart broke open.

“Liora”

The girl smiled.

“You came.”

He moved toward her.

Amoura stopped him.



“Wait.”

Lioralooked at her.

“You're smarter now.”

Amourds eyes narrowed.

“What does that mean?’

“Y ou used to run toward me.”

“1 remember.”

“No.”

Liora shook her head.

“Y ou remember the idea of me.”
Amoro felt the golden mark burn.
“What are you?’

Lioralooked at him.

“I'm Liora.”

“That isn't what | asked.”

She smiled.

“It'sthe only answer that matters.”
Amoura stepped closer.

“Why are you here?’

“Because you left something behind.”
“What?’

“Me.”

Amoro shook his head.
“Wedidn't leave you.”
“Youdid.”

“When?’



“Thefirst time you chose tomorrow.”
Amoro stared.

Liora pointed toward his wrist.

“That mark isaclock.”

“A clock?’

“Thirty-five pieces.”

Amoro looked at it.

“Oneisglowing.”

“Yes”

“What happens when al of them glow?’
Liora's smile disappeared.

“You'll remember the life you were trying to escape.”
Amoura stepped forward.

“What life?’

Lioralooked at her.

“The one before Amoro.”

Amourawent still.

Amoro felt astrange pressure in his chest.
“You said Amoura created me.”

Liora nodded.

“1 did.”

“Then what came before me?’
Lioralooked toward the dark trees.
“Nothing.”

“That doesn't make sense.”

“Itwill.”



The girl turned and began walking.
“Comeon.”

“Where?’

“To the place you promised never to return.”
Amouralooked at Amoro.

“Do you know what she means?’

“No.”

“That worries me.”

“It worries me too.”

They followed.

The path became narrower.

Roots rose from the ground like fingers.
Every few steps, the golden mark on Amoro's wrist pulsed.
One pulse.

Two.

Three.

Then the trees opened.

A lake appeared.

It was perfectly still.

No wind disturbed its surface.

No insects touched it.

No starsreflected in it.

Only darkness.

Liorawalked to the shore.

“Thisis where the first choice happened.”

Amoro stared across the water.



“What choice?’

Lioralooked at Amoura.
“Whether you wanted to be born.”
Amoura whispered:

“1 don't remember.”

“Y ou weren't supposed to.”
“Why?’

“Because if you remembered choosing to exist, you would know you could choose not to.”
Amoro felt cold.

“Who wanted us to forget that?’
Lioralooked toward the water.
“Everyone.”

“Why?’

“Because people are easier to control when they believe they have no choice.”
The lake began to ripple.

A reflection appeared.

Amoro and Amoura.

But they were children.

Then infants.

Then light.

Then nothing.

The image went farther back.

A darknessfilled the lake.

Then a single spark appeared.
Amoura gasped.

“That’s me.”



Amoro looked at her.

“How do you know?’

“Because | remember the feeling.”

The spark divided.

One became two.

The first spark became Amoura.

The second became Amoro.

But then something entered the water.

A third light.

Black.

The black light wrapped around the two golden ones.
Amoro stepped backward.

“What is that?’

Liora whispered:

“The reason you keep meeting.”

Amoura stared.

“It'snot love.”

“No.”

“Then what isit?’

“Fear.”

The lake exploded.

Water rose into the air without falling.

The forest vanished.

Amoro and Amoura stood inside a memory.
They saw themselves standing before a vast darkness.

A voice spoke.



“You cannot exist separately.”
Amoura answered:

“Then wewon't.”

Amoro said:

“Welll exist together.”

The voice laughed.

“That is not the same thing.”
Amourareached for Amoro.
“Then well learn.”

The darkness closed around them.
The memory ended.

Amoro looked at Liora

“Who was speaking?’

She didn't answer.
Amouradid.

“1 know that voice.”

Amoro turned toward her.
“From where?’

She looked frightened.

“From inside me.”

Silence.

The golden mark pulsed again.
A second section began glowing.
Amoro stared.

“That's two.”

Liora nodded.



“Thirty-four to go.”

“What happens when it reaches thirty-six?’
Liora's expression hardened.

“You won't like the answer.”

“Tell me anyway.”

“Y ou disappear.”

Amoura stepped forward.

“Who disappears?’

“You.”

“Both of us?’

“NO."

Lioralooked directly at Amoro.

“Only him.”

Amoura's face went white.

“No.”

Liora continued.

“That's the price of remembering the original life.”
Amoro looked at Amoura.

She shook her head.

“Then we won't remember.”
Liorasmiled sadly.

“You aready started.”

The lake began to glow.

Something moved beneath the surface.
A hand.

Then another.



A woman rose from the water.
Amoro knew her immediately.
Elena

But this Elena was different.

She looked young.

Almost as young as Amoro and Amoura.
She stepped onto the shore.

“1 told you not to come here.”
Amoro's anger returned.

“You keep telling us things.”

“Yes

“Then tell usthe truth.”

“I have.”

“No. You've told us pieces.”
Elenalooked at Amoura.

“That is because the whole truth can destroy you.”
Amoura stepped forward.

“Letit.”

Elenas eyesfilled with tears.

“You sound like | did.”

“Maybe that's why | don't trust you.”
Elena smiled faintly.

“Good.”

Amoro frowned.

“Good?’

“Trust is dangerous.”



“Soislying.”

“Yes”

“Then why do it?’
“Because sometimes alie is the only thing keeping a person alive long enough to discover the truth.”
Amouralooked at the lake.
“What is under there?’
Elena answered:

“The first memory.”
“Canwe seeit?’

“You aready have.”

“NO."

Amoura shook her head.
“That was areflection.”
Elenalooked at her.

“No.”

She pointed toward the lake.
“That was awarning.”

The water began to darken.
A face appeared beneath it.
Amoro's face.

But the eyes were different.
Older.

Colder.

Amoura stepped backward.
“That isn't you.”

Amoro stared.



“1 know.”

The face opened its eyes.

A voice rose from the water.

“Not yet.”

Amoro felt the mark burn.

Three sections now glowed.
Elena closed her eyes.

“It has begun.”

“What has begun?’ Amoro asked.
“Thereturn.”

“Of what?’

“The first Amoro.”

Amoura grabbed his hand.

“No.”

Elenalooked at her.

“Heisn't coming back to replace him.”
“Then what?’

“Heis coming back to remember through him.”
Amoro stared at the lake.

“Can he take control 7’

“Yes”

Amoura stepped in front of him.
“Then we stop it.”

Elena shook her head.

“You can't.”

“Why?’



“Because he isn't outside you.”

She pointed at Amoro.
“Heisdready inside him.”

Amoro felt something movein his chest.
Not his heartbeat.

Something else.

A second rhythm.

Boom.

Boom.

Boom.

He dropped to one knee.
Amouraknelt beside him.
“Amoro!”

He looked at her.

For one terrifying moment, his eyes were not his own.
Then he blinked.

“I'm here.”

She held hisface.

“Stay with me.”

“1 will.”

A voice whispered inside his mind.
Y ou always say that.

Amoro froze.

Who are you?

Y ou.

No.



The voice laughed.

That's what you aways say.
Amoro closed his eyes.

He saw aroom.

A woman.

A newborn child.

Amoura.

He saw himself standing beside her.
But he was not the man he knew.
He was older.

He looked afraid.

The woman handed him the child.
“She chose you.”

He looked at the baby.

“What happens now?’
“Sheforgets.”

“And me?’

“You forget too.”

“Why?’

“Because if either of you remembers, the cycle begins.”
He looked at the baby.

“l won't et her forget.”

The woman touched his forehead.
“You aready have.”

The memory shattered.

Amoro opened his eyes.



Amourawas holding him.
“What did you see?’

He couldn't answer.

“Amoro.”

“l saw us.”

“Which us?’

“1 don't know.”

Elenalooked away.

Amoura saw her expression.
“You know.”

Elena said nothing.

“Y ou know what he saw.”
“Yes”

“Tell me.”

Elena sighed.

“That was your first life together.”
Amoro stared.

“But the Garden wasn't there.”
“No.”

“The Keeper wasn't there.”
“No.”

“Then what was?’
Elenalooked toward the water.
“Choice.”

Amoura stepped closer.

“And what did we choose?”’



“Toforget.”

Silence.

Amoro shook his head.

“Why would we choose that?’
“Because you wanted to live without knowing what you were.”
“What were we?’

Elena answered softly:

“Something the world had never seen.”
Amoura waited.

“What?’

“Two soulsthat could create their own future.”
The lake began to freeze.

I ce spread across the surface.
Thirty-six cracks appeared.

Liora stepped backward.

“It'stime.”

“For what?” Amoro asked.

“For the first door.”

“Thereisno door.”

Liora smiled.

“Look again.”

The ice opened.

A golden doorway rose from the lake.
Amoro stared.

The door had no walls.

No hinges.



No handle.

Only acircle at its center.
Amouratouched it.

The door opened.

Inside was their cottage.

But not the cottage they knew.

A different version.

A woman was sitting at the table.
Amoura

Older.

Pregnant.

Amoro stopped breathing.

Amoura stared.

“That can't be me.”

The older Amouralooked toward them.
She smiled.

“Finaly.”

Amoro stepped forward.

“Who are you?’

The older woman looked at him.
“You.”

She smiled at Amoura.

“No. I'm the version of her who stayed.”
“ Stayed where?’
“Here.”

“What is this place?’



“The life you abandoned.”
Amoura stared at her.

“Why did we abandon it?’

The older Amouralooked down at her stomach.
“Because you were afraid.”

“Of what?’

“Of becoming parents.”

Amoro felt stunned.

“We have a child?’

“Not yet.”

“Then who is she?’

The older Amoura smiled.
“Sheiswaiting.”

Amoro looked toward the hallway.
A small sound came from upstairs.
A baby crying.

Amoura covered her mouth.

“That isn't possible.”

The older Amoura stood.
“Possibility isthe only thing that has ever been real.”
She walked upstairs.

Amoro and Amoura followed.

At the top was a small bedroom.

A crib stood beside the window.
Inside was a baby.

Amoro looked at her.



The baby opened her eyes.

His eyes.

Amoura's eyes.

Both.

The baby smiled.

Amoro whispered:

“Liora”

The older Amoura shook her head.
“No.”

“Then who?’

She answered:

“Your first daughter.”

Amoura stared.

“But Liora...”

“Liorawas never your first child.”
Amoro felt the room disappear beneath him.
“What happened to her?’

The older Amouralooked at the baby.
“ She became the Garden.”

Silence.

Amoura's face went pale.

“No.”

“Yes

“Liora became the Garden?’

“Not the Garden you knew.”

“Then what?’



“The memory that became the Garden.”
Amoro remembered the golden light.

The children.

The first family.

He whispered:

“She was the first memory.”

The older Amoura nodded.

“And when you couldn't bear losing her, you built everything around that l0ss.”
Amoura began to cry.

“So dl of this...”

“Began with amother who couldn't let go.”
Amoro looked at the baby.

“Why did we forget her?’

“Because you asked to.”

“Why?’

The older Amouralooked at him.
“Because you knew what would happen if you remembered.”
“What?’

She answered:

“Y ou would build the Garden again.”

The baby began crying.

Amourareached for her.

The older Amoura stopped her.

“Don't.”

“Why?’

“Because she isn't yours anymore.”



Amourafroze.

“Whose is she?’

The older Amoura looked toward the doorway.
A shadow stood there.

The Keeper.

He was holding the blue key.
“Mine”

Amoro stepped between him and Amoura.
“Y ou've taken enough.”

The Keeper shook his head.

“1 never took anything.”

“You separated us.”

“Yes”

“Y ou erased our memories.”
“Yes”

“Y ou stole our daughter.”

The Keeper's face broke.

“No.”

“You just said she's yours.”

“l said | was responsible for her.”
“Why?’

The Keeper looked at the baby.
“Because | promised her mother.”
Amoura stared.

“Me?’

“ NO.”



He looked at the older Amoura.

“Her.”

Amoro felt achill.

The older Amoura stepped forward.

“She made me promise.”

“To do what?’

“To make sure the child was never found.”
“Why?’

“Because the child was the only person who could end the cycle.”
Amoro looked at the baby.

“How?’

The Keeper answered:

“By choosing alife that neither of you remembers.”
The baby stopped crying.

She looked directly at Amoro.

Then she spoke.

Not like a baby.

Like a grown woman.

“You'relate.”

Amoro stumbled backward.

Amoura screamed.

The older Amoura closed her eyes.

The Keeper whispered:

“She remembers.”

The baby smiled.

“Of course | do.”



The room shook.

The thirty-six cracks in the lake became thirty-six doors.
Each one opened.

Behind every door was a different version of Amoro and Amoura.
Some were lovers.

Some were strangers.

Some were enemies.

Some were parents.

Some were children.

Some were old.

Some were young.

Some had never met.

And some were already dead.
Amoro stared at them.

“How many lives are there?’
The baby answered:
“Thirty-six.”

“But we saw thousands.”
“Those were possibilities.”
“What are these?’

“Choices.”

Amoura stepped forward.
“And which oneisrea?

The baby smiled.
“Whichever one you choose.”

Amoro looked at Amoura.



She understood.

The doors were not a test.

They were an invitation.

For the first time, they were not being asked to remember the past.
They were being asked to choose the future.
Amoro looked at the thirty-six doors.

“Do we have to choose one?’

The baby laughed.

“No.”

“Then what do we choose?’

She pointed at the space between the doors.
“The door that doesn't exist.”

Amoro stared.

“How do we open adoor that isn't there?’
“By refusing every door that someone else built.”
Amoura looked at him.

Then she smiled.

“1 know what to do.”

She walked to the center of the room.

She closed her eyes.

“1 choose alife no one remembers.”
Nothing happened.

Amoro joined her.

“1 choose a life no one has written.”

The doors began disappearing.

One.



Two.

Three.

The Keeper stepped forward.

“Stop.”

Amoro looked at him.

“Why?’

“If you erase the possibilities, you'll erase everyone who exists inside them.”
Amoura shook her head.

“No.”

She looked at the doors.

“We're not erasing them.”

“What are you doing?’

“Letting them go.”

One by one, the doors became light.
The versions of Amoro and Amourainside them smiled.
Some waved.

Some cried.

Some simply disappeared.

Thirty-six lives became thirty-six stars.
The stars rose through the ceiling.
Then only one remained.

Amoro and Amoura.

Together.

The baby smiled.

“That isthefirst time you've doneit.”

Amoro looked at her.



“Done what?’

“Chosen without remembering.”

The golden mark on hiswrist vanished.
He looked down.

Nothing remained.

Amouratook his hand.

“Are we free?’

The baby smiled.

“Yes”

The Keeper began to cry.

Amoro looked at him.

“Why are you crying?’

“Because | finally have nothing left to protect.”
The older Amourawalked toward him.
“Youcango.”

He nodded.

Before leaving, he looked at Amoro.
“One warning.”

“What?’

“Thelife you chose will be harder than all the others.”
Amoro smiled.

“Good.”

The Keeper frowned.

“Why?’

“Because it will be ours.”

The Keeper smiled.



Then he disappeared.

The older Amoura followed.
Elenaremained.

Amoura looked at her.
“Isthisreally the end?’

Elena shook her head.

“No.”

“What now?’

“You begin.”

The house faded.

The lake faded.

The forest faded.

Amoro and Amoura stood beneath the stars.
The baby was gone.

Liorawas gone.

The doors were gone.

But something remained.

A tiny golden thread connected Amoro's hand to Amoura's.
He touched it.

“What is this?’

Amoura smiled.

“Our choice.”

They walked back toward the town.
Neither spoke for along time.
Then Amoro laughed.

“What?' Amoura asked.



“We dtill don't know what tomorrow is.”
She smiled.

“Maybe that's the point.”

They reached the hill above the town.

The lights below looked warm and ordinary.
A family walked along the sidewalk.

A couple sat outside the diner.

Someone laughed from an open window.
Amoro looked at Amoura.

“Do you want to go down there?’

“Yes
“Just live?’

“Yes”

“No mysteries?’

She smiled.

“We can hope.”

They started down the hill.
Then Amoro stopped.
“What?’

He pointed at the sky.

A new star had appeared.
Not among the thirty-six.
Above them.

Alone.

Amoura stared.

“That wasn't there before.”



“No.”

A second star appeared beside it.

Then athird.

Then afourth.

Thirty-six stars formed acircle.

At the center appeared one final light.

A voice whispered from somewhere beyond the sky.
“Now you can begin.”

Amoro looked at Amoura.

“Did you hear that?’

She smiled.

“Yes”

“Who was it?’

She looked toward the town.

“1 don't know.”

He laughed.

“Good.”

They kept walking.

Behind them, the stars remained.

Below them, the town waited.

Ahead of them was alife that had never been lived.
And for thefirst time, that did not frighten them.
It excited them.

Because there was no prophecy.

No Garden.

No Keeper.



No memory telling them where they belonged.

Only ablank page.

Two names.

And tomorrow.

But far beneath the town, something ancient heard their choice.
It opened its eyes.

Not the golden eye.

Not the eye that had watched from beneath the Garden.
This one was human.

A woman sat in aroom below the earth.

She had been listening.

She placed a hand on an old wooden table.

On it lay a photograph.

The photograph showed Amoro and Amoura walking down the hill.
Beside them was a child.

Not Liora

Not the baby from the first life.

Someone else.

A boy.

Older than Liora.

Y oung enough to still be innocent.

The woman turned the photograph over.

Three words were written there.

HE CHOSE THEM.

The woman smiled.

Then she opened adrawer.



Inside was a black key.

On the key was a number.

Thirty-seven.

She whispered:

“Now we begin.”

And somewhere above her, completely unaware, Amoro and Amoura entered the town hand in hand.
For thefirst time, they believed they were free.

For the first time, they were.

And that was exactly what made them dangerous.

The town did not know what had happened beneath it.
That was perhaps the strangest part.

People continued with their lives as though the world had not just changed.
A man swept the sidewalk outside the bakery.

A woman carried groceries across the street.

Two teenagers argued over abicycle.

A dog slept beneath a bench.

Amoro watched them all.

“Do you ever think about how much we almost missed?’
Amouralooked at him.

“All thetime.”

“We could have spent our whol e existence chasing doors.”
“Wedid.”

He smiled.

“That's true.”

She sgueezed his hand.

“But now we know better.”



They entered the diner.

The same woman who had served them breakfast earlier [ooked up.
“Y ou came back.”

Amoro nodded.

“Wedid.”

She smiled.

“Good.”

Amoura noticed something strange.
The woman was staring at her wrist.
“What?’

The woman blinked.

“Nothing.”

“No.”

Amourapulled her sleeve back.
There was afaint golden circle beneath her skin.
The woman gasped.

“You haveit too.”

Amoro looked at Amoura.

“What isit?’

The woman leaned closer.

“1 don't know.”

“Then how do you know it?’

She hesitated.

“My mother had one.”

Amoro felt the old fear return.

“What happened to her?’



The woman looked toward the window.
“ She disappeared.”

“When?’

“Thirty-six years ago.”

Amoura and Amoro exchanged a glance.
“Thirty-six?" Amoro whispered.

The woman nodded.

“She told me never to follow the bells.”
Amoura's expression changed.

“Why?’

The woman looked directly at her.
“Because the bells don't call people.”
“What do they call?’

She answered:

“Memories.”

A bell rang outside.

Once.

Everyone in the diner stopped moving.
The dog outside lifted its head.

The woman dropped a cup.

Amoro stood.

“How many?’

The woman whispered:

“One.”

Another bell rang.

Two.



Amoura grabbed his hand.

“Let'sgo.”

They stepped outside.

The entire town had stopped.

No cars moved.

No one spoke.

Everyone was looking toward the hill.
A third bell rang.

Then afourth.

Then afifth.

Amoro counted under his breath.

Six.

Seven.

Eight.

The bells continued.

At twelve, the sky darkened.

At eighteen, every window in town reflected a different face.
At twenty-four, the people began remembering.
A man cried out.

A woman dropped to her knees.

An elderly couple embraced.

A child whispered a name.

At thirty-five, the bells stopped.
Amoro held his bresath.

Then came the final sound.

Thirty-six.



The world became silent.

A figure appeared at the top of the hill.
The boy from the photograph.
He was older now.

He walked toward them.
Amoro recognized him.

The future.

The child they had never met.
The one who had been waiting.
The boy stopped several feet away.
“I'm sorry.”

Amoro stared.

“For what?’

“For choosing you.”

Amoura stepped forward.
“Who are you?’

The boy looked at her.

“Your son.”

Amoro's heart stopped.

“You don't exist.”

The boy smiled.

“Not yet.”

The town began moving again.
Cars passed.

People spoke.

The dog barked.



But the boy remained.

Amoro whispered:

“How did you get here?’

“| followed the thirty-seventh door.”
Amouralooked at him.

“There are only thirty-six.”

He smiled.

“That's why you haven't found it.”
He reached into his coat.

He removed a black key.
Thirty-seven.

Amoro stared.

The boy held it toward him.
“This belongs to you.”

“Why?’

“Because you are the only one who can open it.”
“What's behind it?’

The boy's smile faded.

“Me”

Amoro felt the world go still.

The boy continued:

“Not the future me.”

He pointed toward himself.
“Thefirst me.”

Amoura whispered:

“What does that mean?’



The boy looked at her.

“1t means the cycle didn't begin with you.”
Amoro looked at the key.

“Then who began it?’

The boy answered:

“I did.”

The key fell into Amoro's hand.

It was warm.

The golden mark on hiswrist disappeared completely.
Inits place appeared a single black line.
Amouralooked t it.

“What happens now?’

The boy smiled.

“Now you find out why | was born.”
He turned toward the hill.

Amoro followed.

“Wait.”

The boy stopped.

“Areyou really our son?’

The boy looked back.

“Yes”

“Then why don't we remember you?’
The boy smiled sadly.

“Because you haven't chosen me yet.”
Amoro understood.

Their future was not waiting for them.



It was waiting to be chosen.

The boy began walking.
Amouratook Amoro's hand.

“Should we follow him?’

Amoro looked at the black key.

Then at her.

“Yes”

They walked up the hill together.

The boy disappeared among the trees.
At the top, there was no door.

No path.

No house.

Only an empty field.

The boy stood in the center.

He turned.

“You'reready.”

Amoro nodded.

“What happensif we open the thirty-seventh door?’
The boy looked at Amoura.

“Y ou stop asking what happens.”
“Then what do we ask?”’

He smiled.

“Who you want to become.”

The ground beneath them began to glow.
A circle appeared.

Then another.



Then another.

Thirty-seven circles surrounded them.

Amoro looked at Amoura.

She smiled.

Whatever waited beyond the next door, they would face it together.
But this time they would not follow a prophecy.
They would not obey a memory.

They would not repesat alife.

They would choose.

The boy raised his hand.

Thefirst circle opened.

Then the second.

Then the third.

The thirty-seventh remained closed.

Amoro lifted the black key.

And from somewhere beyond the circle came avoice.
His own.

“Welcome home.”

Amoro looked at Amoura.

She whispered:

“That'simpossible.”

He smiled.

“Maybe.”

The key turned.

The thirty-seventh door opened.

And Chapter Eight ended where their next life began.



But the door did not open onto darkness.
It opened onto a bedroom.

A crib stood beside awindow.

A woman was sitting in achair.

She was holding a newborn child.
Amoro stopped.

The woman turned.

She was Amoura

Not older.

Not younger.

Exactly as she was now.

She looked at them and smiled.

“Don't be afraid.”

Amoura stared at herself.

“How?’

The woman stood.

“Thisis the moment before the beginning.”
“What beginning?’

“The beginning you keep remembering incorrectly.”
Amoro stepped closer.

“Who is the baby?’

The woman looked down.

“Our child.”

“Liora?’

“No.”

“Then who?”



The baby opened her eyes.

Amoro felt the answer before he heard it.
The child spoke.

“Me.”

Amoura gasped.

The woman placed the baby in her arms.
“Thisis not your daughter.”

Amoro frowned.

“Then whose?’

“Yours.”

He looked at the baby.

“What does that mean?’

The woman smiled.

“Sheisyou.”

The room became silent.

Amoro stared at the child.

The baby's eyes were his.

Her smile was Amouras.

But something else was there.

A memory.

A choice.

A beginning.

The woman whispered:

“Y ou wanted to know where your story started.”
Amoro nodded.

“Here.”



“How?’

“Y ou weren't born.”

He looked at Amoura.

“Y ou were chosen.”

“By whom?’

The woman smiled.

“By yourselves.”

The baby reached toward Amoro.

He touched her tiny hand.

The moment he did, the black key dissolved.
The thirty-seventh door vanished.

And the room filled with light.

Amoro understood.

The door had never been a passage to another world.
It wasamirror.

It showed them the life they had not yet chosen.
The child was not their past.

She was their possibility.

Amouraheld her close.

“What do we call her?’

The woman smiled.

“You aready know.”

Amouralooked at Amoro.

He understood.

They looked at the child together.

“Tomorrow,” Amoro whispered.



The baby smiled.

And for the first time, tomorrow had aface.
Amoro opened his eyes.

He was back in the town.

Amourawas beside him.

The sun wasrising.

The bells were silent.

The boy was gone.

The black key was gone.

But the feeling remained.

A promise.

A possibility.

A future that belonged to them.
Amourarested her head against his shoulder.
“Do you think that was real ?’

Amoro looked at the sunrise.

“1 don't know.”

She smiled.

“Good.”

He laughed.

Then they walked into the morning.

Neither noticed the small black key lying beneath the grass.
Its number had changed.

It no longer said thirty-seven.

It said one.

And beneath the number were two words.



CHOOSE AGAIN.

They walked toward the center of town without speaking.

The ordinary world felt different now.

Every face seemed like a story.

Every stranger carried afuture they had not yet chosen.

Amoro looked at Amoura.

“Maybe that's what freedom really is.”
“What?’

“Not knowing.”

She smiled.

“And choosing anyway.”

They reached the diner.

The woman behind the counter looked up.
“Y ou found what you were looking for.”
Amoro nodded.

“I think s0.”

She poured two cups of coffee.

“Then you should know something.”
Amoura sat down.

“What?’

The woman placed the cups before them.

“My mother didn't disappear thirty-six years ago.”

Amoro stared.
“What happened?’
“She | eft yesterday.”

Amoura's heart skipped.



“Y esterday?’

The woman nodded.

“She said she had finally remembered where she belonged.”
“Where?’

The woman looked at Amoro.

“Here.”

A chair scraped behind them.

They turned.

An elderly woman stood near the door.
She looked at Amoro.

Then Amoura.

She smiled.

“1 knew you'd come.”

Amoro stood.

“Who are you?’

The woman answered:

“Thefirst person who ever saw you choose.”
Amoura whispered:

“Mother?’

The woman smiled.

“Not yours.”

Then she looked at Amoro.

“His.”

Amoro froze.

“My mother is dead.”

“ NO.”



The woman shook her head.

“ She has been waiting.”

“For what?’

“For you to remember her.”

Amoro looked at Amoura.

The woman smiled.

“And now that you have...”

She opened the diner door.

“...thereal story can finally begin.”

Outside, the thirty-six stars disappeared from the morning sky.
One remained.

And beneath it, a new path appeared.

Amoro took Amoura's hand.

They followed it.

Together.

The path led away from the town.

Neither looked back.

For the first time, they understood that |ooking back was not the same as remembering.
They could remember everything and still choose forward.
At the edge of the road, Amoura stopped.

“Amoro.”

He turned.

She touched his cheek.

“Whatever happens next, promise me one thing.”

“What?’

“Don't let anyone tell uswho we are.”



He smiled.

“l promise.”

“And if we forget?’

“I'll remind you.”

“Andif | remind you?’

“I'll listen.”

She kissed him.

The path brightened.

Ahead, beyond the hill, stood a house they had never seen.
Y et somehow, both recognized it.

Amoro squeezed her hand.

“Ready?’

Amoura smiled.

“Not even close.”

“Good.”

Together they walked toward it.

Behind them, the last star faded.

Ahead, the first light of morning appeared.
And somewhere inside the unknown house, a child laughed.
Not Liora.

Not the child from the photograph.
Someone new.

Someone waiting for them to arrive.

The next chapter had already begun.



Chapter Eight
The Life They Never Lived

The thirty-seventh door opened.
It did not open onto darkness.
It opened onto a bedroom.

A crib stood beside a window, and moonlight spilled across a wooden floor. A woman sat in achair
with anewborn child asleep against her chest.

Amoro stopped breathing.

The woman looked exactly like Amoura.

Not older. Not younger. Exactly as she was now.
“Don't be afraid,” the woman said.

Amoura stared at herself. “How?’

“Thisis the moment before the beginning.”
“What beginning?’

“The one you keep remembering incorrectly.”
The woman looked down at the child.

Amoro stepped closer. “Who is she?’

“Our child.”

“Liora?’

The woman shook her head.

“No.”

The baby opened her eyes.

Amoro felt a strange warmth move through him.
The child looked directly at him.

“Me,” she whispered.



Amoura gasped.

The woman placed the baby in her arms.
“Thisis not your daughter,” she said.
“Then whose?” Amoro asked.

“Yours.”

The room went silent.

The woman smiled.

“Sheisyou.”

Amoro stared at the child. The baby's eyes were his. Her expression was Amouras. Y et there was
something elsein her face: recognition.

“Y ou wanted to know where your story started,” the woman said.
Amoro nodded.

“Here.”

“You weren't born,” she continued. “Y ou were chosen.”
“By whom?”’

The woman looked at Amoura.

“By yourselves.”

The black key in Amoro's hand dissolved.

The thirty-seventh door vanished.

Light filled the room.

Then the child spoke again.

“Choose again.”

Amoro opened his eyes.

He was back in the town.

Amourawas beside him.

The bells were silent.

Morning was beginning.



For several seconds neither moved.

Then Amoura whispered, “Was that real ?”

“1 don't know.”

She smiled faintly. “Good.”

Something lay beneath the grass.

Amoro bent down and picked it up.

The black key.

Its number had changed.

It no longer said thirty-seven.

It said one.

Benesth it were two words.

CHOOSE AGAIN.

They looked at each other.

Neither touched the key.

Then Amourasaid, “Leaveit.”

“Why?’

“Because for once, | don't think we're supposed to open anything.”
Amoro smiled.

“That may be the wisest thing you've ever said.”

She nudged him. “Don't ruin it.”

They walked toward the center of town.

But the ordinary world no longer felt ordinary.

Every face seemed to contain another face.

Every stranger seemed to carry a secret life behind their eyes.
At the diner, the woman behind the counter looked up as they entered.

“Y ou found what you were looking for,” she said.



Amoro nodded.

“1 think so.”

She poured two cups of coffee.

“Then you should know something.”
Amoura sat down.

“What?’

The woman placed the cups before them.
“My mother didn't disappear thirty-six years ago.”
Amoro looked up.

“What happened to her?’

“She left yesterday.”

Amoura’s hand tightened around her cup.
“Where did she go?’

The woman looked directly at Amoro.
“Here”

A chair scraped behind them.

An elderly woman stood near the door.
She looked at Amoro.

Then at Amoura.

She smiled.

“1 knew you'd come.”

Amoro stood.

“Who are you?’

“Thefirst person who ever saw you choose.”
Amoura whispered, “Mother?’

The woman shook her head.



“Not yours.”

She looked at Amoro.

“His.”

Amoro froze.

“My mother is dead.”

“No.”

The woman smiled.

“ She has been waiting.”

“For what?’

“For you to remember her.”

The woman walked toward the window.
“Come with me.”

They followed.

She led them to a small house at the edge of town.
Inside was aroom filled with photographs.
Amoro stopped.

Every photograph showed him.

Not one version.

Hundreds.

A child beside ariver.

A young man in avillage.

An old man beside a grave.

A soldier.

A farmer.

A traveler.

A husband.



A stranger.

And in amost every picture, somewhere near him, was Amoura.
Sometimes she was his wife.

Sometimes his sister.

Sometimes a stranger passing in the background.
Sometimes she was absent.

Amoro touched one photograph.

“What is this place?’

The woman answered, “A record of the choices.”
“Whose choices?’

“Yours.”

Amoura picked up a photograph.

It showed alittle boy standing beside an older man.
The boy was Amoro.

The older man was the Keeper.

Amoro frowned.

“1 don't remember him.”

“You wouldn't.”

“Why?’

“Because that memory was removed before your first life.”
Amoura looked at the woman.

“Who removed it?’

The woman hesitated.

“Y our mother.”

Amoro stared.

“Why?’



“To protect you.”

“From what?’

The woman pointed to another photograph.

It showed adoor.

A black door.

Above it was a symbol neither of them had seen before.
A circle crossed by asingleline.

“Thefirst door,” she said.

Amourawhispered, “ The one before the Garden?”’
“Yes”

“What was behind it?’

The woman looked at Amoro.

“You.”

He stepped backward.

“No.”

“Yes”

“Thefirst door didn't contain me.”

“It contained the decision that became you.”
Amoro stared at the photograph.

The woman continued.

“Before there was Amoro, there was a choice.”
“Who made it?’

“Youdid.”

“Before | existed?’

“Yes”

Amoura suddenly understood.



“Y ou're saying choice came before identity.”
The woman smiled.

“Exactly.”

Amoro felt the room become colder.
“Then who was | before | chose?’
The woman answered softly.
“Nothing.”

Silence.

“And what did | choose?’

“To become someone who could love.”
Amourareached for his hand.

The woman watched them.

“That was the first mistake.”

Amoro frowned.

“Love was amistake?’

“No.”

She shook her head.

“Trying to preserveit forever was.”
The photographs began to move.
Every image changed at once.

The Garden appeared.

The Keeper.

Elena.

Liora

Cadl.

The thirty-six doors.



The thirty-seventh star.

And then something else.

A thirty-eighth star.

Amoura stared.

“There wasn't athirty-eighth.”
The woman smiled sadly.

“There wasn't supposed to be.”
Amoro felt the black key become warm in his pocket.
He pulled it out.

The number one had disappeared.
Now it said thirty-eight.

The woman stepped backward.
“Y ou shouldn't have brought that here.”
“I didn't.”

“It followed you.”

The key began vibrating.

Then avoice came from inside it.
“Amoro.”

He dropped it.

“Amoura.”

She stepped closer.

“Cadl?

The voice laughed.

“No.”

The woman went pale.

Amoro looked at her.



“Whoisit?

She whispered one word.

“Your father.”

Amoro stared.

“My father isdead.”

The voice answered from the key.

“1 was never dive.”

The room went silent.

The woman closed her eyes.

“Y ou were not supposed to remember him.”
Amoro's voice shook.

“Tell me everything.”

The woman opened her eyes.

“Your father was the first person to discover that a soul could choose its own future.”
“Then what happened?’

“He chose yours.”

“Why?’

“Because he saw what would happen if you didn't exist.”
Amoura asked, “What would happen?’

The woman looked toward the photographs.
“The Garden would win.”

Amoro's stomach tightened.

“So | was created to defeat it.”

“No.”

“What, then?’

“Y ou were created to make a choice the Garden could never make.”



“Which was?’

“Tolet go.”

The key stopped vibrating.

The voice disappeared.

Amoro stared at the floor.

“Why did he die?’

The woman answered, “ Because he refused to surrender his memory.”
“To whom?’

“To the Garden.”

Amoro looked at Amoura.

Suddenly the story of Elena made sensein anew way.
Elena had surrendered her memory.

The Keeper had surrendered his freedom.

The Garden had surrendered nothing.

And Amoro's father had refused to surrender at all.
He had died carrying his memories.

But if that were true, why had Amoro never remembered him?
The answer came before the woman spoke.

“Because your father gave his memories to you.”
Amoro froze.

“Where are they?’

The woman touched his chest.

“Inside you.”

The room disappeared.

Amoro fell through darkness.

He saw hisfather.



Not as a ghost.

Not as amemory.

Asayoung man.

He stood beside ariver with a woman.
Amoro's mother.

She was holding a newborn baby.
Amoro.

His father looked at the child.

“Hewill forget us.”

His mother cried.

“Hehasto.”

“Why?’

“Because if he remembers, the Garden will find him.”
The father touched the baby's forehead.
“1 don't want him to spend his life running.”
“Hewon't.”

“How do you know?’

The mother smiled through her tears.
“Because helll find her.”

His father looked toward the river.
“Amoura?’

“Yes”

“And then?’

“They'll choose.”

“Choose what?’

“Everything.”



The memory ended.

Amoro opened his eyes.

Amourawas holding him.

He was crying.

“1 remember them.”

She kissed his forehead.

“Good.”

“No.”

“What?’

“1 remember why they hid me.”
“Why?’

He looked toward the door.

“Because someone was hunting us before we were born.”
The elderly woman stepped forward.
“Not someone.”

She looked toward the sky.
“Something.”

Thunder rolled.

The windows shook.

Amoura asked, “What?’

The woman whispered, “ The first future.”
Amoro frowned.

“A future can't hunt someone.”

“This one can.”

Outside, every clock in town stopped.

The bells began ringing.



One.

Two.

Three.

Amoro counted.

Thirty-seven.

Then another bell.

Thirty-eight.

The woman covered her ears.

“No.”

“What isit?” Amoura asked.

“The future has crossed over.”

The door opened by itself.

A man stood outside.

Amoro stared.

He looked exactly like him.

But older.

Much older.

His hair was gray.

His face was scarred.

And his eyes were filled with unbearable sadness.
Amoro whispered, “Who are you?’

The man smiled.

“1 am the man you become if you choose the wrong life.”
Amoura stepped forward.
“Which life?’

He looked at her.



“The one where you die.”
Amoro's blood went cold.
The man entered.

“1 have come to stop you.”
“From what?’

“From choosing each other.”
Amoro shook his head.

“Y ou're not going to stop us.”
The older version smiled.

“| aready did.”

He snapped his fingers.

The town vanished.

Amoro opened his eyesin adifferent place.
A hospital room.
Amourawas lying in abed.
Machines surrounded her.

A doctor stood nearby.
Amoro rushed toward her.
“What happened?’

The doctor looked confused.
“She doesn't know you.”
Amoro stopped.

“What?’

Amouralooked at him.

Her eyes were empty.



“I'm sorry,” she said. “Have we met?’
“No.”

The word came from Amoro before he could stop it.
Her expression softened.

“Then why are you crying?’

“1 don't know.”

The older Amoro stood behind him.
“Thisis one possibility.”

Amoro turned.

“Bring me back.”

“You can't.”

“Then take me to her.”

“You're aready here.”

Amoro looked at Amoura.

She smiled politely.

He understood.

Thiswas the life where he had failed.
He had found her.

But she had forgotten him.

He walked toward her.

“Do you want to know something strange?’
She smiled.

“What?’

“1 think I've loved you before.”

She laughed softly.

“That's a beautiful thing to say to a stranger.”



“I meanit.”

She looked at him for along time.
Then she reached for his hand.

The moment their fingers touched, her eyesfilled with tears.
“1 remember aforest.”

Amoro smiled.

“Metoo.”

“1 remember a promise.”

“Yes”

“l remember you.”

“Yes

The hospital disappeared.

The older Amoro stood alone.

He looked defeated.

“Y ou always do that.”

Amoro stared.

“What?’

“You find her.”

“Then why are you fighting us?’
“Because | know what comes after.”
“What?’

The older Amoro looked at Amoura.
“Shedies.”

Amoura stepped closer.

“Everyone dies.”

He shook his head.



“Not like this.”

“How?’

“Because you choose me.”
Amoro frowned.

“What?’

The older man pointed at him.
“You think | am the future where she dies.”
Amoro stared.

“But I'm not.”

The older man smiled.

“1 am the future where she survives.”
Silence.

Amoura's face changed.

“How?’

“By leaving you.”

Amoro felt the words like a knife.
The older man continued.

“In my world, Amouralived.”

He looked at her.

“Shelived along life.”

“Without you?’

“Yes”

“And you?’

“1 watched.”

“Why?’

“Because | loved her enough to let her live.”



Amoro understood the twist.

The future he had feared was not the one where Amoura died.
It was the one where she lived without him.

The older Amoro had sacrificed love for survival.

He had chosen alife without Amoura because he believed loving her was dangerous.
And now he wanted Amoro to make the same choice.
Amoro looked at Amoura.

She was crying.

“I don't want that future.”

“1 know.”

“Then why show it to me?’

“Because you have to understand what your choice costs.”
Amoro stepped closer.

“1 already know.”

“No.”

The older man shook his head.

“You know what it costs you.”

He looked at Amoura

“You don't know what it costs her.”

Amoro looked at her.

“What does it cost you?”’

Shetook his hand.

“Everything | don't choose.”

He waited.

She continued.

“If I choose you, | losethelives| could have lived.”



“YeS.”

“If 1 choose another future, | lose you.”

“Yes”

“If 1 choose no one, | lose both.”
“Yes

She smiled.

“Then I'll choose you.”

The older Amoro closed his eyes.
“That'swhat | said too.”

“What happened?’

“1 changed my mind.”

“Why?’

“Because | was afraid.”

Amoro looked at him.

“And now?’

The older man opened his eyes.
“Now I'm tired of being afraid.”
He stepped backward.

“Go.”

“Where?’

“Home.”

The world returned.

Amoro and Amoura stood in the house at the edge of the valley.

The elderly woman was gone.
The photographs were gone.

Only the book remained.



Amoura picked it up.

The cover no longer said CHOOSE.

It ssid HOME.

Amoro opened it.

The first page contained a new sentence.
WE CHOSE EACH OTHER.

The second page contained another.
WE CHOSE FREEDOM.

The third page contained a warning.
WE HAVE NOT CHOSEN THE END.
Amoro looked at Amoura.

“What does that mean?’

The book turned another page.

A name appeared.

CAEL.

Beneath it was another name.

LIORA.

Then another.

MARA.

Then another.

ELIAS.

And finaly:

THE CHILD WHO COMES BEFORE THEM ALL.
Amoura stared.

“Who isthat?’

The room became cold.



A child's voice answered from behind them.
“Me”

They turned.

A little boy stood in the doorway.
He was holding the thirty-eighth key.
Amoro recognized him immediately.
The boy from the photograph.

Cadl.

But something was different.

He looked younger now.

Six years old.

Amourawhispered, “Cael.”

The boy smiled.

“You finally remembered me.”
Amoro stepped forward.

“Why are you here?’

Cael looked at the book.

“Becalise you wrote me.”

Amoro froze.

“What?’

“Y ou wrote my name.”

“When?’

“Before you were born.”

Amoura shook her head.

“That isn't possible.”

Cael smiled.



“Not in your timeline.”

The boy held out the key.

“It's possiblein mine.”

Amoro took a step closer.

“What does the thirty-eighth key open?’
Cael looked toward the night sky.
“Thefirst future.”

“What is the first future?’

“The future that existed before you chose.”
Amoro's heart raced.

“And what happens there?’

Cael looked at Amoura.

“Y ou meet yourselves.”

“We've done that.”

“No.”

Cael shook his head.

“You met your possibilities.”

He smiled.

“Now you're going to meet your creators.”
Silence.

Amoro's voice was barely awhisper.
“Who created us?’

Cael answered:

“Youdid.”

Amoro closed his eyes.

Again.



The same impossible answer.

But thistime it felt different.

Not like a paradox.

Likeacircle.

He had not been created by someone else.

He had chosen himself into existence.

And somewhere beyond the first choice, another version of him had made the same decision.
The cycle wasn't a prison.

It was inheritance.

Each version left something for the next.

A memory.

A warning.

A choice.

A love.

Amoura touched Cael's shoulder.
“Areyou afraid?’

Cael nodded.

“Yes”

“Of what?’

“The thirty-eighth door.”
“Why?’

“Because it doesn't show you the future.”
“What does it show?’

Cael looked at them.

“It shows you the truth.”

Amoro took the key.



It was warm.

“Then let'sseeit.”

Cael smiled.

“That'swhat | was waiting for.”

They stepped outside.

Above them, thirty-eight stars burned across the sky.
The first thirty-seven were distant.

The thirty-eighth was enormous.

It descended slowly.

Not toward the ground.

Toward Amoura.

She reached for Amoro.

He took her hand.

The star touched them both.

The world went white.

And for one impossible instant, they saw everything.
The Garden before it was a Garden.

The Keeper before he was a Keeper.

Elena before she was Elena.

Cael before he was Cael.

Liora before shewas Liora.

And themselves before they were Amoro and Amoura.
They were two points of light.

Separated by nothing.

Connected by choice.

A voice spoke.



“Do you still choose?’

Amoro looked at Amoura.

She smiled.

“Yes”

The voice asked:

“Even knowing the cost?’

“Yes”

“Even knowing you will lose things?’
“Yes”

“Even knowing you cannot save every possibility?’
Amouraanswered thistime.

“Yes”

“Why?’

She looked at Amoro.

“Because alife doesn't have to contain every possibility to be complete.”
The light became brighter.
Thevoicefell silent.

Then another voice spoke.

A voice they had never heard.

“Y ou have chosen correctly.”

Amoro |looked around.

“Who are you?’

The answer came:

“Thefirst choice.”

The light shattered.

They landed in the grass.



Morning had arrived.

Cael was gone.

The thirty-eighth star had disappeared.
The house stood quietly behind them.
Amouralooked at Amoro.

“Isit over?’

He smiled.

“No.”

“Why?'

“Because | finally understand.”

“What?’

He looked toward the horizon.

“The story isn't about finding the end.”
She smiled.

“It's about choosing the next page.”

They walked toward the house.

Behind them, beneath the grass, something moved.
A small black key emerged from the earth.
It was marked:

ONE.

But beneath the number, the words had changed.
NOT CHOOSE AGAIN.

CHOOSE FORWARD.

The key turned by itself.

Somewhere far away, a door opened.

And from beyond it came the sound of a newborn baby's first cry.



Amoro stopped.

Amoura stopped beside him.

They looked at each other.

Neither spoke.

They didn't need to.

They both understood that the next chapter of their lives had already begun.
And thistime, whatever waited beyond the door would not be a memory.
It would be a choice they had never made before.

Together, they walked toward it.

The thirty-ninth star appeared.

And somewhere in the distance, Lioralaughed.

The road ahead was quiet, but the quiet had changed. It no longer felt like the silence before a
revelation. It felt like the silence after one. Amoro realized that this distinction mattered. For years he
had mistaken stillness for danger because so many of his memories began with something waiting in
the dark. Now the dark was simply dark. It did not owe him an answer.

Amourawalked beside him, their hands linked. She glanced at him and smiled. “Y ou're thinking
again.”

“l am.”

“About the thirty-ninth star?’

“About everything.”

She sgueezed his hand. “Then choose one thing.”
He looked at her. “You.”

She laughed. “ That's cheating.”

“It'sthe only answer | trust.”

They reached the house as the first sunlight touched the roof. Nothing had changed, yet everything
had. The door was ordinary. The windows were ordinary. The floorboards creaked beneath their feet.
Amoro loved every ordinary sound.



Inside, the book waited on the table. It had been closed when they left. Now it was open to a page they
had never seen. At the top was a single word: WITNESS.

Amoura approached carefully. “Do you think we should read it?’
Amoro smiled. “Probably not.”

She looked surprised. “Really?’

“That's the first thing I've learned from all of this.”

“What?’

“Not every mystery has to be solved the moment it appears.”
She smiled. “Now you're learning.”

They left the book open and made breakfast.

For nearly an hour, nothing strange happened. They ate. They argued about whether the coffee was too
strong. Amoura opened the curtains. Amoro repaired aloose chair leg. The simplicity was amost
overwhelming.

Then the baby cried again.

They both stopped.

The sound had not come from the house.
It came from the valley.

Amoro walked to the window.

There was no child outside.

Y et the cry came again.

Amourajoined him.

“It's getting closer.”

They stepped onto the porch.

The valley was empty.

The cry came athird time.

Thistime it sounded like it came from inside Amoro's chest.

He pressed a hand against his heart.



Amouradid the same.

“Do you feel it?" she asked.
“Yes”

“What isit?’

He didn't know.

But then he remembered the child in the first room, the baby whose eyes had carried his memory and
whose smile had belonged to Amoura.

He understood that the child had not been predicting a birth.

She had been describing an origin.

A person did not begin when they were born. A person began when they were first chosen.
Amourawhispered, “Maybe the cry isn't achild.”

“What isit?

“The sound of a choice being born.”

The words had barely left her mouth when the sky changed.

The thirty-ninth star brightened.

But unlike the thirty-seventh and thirty-eighth, it did not descend.
It remained exactly where it was.

Watching.

Amoro felt no fear.

Instead, he felt something like recognition.

A memory surfaced.

He and Amoura were standing on a beach.

They were old.

Very old.

Their hair was white.

Their hands trembled.

They were watching the same star.



Amourawas laughing.

“You never learned to stop looking for answers.”
Old Amoro smiled.

“And you never learned to stop asking questions.”
“What if we did?’

“What?’

“ Stopped.”

He looked at her.

“Would that mean we lost?’

She shook her head.

“No. It would mean we lived.”
The memory faded.

Amoro opened his eyes.
Amourawas watching him.
“You saw it too.”

“Yes”

“Were we old?’

“Yes”

“Together?’

“Yes”

She smiled.

“Then | like that future.”
“Sodol.”

They sat on the porch until noon.
The world did not collapse.

No door opened.



No shadow appeared.

The thirty-ninth star remained in the sky until daylight made it almost invisible.
Then a message appeared on the last page of the book.
NOT EVERY FUTURE MUST BE SAVED.

Amoro read it twice.

Amouralooked at him.

“That sounds cruel.”

“Maybe.”

“Or honest.”

“Yes”

He turned the page.

Another sentence appeared.

ONLY THELIFEYOU ARE LIVING CAN LOVE YOU BACK.
Amoura closed the book.

“That one | understand.”

She kissed him.

Outside, the wind moved through the trees.

For the first time, the forest sounded like aforest.

Not a memory.

Not awarning.

Not a doorway.

Just leaves moving beneath the morning sun.

Amoro rested his head against Amouras.

“We should stay here.”

“For how long?’

“Aslong aswe can.”



She smiled.

“And if another mystery comes?”’

“WEe'll meet it when it arrives.”

“Together?’

“Always.”

Far away, alittle boy opened his eyes.

Cael stood in aroom filled with photographs.

He looked at the picture of Amoro and Amoura.

Then at the picture of Liora.

Then at a photograph of a baby whose face was hidden in shadow.
He turned the last photograph over.

On its back was written:

THE FIRST CHILD WASNEVER THE FIRST.

Cael smiled sadly.

“So they till don't know.”

A woman behind him asked, “ Should we tell them?’
“NO."

“Why?’

“Because this time, they deserve to discover it themselves.”
The woman looked toward the door.

“Areyou certain?’

Cael nodded.

“They spent too long being told what their lives meant.”
He looked at the photograph again.

“Now they get to decide what they mean.”

The woman smiled.



“And if they choose wrong?’

Cael answered softly, “ Then they'll choose again.”
The room went dark.

The photographs disappeared.

Only one remained.

Amoro and Amoura, standing beneath thirty-nine stars.
They were holding hands.

And in the background, barely visible, stood a child.
Not Liora.

Not Cael.

Not Mara

Someone else.

Someone who had been there from the beginning.

Someone who had never needed a door.

Someone who had simply been waiting for them to notice.

The photograph faded.
The future remained.

And for once, nobody knew what would happen next.

That evening, Amoro and Amoura walked beyond the house and watched the valley turn gold. They
spoke about small things because small things had become precious. They talked about food, weather,
the broken fence, and whether the old oak tree needed trimming. Beneath those ordinary words lived

the knowledge of everything they had survived.

Amoro realized that the strangest gift the Garden had ever given them was not a memory. It was the
understanding that memories were not instructions. They were evidence. They proved that something
had happened, but they did not command what should happen next.

Amoura understood it too. She had spent so many lives fearing that forgetting was betrayal. Now she
knew better. To remember someone was to honor them. To rel ease them was not to erase them. And to
choose the life in front of her was not to deny the lives she had lost. It was to give thislife a chance to

become redl.



They stopped beneath the tree.

“Do you regret anything?” Amoro asked.
Amourathought for along time.

“| regret the pain.”

“Not the choices?’

“Some of them.”

He smiled.

“That's honest.”

She looked at him. “What about you?’

“| regret being afraid of choices.”

“Why?’

“Because | thought choosing meant losing everything else.”

“And now?’

“Now | think choosing means accepting that one life cannot hold every life.”

Amoura leaned against him.

“Then perhaps we finally understand what the Garden never could.”

“What?’

“That love doesn't need to possess every possible ending.”

The wind moved through the leaves.

They stood there until the first stars appeared.

One.

Two.

Three.

Then thirty-nine.

Amoro counted them carefully.

Amoura laughed.



“You're still counting.”

“l can't helpit.”

She dipped her hand into his.
“Then count tomorrow.”

He looked at her.

“Tomorrow?’

“Yes”

“How many stars?’

She smiled.

“Well find out.”

They walked home.

Behind them, the valley remained quiet.
Ahead of them, the house waited.

And beyond the house, beyond the forest, beyond every door they had ever opened, the future waited
too.

Not as a prophecy.

Not as a prison.

Not as an answer.

Asablank page.

And for the first time, that was enough.

The next morning brought no revelation. That was its own kind of revelation. Amoro woke before
sunrise and listened to Amoura breathing beside him. He thought about all the versions of himself he
had met: the frightened man, the grieving man, the older man who had sacrificed love, the boy who
had never understood why the forest called his name. None of them had been mistakes. Each had been
awarning about a choice. He finally understood that a person could carry compassion for every
version of themselves without becoming trapped by any of them. He kissed Amoura’s forehead and
whispered that he was glad to be here. Amourawoke and smiled. She did not ask what he had been
thinking. She already knew. They made coffee and opened the windows. The valley smelled of rain
and earth. Somewhere a bird called from the trees. Another answered. Ordinary sounds. Beautiful



sounds. They had once believed that magic meant hearing voices in the dark. Now they knew magic
could also mean hearing a bird and realizing the world had continued while they slept. On the table,
the book remained closed. Amoro touched its cover but did not open it. Amoura noticed. “Not
curious?’ she asked. “Very.” “Then why leave it closed?’ “Because | want one mystery to stay a
mystery.” She smiled. “1 never thought I'd hear you say that.” “Neither did |.” They stepped outside
together. The morning sun reached across the valley. For amoment, Amoro saw the thirty-nine stars
even though the sky was bright. He understood that they were not objects anymore. They were
reminders. Thirty-nine ways the universe had tried to teach them that a future was not a promise. It
was an invitation. Amoura squeezed his hand. “What are you thinking now?” “That whatever comes
next, we'll meet it as ourselves.” “Not as our past?’ “No.” “Not as our possibilities?” “No.” “Then
who?’ He smiled. “Us.” And that was enough.

Later that morning brought no revelation. That was its own kind of revelation. Amoro woke before
sunrise and listened to Amoura breathing beside him. He thought about all the versions of himself he
had met: the frightened man, the grieving man, the older man who had sacrificed love, the boy who
had never understood why the forest called his name. None of them had been mistakes. Each had been
awarning about a choice. He finally understood that a person could carry compassion for every
version of themselves without becoming trapped by any of them. He kissed Amoura's forehead and
whispered that he was glad to be here. Amourawoke and smiled. She did not ask what he had been
thinking. She already knew. They made coffee and opened the windows. The valley smelled of rain
and earth. Somewhere a bird called from the trees. Another answered. Ordinary sounds. Beautiful
sounds. They had once believed that magic meant hearing voices in the dark. Now they knew magic
could also mean hearing a bird and realizing the world had continued while they slept. On the table,
the book remained closed. Amoro touched its cover but did not open it. Amoura noticed. “Not
curious?’ she asked. “Very.” “Then why leave it closed?’ “Because | want one mystery to stay a
mystery.” She smiled. “I never thought I'd hear you say that.” “Neither did |.” They stepped outside
together. The morning sun reached across the valley. For amoment, Amoro saw the thirty-nine stars
even though the sky was bright. He understood that they were not objects anymore. They were
reminders. Thirty-nine ways the universe had tried to teach them that a future was not a promise. It
was an invitation. Amoura squeezed his hand. “What are you thinking now?’ “That whatever comes
next, we'll meet it as ourselves.” “Not as our past?’ “No.” “Not as our possibilities?” “No.” “Then
who?’ He smiled. “Us.” And that was enough.

Later that morning brought no revelation. That was its own kind of revelation. Amoro woke before
sunrise and listened to Amoura breathing beside him. He thought about all the versions of himself he
had met: the frightened man, the grieving man, the older man who had sacrificed love, the boy who
had never understood why the forest called his name. None of them had been mistakes. Each had been
awarning about a choice. He finally understood that a person could carry compassion for every
version of themselves without becoming trapped by any of them. He kissed Amoura's forehead and



whispered that he was glad to be here. Amourawoke and smiled. She did not ask what he had been
thinking. She already knew. They made coffee and opened the windows. The valley smelled of rain
and earth. Somewhere a bird called from the trees. Another answered. Ordinary sounds. Beautiful
sounds. They had once believed that magic meant hearing voices in the dark. Now they knew magic
could also mean hearing a bird and realizing the world had continued while they slept. On the table,
the book remained closed. Amoro touched its cover but did not open it. Amoura noticed. “Not
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was an invitation. Amoura squeezed his hand. “What are you thinking now?’ “That whatever comes
next, we'll meet it as ourselves.” “Not as our past?” “No.” “Not as our possibilities?” “No.” “Then
who?’ He smiled. “Us.” And that was enough.
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could also mean hearing a bird and realizing the world had continued while they slept. On the table,
the book remained closed. Amoro touched its cover but did not open it. Amoura noticed. “Not
curious?’ she asked. “Very.” “Then why leave it closed?’ “Because | want one mystery to stay a
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who?’ He smiled. “Us.” And that was enough.
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sunrise and listened to Amoura breathing beside him. He thought about all the versions of himself he
had met: the frightened man, the grieving man, the older man who had sacrificed love, the boy who
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next, we'll meet it as ourselves.” “Not as our past?” “No.” “Not as our possibilities?” “No.” “Then
who?’ He smiled. “Us.” And that was enough.

Later that morning brought no revelation. That was its own kind of revelation. Amoro woke before
sunrise and listened to Amoura breathing beside him. He thought about all the versions of himself he
had met: the frightened man, the grieving man, the older man who had sacrificed love, the boy who
had never understood why the forest called his name. None of them had been mistakes. Each had been
awarning about a choice. He finally understood that a person could carry compassion for every
version of themselves without becoming trapped by any of them. He kissed Amoura’s forehead and
whispered that he was glad to be here. Amourawoke and smiled. She did not ask what he had been
thinking. She already knew. They made coffee and opened the windows. The valley smelled of rain
and earth. Somewhere a bird called from the trees. Another answered. Ordinary sounds. Beautiful
sounds. They had once believed that magic meant hearing voices in the dark. Now they knew magic
could also mean hearing a bird and realizing the world had continued while they slept. On the table,
the book remained closed. Amoro touched its cover but did not open it. Amoura noticed. “Not
curious?’ she asked. “Very.” “Then why leave it closed?’ “Because | want one mystery to stay a
mystery.” She smiled. “1 never thought I'd hear you say that.” “Neither did I.” They stepped outside
together. The morning sun reached across the valley. For a moment, Amoro saw the thirty-nine stars
even though the sky was bright. He understood that they were not objects anymore. They were
reminders. Thirty-nine ways the universe had tried to teach them that a future was not a promise. It
was an invitation. Amoura squeezed his hand. “What are you thinking now?’ “That whatever comes
next, we'll meet it as ourselves.” “Not as our past?” “No.” “Not as our possibilities?” “No.” “Then
who?’ He smiled. “Us.” And that was enough.

Later that morning brought no revelation. That was its own kind of revelation. Amoro woke before
sunrise and listened to Amoura breathing beside him. He thought about all the versions of himself he
had met: the frightened man, the grieving man, the older man who had sacrificed love, the boy who
had never understood why the forest called his name. None of them had been mistakes. Each had been
awarning about a choice. He finally understood that a person could carry compassion for every
version of themselves without becoming trapped by any of them. He kissed Amoura’s forehead and
whispered that he was glad to be here. Amourawoke and smiled. She did not ask what he had been
thinking. She already knew. They made coffee and opened the windows. The valley smelled of rain
and earth. Somewhere a bird called from the trees. Another answered. Ordinary sounds. Beautiful
sounds. They had once believed that magic meant hearing voices in the dark. Now they knew magic
could also mean hearing a bird and realizing the world had continued while they slept. On the table,
the book remained closed. Amoro touched its cover but did not open it. Amoura noticed. “Not
curious?’ she asked. “Very.” “Then why leave it closed?’ “Because | want one mystery to stay a
mystery.” She smiled. “1 never thought I'd hear you say that.” “Neither did I.” They stepped outside
together. The morning sun reached across the valley. For a moment, Amoro saw the thirty-nine stars



even though the sky was bright. He understood that they were not objects anymore. They were
reminders. Thirty-nine ways the universe had tried to teach them that a future was not a promise. It
was an invitation. Amoura squeezed his hand. “What are you thinking now?’ “That whatever comes
next, we'll meet it as ourselves.” “Not as our past?’ “No.” “Not as our possibilities?” “No.” “Then
who?’ He smiled. “Us.” And that was enough.

Later that morning brought no revelation. That was its own kind of revelation. Amoro woke before
sunrise and listened to Amoura breathing beside him. He thought about all the versions of himself he
had met: the frightened man, the grieving man, the older man who had sacrificed love, the boy who
had never understood why the forest called his name. None of them had been mistakes. Each had been
awarning about a choice. He finally understood that a person could carry compassion for every
version of themselves without becoming trapped by any of them. He kissed Amoura's forehead and
whispered that he was glad to be here. Amourawoke and smiled. She did not ask what he had been
thinking. She already knew. They made coffee and opened the windows. The valley smelled of rain
and earth. Somewhere a bird called from the trees. Another answered. Ordinary sounds. Beautiful
sounds. They had once believed that magic meant hearing voices in the dark. Now they knew magic
could also mean hearing a bird and realizing the world had continued while they slept. On the table,
the book remained closed. Amoro touched its cover but did not open it. Amoura noticed. “Not
curious?’ she asked. “Very.” “Then why leave it closed?’ “Because | want one mystery to stay a
mystery.” She smiled. “1 never thought I'd hear you say that.” “Neither did |.” They stepped outside
together. The morning sun reached across the valley. For amoment, Amoro saw the thirty-nine stars
even though the sky was bright. He understood that they were not objects anymore. They were
reminders. Thirty-nine ways the universe had tried to teach them that a future was not a promise. It
was an invitation. Amoura squeezed his hand. “What are you thinking now?” “That whatever comes
next, we'll meet it as ourselves.” “Not as our past?’ “No.” “Not as our possibilities?” “No.” “Then
who?’ He smiled. “Us.” And that was enough.

Later that morning brought no revelation. That was its own kind of revelation. Amoro woke before
sunrise and listened to Amoura breathing beside him. He thought about all the versions of himself he
had met: the frightened man, the grieving man, the older man who had sacrificed love, the boy who
had never understood why the forest called his name. None of them had been mistakes. Each had been
awarning about a choice. He finally understood that a person could carry compassion for every
version of themselves without becoming trapped by any of them. He kissed Amoura's forehead and
whispered that he was glad to be here. Amourawoke and smiled. She did not ask what he had been
thinking. She already knew. They made coffee and opened the windows. The valley smelled of rain
and earth. Somewhere a bird called from the trees. Another answered. Ordinary sounds. Beautiful
sounds. They had once believed that magic meant hearing voices in the dark. Now they knew magic
could also mean hearing a bird and realizing the world had continued while they slept. On the table,
the book remained closed. Amoro touched its cover but did not open it. Amoura noticed. “Not



curious?’ she asked. “Very.” “Then why leave it closed?’ “Because | want one mystery to stay a
mystery.” She smiled. “1 never thought I'd hear you say that.” “Neither did I.” They stepped outside
together. The morning sun reached across the valley. For a moment, Amoro saw the thirty-nine stars
even though the sky was bright. He understood that they were not objects anymore. They were
reminders. Thirty-nine ways the universe had tried to teach them that a future was not a promise. It
was an invitation. Amoura squeezed his hand. “What are you thinking now?’ “That whatever comes
next, we'll meet it as ourselves.” “Not as our past?” “No.” “Not as our possibilities?” “No.” “Then
who?’ He smiled. “Us.” And that was enough.



Chapter Nine
The Eighth Sar

The lock began turning. Amoro did not reach for the red door. For once, fear was not the thing moving
him; love was. Amoura stood beside him, the silver key warm in her palm, and both understood that
whatever waited beyond the threshold had been waiting for a choice, not a victory.

The door opened by itself. No darkness poured through. Instead there was a quiet morning, a meadow,
and a small wooden house beneath a hill. It looked ordinary enough to be harmless. That was the first
lie. Amouraknew it immediately because the house had a window she remembered from alife she had
never lived.

A child stood in the doorway. He was four years old, with silver eyes and Amoro's unmistakable
smile. He looked from one of them to the other. ‘Y ou came late,’” he said. ‘ But not too late.” Amoro
knelt. “Who are you? The boy smiled. ‘ The son you haven't chosen yet.’

Before Amoro could answer, another child appeared behind him. Liora. She was older than the boy,
perhaps eight, and her expression was unusually serious. ‘Don't listen to everything he says,” she
warned. ‘He remembers futures, but he doesn't understand them.” The boy laughed. ‘ And you
remember endings, but you don't understand beginnings.’

Amourafelt the old pull of the Garden then, the sensation of being watched by something that
believed it understood her better than she understood herself. She closed her fingers around the silver
key. The pressure vanished. ‘ Neither of you getsto decide for us,” she said. The children looked at her,
and for the first time they seemed relieved.

The meadow changed. The house became a thousand houses. The children multiplied into
possibilities: Liora as aqueen, Lioraas awanderer, Liora as a woman who never met them; the boy as
amusician, a healer, a stranger, a man who hated the name Amoro. Every future was real enough to
hurt. Y et none was demanding to be chosen.

Then Cael appeared. He stood beyond the meadow with the black key hanging from his hand. ‘Y ou
finally understand,” he said. ‘ The stars were never instructions. They were withesses.” Amoro stepped
toward him. ‘Witnessesto what? Cael answered, ‘ To every moment when you could have become
someone else and chose to remain yourselves.’

A bell sounded beneath the earth. The first door opened somewhere far away. Seraphine's voice
traveled through the grass. ‘ Don't go back.” Amoura looked toward the sound. ‘ Back where? The
answer came from the sky. ‘ To the beginning.’



The ground opened, revealing the old Garden beneath the meadow. Its paths were broken. Its fountains
were dry. But at the center stood the table where the first book had once waited. The book was open
now, and the page contained a sentence neither of them had written: THE ONE WHO CREATED
THE FIRST STORY ISSTILL WRITING THE LAST ONE.

Amoro touched the page. A memory struck him. He saw himself as a boy in aworld before the forest,
before the Garden. He saw awoman with silver eyes. He heard her tell him, *When you meet her, do
not ask whether she remembers you. Ask whether she chooses you.” Then he saw himself forget
everything.

Amoura saw the same memory from another side. She had been there too. They had stood on opposite
sides of ariver without knowing one another. Seraphine had watched from the bank. Elena had
watched from the shadows. The Keeper had held the first key. And someone else had whispered, ‘L et
them forget. If they remember too soon, they will mistake memory for destiny.’

The revelation changed the meaning of everything. Their love had never depended on remembering.
Their memories had been the evidence, not the cause. They had found one another because, beneath
every erased life, they kept making the same decision.

The Original returned before them, but he no longer wore Amoro's face. He appeared as an old man
with tired eyes. ‘Y ou have misunderstood me,” he said. ‘| never wanted to control you. | wanted to
protect you from the pain of choosing.” Amoro answered, ‘ And you called that protection.” The old
man nodded. ‘Because | was afraid.’

Amoura stepped forward. ‘ Then you're not our enemy.” The Original looked surprised. ‘No,” she
continued. ‘Y ou're our warning.” He smiled. ‘At last.” Then his body became light, and the light
divided into thousands of small stars. None of them fell. Each ssmply found its place.

The red door remained. Cael stood besideit. ‘ Thereis still one thing you haven't learned,” he said.
‘“What? Amoro asked. Cael looked at Amoura. ‘ The first choice did not create two souls. It created
the possibility of choosing again.’

Amouraunderstood first. * That's why the story keeps changing.” Cael nodded. ‘ Every time you think
you've reached the end, you discover that an ending is only another choice.’

They returned to the house at dawn. The book waited on the table. Chapter Nine was almost compl ete.
Amoro picked up the pen, but Amoura stopped him. ‘Don't write the ending.” He smiled. * What should
I write? She answered, ‘Write what we know. Leave room for what we don't.’

He wrote: WE DID NOT DEFEAT DESTINY. WE LEARNED NOT TO OBEY IT. Amoura added:
WE DID NOT SAVE EVERY POSSIBILITY. WE LEARNED TO HONOR THE ONE WE CHOSE.
Then the book closed.



For several minutes nothing happened. Then a soft knock came from upstairs. Amoro and Amoura
looked at each other. They climbed the stairs together. The red door was gone. In its place was a small
ordinary bedroom. A crib stood beside the window.

There was no baby inside. Only a blanket and a note. Amoura opened it. The handwriting was hers. It
said: WHEN THE TIME COMES, DON'T BE AFRAID OF THE LIFE YOU CANNOT SEE YET.

She looked at Amoro. He didn't ask what it meant. He already knew. They were not being promised a
particular future. They were being trusted with one.

Outside, the stars began to fade. The thirty-eighth disappeared first. Then the thirty-ninth. The fortieth
followed. The forty-first remained until sunrise. Then it too became an ordinary point of light.

But beneath the valley, something remained awake. Not a monster. Not the Garden. A possibility. It
waited without demanding. And that, Amoro realized, was the difference between destiny and hope.

They walked through the valley slowly, speaking about the lives they had seen. Each memory was
painful, but none of it felt like an accusation anymore. A life not lived was not a mistake. It was
simply aroad that had not become theirs.

Amoura kept the silver key in her pocket. It no longer felt heavy. She understood why. A key was only
frightening when someone else held the lock. Now the choice belonged to her.

Amoro thought about the Keeper. For years he had imagined him as a guardian standing between them
and the truth. Now he understood that the K eeper had also been trapped by the same fear: the fear that
freedom would hurt more than obedience.

Cael visited them in dreams for three nights. He never spoke. He simply walked beside them through
different versions of the forest. On the fourth night he smiled and vanished. Amoro woke knowing that
memory did not need to remain visible to remain faithful.

Liora appeared once at the edge of the meadow. She looked older each time they saw her, asif every
possibility was teaching her something. She told them that the future was not aroad. It was a
conversation between what they wanted and what they were willing to risk.

Seraphine's memory returned in pieces. Sometimes Amoura remembered her mother's hands.
Sometimes her voice. Sometimes only the feeling of being safe. She stopped trying to recover every
detail. Some memories were meant to remain gentle rather than complete.

The valley changed as the stars settled. People who had remembered impossible lives began forgetting
them again. Not all at once. Some kept fragments. a name, asong, aface at atrain station. Those
fragments did not hurt. They became quiet reminders that every person carries roads they never took.

The book remained closed for aweek. Amoro was almost grateful. He had begun to understand that
not every mystery needed an immediate answer. Some mysteries were doors, and some were windows.



The difference was knowing whether you needed to enter or simply look through.

On the eighth morning, Amoura found a new mark on the porch: asmall circle crossed by two lines.
She recognized it from the oldest page of the book. It meant two souls, one choice. Beneath it someone
had written three words: KEEP CHOOSING TOGETHER.

Amoro stood beside her. ‘Do you think thisisawarning? She shook her head. ‘No. | think it'sa
promise.” He smiled. ‘“Whose? She looked toward the waking valley. ‘Ours.’

They entered the house. The ordinary sounds of morning returned: water running, a cup placed on a
table, the opening of awindow. Nothing supernatural happened. And that was precisely what made the
moment extraordinary.

For the first time, Amoro and Amouradid not wait for the next sign. They made breakfast. They
laughed. They planned the day. They alowed tomorrow to remain unknown.

Y et beneath the floorboards, far below the house, the first door remained. It was closed. The lock was
still. But beside it lay a second key, newly formed from light. No hand had placed it there. No
prophecy named it.

A whisper moved through the dark: ‘When they are ready.” The voice was not the Original's. It was
not Cael's. It was not Seraphine's. It was someone new.

And somewhere beyond the limits of the valley, another story opened itsfirst page. The page was
blank. A hand reached toward it. The hand hesitated. Then it chose.

Weeks passed the way ordinary weeks do, which was itself akind of miracle after everything the
meadow had shown them. Amoro fixed the porch step. Amoura planted new flowers along the path
where the old ones had died the winter the stars first appeared. Neither of them went |ooking for
whatever waited beneath the floorboards.

It found them anyway.

One evening, sweeping ash from the hearth, Amourafelt it — not fear exactly, but the old, familiar
weight settling back into the room, patient and unhurried. She looked up and found Amoro already
looking at her, and neither of them needed to say the word door.

The light that had waited below the house without demanding had finally decided the waiting was
over. It rose through the floorboards like something remembering how to be a color, and by the time it
reached the hearth it had become red.

The book, closed for aweek, fell open on its own to a blank page.

Amoura found the silver key waiting on the table, though neither of them had left it there. She set her
hand over it but did not pick it up. Not yet. There would be amoment for that, and this was not quite it.



They stood together and looked at the door that had returned to their house one more time. Whatever
thiswas, it would ask for a choice, not avictory. They had learned that much, at least.

Then they walked toward it, hand in hand, and waited to see what it would ask of them.



Chapter Ten
The Choice That Remained

The lock began turning.

Amoro stood before the red door with Amoura s hand in his.
Neither of them moved.

The silver key lay on the table behind them.
The house was silent.

Then the lock stopped.

Amouralooked at Amoro.

“Maybe we shouldn’t open it.”

He smiled.

“That’s new.”

“What?’

“You're usualy the one telling me to open mysterious doors.”
“I'm learning.”

“From whom?’

“From you.”

He laughed softly.

Then the voice came from behind the door.
“Amoro.”

He froze.

It was his voice.

Not the voice of the Original.

Not a memory.

His own voice.



Older.

Tired.

Afraid.

“Don’'t open the door.”

Amoura stepped closer.

“Why?’

Silence.

Then:

“Because thisis the last door.”

Amoro looked at her.

The last door.

After everything they had survived, those words should have frightened him.
Instead, he felt something he hadn’t felt in along time.
Relief.

“Maybe that’s why we should open it.”
Amoura smiled.

“Together?’

“Always.”

She picked up the silver key.

The red door began glowing.

She placed the key into the lock.

Then stopped.

“What if thisis another trap?’

Amoro |looked at her.

“Then we'll recognizeit.”

“And if wedon't?



“We'll choose anyway.”

She turned the key.

The door opened.

There was no darkness behind it.

There was sunlight.

A meadow.

Flowers moved in agentle breeze.

And in the middle of it stood a young man.
Amoro stared.

It was himself.

Not another version.

Not the Original.

Not a possibility.

The first Amoro.

The one who had existed before the lives.
Before memory.

Before the Garden.

He looked at Amoura

She gasped.

“Who is he?’

The young man smiled.

“You aready know.”

Amoro stepped through.

The moment his foot touched the meadow, every memory inside him became silent.
No Garden.

No doors.



No prophecy.

No stars.

Only one memory remained.

Amoura

Thefirst time he had seen her.

Not in another life.

Not in a dream.

Before either of them had names.

Two lights floating in an empty universe.
She had looked at him.

He had |ooked at her.

And neither had known what love was.
But they had chosen it anyway.

The memory faded.

Amoro opened his eyes.

Amourawas standing beside him.

The first Amoro was gone.

In his place was a stone bench.

On it sat the blank book.
Amourapicked it up.

The cover was no longer marked REMEMBER.
It was blank.

She opened it.

Every page was empty.

“It'sgone.”

Amoro smiled.



“No.”

“What?’

“It’ s finished.

They sat together in the meadow.

For the first time, there were no questions.

That frightened Amoro almost as much as the questions had.
He looked at Amoura

“Do you think thisisrea ?’

She smiled.

“l don't care.”

He laughed.

“That’s not like you.”

“1 spent too long trying to prove what was real.”
“And?’

“1 realized something.”

“What?’

“If I’'m with you, | don’t need proof.”

He took her hand.

“1 loveyou.”

“1 know.”

“No.”

She looked at him.

“1 mean it differently now.”

“How?’

“1 used to think | loved you because we had found each other across lives.”

She waited.



“Now | know | love you because every time the world gives me a choice...”
He sgueezed her hand.

“...I choose you.”

She kissed him.

The meadow brightened.

A warm breeze passed through the flowers.
Then they heard laughter.

A little girl’ slaughter.

Amoro |looked toward the trees.
Liora stood there.

Eight years old.

She smiled.

“Areyou finished?’
Amouralaughed.

“1 think so.”

Liorawalked toward them.

“Then | can finally come home.”
Amoro stood.

“What do you mean?’

She pointed toward the valley.

The house appeared in the distance.
Their house.

Smoke rose from the chimney.
Someone was inside.
Amouralooked at Liora

“Who?’



Liora smiled.

“You'll see”

They returned to the house.

The red door was gone.

So wasthe silver key.

The book remained on the table.
But now its pages were filled with their story.
Not every detail.

Not every life.

Not every death.

Only the choices that mattered.
Amoro opened the final page.
There was one sentence.

THEY DID NOT LIVE FOREVER.
He looked at Amoura.

“That doesn’t sound very romantic.”
She laughed.

“Keep reading.”

The next line appeared.

THEY LIVED.

Then another.

AND THAT WAS ENOUGH.
Amoro smiled.

“Yes”

Amoura leaned against him.

“Much better.”



They closed the book.

Liorasat by the window.
Amoro looked at her.

“Areyou staying?’

She nodded.

“If you want me.”

Amoura smiled.

“Of course.”

Lioralooked toward the garden.
“1’ve been waiting along time.”
“For what?’

“For this.”

She pointed toward the kitchen.
A small table had appeared.
Three plates.

Three cups.

And beside the third cup was a little wooden spoon.
Amoro stared.

“Wedidn't put that there.”
“No.”

Amouratouched it.

“Who did?’

Liora smiled.

“Maybe someone who knows what’s coming.”
Amoro looked at her.

“Is that another prophecy?’



“No.”

“What isit?’

“Breakfast.”

They laughed.

For the first time, the future felt ordinary.
And that was exactly what they had been fighting for.
Months passed.

The stars stopped appearing.

The town returned to normal.

People stopped remembering lives they had never lived.
The doors disappeared.

The Garden became a story.

The Keeper was never seen again.

Some said he had become atraveler.

Some said he had gone into the mountains.
Some said he had never existed.

Amoro didn’'t know which was true.
Heliked it that way.

Seraphine remained only in memory.

But Amouraremembered her without pain.
She remembered her mother’ s face.

Her voice.

Her sacrifice.

Her mistakes.

Her love.

She no longer wished to change any of it.



Cael appeared sometimes.

Never for long.

Sometimes he looked fourteen.
Sometimes twenty.

Sometimes old.

Sometimes like a child.

He never explained why.

He simply came when he was needed.
One evening, he stood at the edge of the garden.
Amoro walked toward him.

“You leaving?’

“Yes”

“Where?’

“Everywhere.”

Amoro smiled.

“Still remembering?’

“Always.”

“What have you learned?’

Cael looked toward Amoura.

“That memory isn’'t supposed to hold the past hostage.”
Amoro nodded.

“And you?’

Cael smiled.

“I"m learning how to let go.”

They embraced.

Amoro whispered:



“You're my brother.”
Cael smiled.

“1 know.”

“Come back.”

“I will.”

“When?’

Cael looked toward the house.
“When the baby is born.”
Amoro froze.

“You know?’

Cael laughed.

“1 remember.”

Then he disappeared.
Amoro stood aone.
Amoura came outside.
“He'sgone.”

“Yes

“What did he say?’
Amoro smiled.

“He'll be back.”

She looked at him.
“Good.”

They walked inside.
Winter came.

Then spring.

The valley filled with flowers.



One morning, Amoro woke before dawn.
He looked at Amoura.

She was deeping peacefully.
He smiled.

Then he heard atiny cry.
His heart stopped.

Amoura woke.

They looked at each other.
Neither spoke.

Another cry.

Amoura sat up.

“Amoro...”

“I heard.”

They hurried downstairs.
Liorastood in the kitchen.
She was holding a blanket.
Inside it was a newborn baby.
A boy.

Amoro stopped.

“No.”

Liorasmiled.

“Yes”

Amourawalked toward her.
The baby opened his eyes.
Silver.

Exactly like Cael’s.



Amoro’s heart pounded.
“Who is he?

Liorasmiled.

“You aready know.”
Amoura stared at the baby.
“Cad?

The baby smiled.

Then his eyes changed.
They became Amoro’s.
Amoura gasped.

“What is happening?’

Liora laughed.

“Heisn't Cael.”

“Then who?’

“Your son.”

Amoro took the baby.

The child wrapped atiny hand around his finger.
Amoro began crying.
Amouratouched the baby’ s cheek.
“What should we call him?’
Amoro looked at her.

She smiled.

“Choose.”

He laughed.

“That’s alot of pressure.”

“It's our choice.”



He looked at the child.

Then out the window.

Thefirst light of morning was touching the mountains.
A single star remained visible.

The thirty-sixth.

No.

Not thirty-sixth.

He realized something.

They had been counting from the wrong beginning.
The stars had never been numbered.
They were simply moments.
Choices.

Lives.

Memories.

There was no first.

There was no last.

Amoro looked at Amoura.

“What about Elias?’

She smiled.

“Maybe.”

“Maybe what?’

“Maybe we name him Elias.”
Amoro looked at the baby.

“Elias.”

The baby opened his eyes.

Amoura smiled.



“Hello, Elias.”

The child reached toward her.

Shetook his hand.

Amoro watched them.

Hisfamily.

Not created by prophecy.

Not forced by destiny.

Chosen.

Y ears later, people would tell stories about the valley.

They would talk about the strange forest.

The abandoned Garden.

The silver key that had supposedly opened doors between worlds.
They would talk about a Keeper who knew every secret.

They would talk about Seraphine, the woman who sacrificed herself to protect her children.
They would talk about Cael, the boy who remembered every life.
And sometimes they would talk about two souls who found each other again and again.
But the stories were never quite right.

They always made Amoro and Amoura seem destined.

Chosen by the universe.

Bound together by some ancient force.

The truth was much ssimpler.

They had achoice.

And they kept making it.

That was all.

That was everything.

One evening, many years later, Amoro and Amoura sat beneath the old tree beside their house.



Their hair had begun to turn gray.
Their hands were older.

Their lives were slower.

But Amoro still reached for Amoura' s hand without thinking.
She still took it.

Their children had grown.

Liora had become awoman.

Elias had become a young man.
Cadl dtill appeared occasionally.
The valley had remained peaceful.
The forest had remained quiet.
The Garden was gone.

The doors were gone.

The stars were simply stars.
Amoura looked upward.

“Do you remember the first time we saw the thirty-seventh?’
“Yes

“Were you afraid?’

“Terrified.”

She laughed.

“You didn’t ook terrified.”

“l was trying to impress you.”
“You wereterrible at it.”

“1 know.”

They laughed together.

Then Amoura leaned against him.



“Do you regret anything?’
Amoro thought for along time.
“Yes”

She looked at him.

“What?’

“All the liveswhere | didn’t know you.”
She smiled.

“That isn’t regret.”

“What isit?’

“Gratitude.”

“For what?’

“That we found this one.”

He kissed her forehead.

They sat quietly.

The sun descended.

Thefirst stars appeared.

One.

Then two.

Then three.

Amoro watched.

“Do you think there are till other versions of us?’
Amoura smiled.

“Probably.”

“Do you think they’ re happy?’
“1 hope so.”

“Do you think they found each other?’



She looked at him.

“Some did.”

“And the others?’

“They made different choices.”

He nodded.

“Do you think that’s okay?’

“Yes”

“Why?'

“Because their lives belong to them.”

Amoro smiled.

“You redly did learn.”

“So did you.”

That night, Amoura placed the old book on the table.
It had been years since either of them had opened it.
She touched the cover.

“Should we?’

Amoro smiled.

“Together.”

She opened it.

The pages were blank.

Every one.

Except the last.

There was afinal sentence.

THE STORY ENDS WHERE THE CHOICE BEGINS.
Amoura stared.

“What does that mean?’



Amoro smiled.

“1 think it means we get to decide.”

She picked up the pen.

“What should we write?’

He looked at her.

“Nothing.”

She smiled.

“Why?'

“Because some stories don’t need another chapter.”
Amoura closed the book.

She took his hand.

They walked outside.

The moon was bright.

The valley was peaceful.

No voices called.

No doors opened.

No starsfell.

Nothing demanded that they remember.
Nothing demanded that they forget.
They were simply together.

And that was enough.

Far beyond the valley, in a place no map could find, asingle door stood in an empty meadow.
It was old.

Red.

Weathered.

Locked.



For centuries, no one had touched it.

Then a young man approached.

He carried no key.

He did not need one.

He placed his hand on the door.

It opened.

Beyond it was aforest.

Beyond the forest was a garden.

Beyond the garden was ariver.

Beyond the river were countless worlds.

And somewhere among them, two souls were beginning again.
The young man smiled.

He was Cadl.

But not the Cael they knew.

Older.

Different.

Free.

He looked back once.

Then he closed the door.

Not to imprison anything.

Not to hide anything.

Simply because some doors were meant to remain closed until someone chose to open them.
He walked away.

The meadow became quiet.

And somewhere in the distance, alittle girl laughed.

A boy answered.



Two voices.

Two souls.

Another beginning.

Amoro and Amoura never learned whether the universe had a plan for them.
They never learned whether the first door had truly been the beginning.
They never learned whether the stars were counting choices or simply burning in the darkness.
And eventually, they stopped asking.

They had learned something better.

A life did not need to be explained to be meaningful.

A love did not need to be destined to bereal.

And a story did not need to last forever to matter.

Sometimes two people meet.

Sometimes they lose each other.

Sometimes they find each other again.

Sometimes they are given every reason to walk away.

And sometimes—

despite everything—

they stay.

Amoro stayed.

Amoura stayed.

They chose each other.

Not once.

Not twice.

But every morning.

Every evening.

Every ordinary day that followed the extraordinary ones.



That was their miracle.

Not immortality.

Not destiny.

Choice.

The smplest gift.

The hardest responsibility.

The one thing no Garden could control.

No Keeper could command.

No prophecy could steal.

And asthefinal light disappeared from the valley, Amourarested her head against Amoro’ s shoulder.
He closed his eyes.

She whispered:

“Tomorrow?’

He smiled.

“Tomorrow.”

And thistime, there was no warning in the word.
Only promise.

The kind of promise that needs no magic.

No key.

No door.

No prophecy.

Only two hearts choosing the same direction.
Together.

And somewhere beyond the stars, where all the lives they had lived and all the lives they had never
lived rested peacefully, the first door closed for the last time.

Not because the story was over.

But because they no longer needed it to continue.



They had finally learned how to write their own ending.
And their own beginning.

Together.

But the first door did not disappear.

Not completely.

It remained in the meadow beyond the valley, hidden beneath a sky that no human eye could see.
For along time, nothing happened.

Then footsteps approached.

Not Cael’s.

Not Liora's.

Not Elias's.

An old woman walked through the grass.
Her hair was silver.

Her back was dlightly bent.

She carried no key.

She stopped before the door.

Then she smiled.

“Amoro.”

Nothing.

“Amoura.”

Still nothing.

She placed her palm against the wood.

“1 know you're listening.”

The door remained closed.

The woman laughed.

“1 suppose you' ve finally learned.”



She turned away.

Then stopped.

“Actually...”

She looked over her shoulder.

“...perhaps | havetoo.”

She walked away.

The door stayed closed.

And for the first timein the history of the worlds, nobody was waiting to open it.
That was the final victory.

Not destroying the door.

Not destroying the Garden.

Not defeating certainty.

Simply learning that not every mystery required an answer.
Y ears became decades.

The house aged.

The garden grew wild.

The old tree became enormous.

And beneath it, two simple stones were eventually placed.
No grand monument.

No golden inscription.

Only two names.

AMORO

AMOURA

And beneath them, a single sentence:

THEY CHOSE EACH OTHER.

Lioravisited often.



Elias visited with his children.

Cael came once.

He stood before the stones for along time.

Then he smiled.

“Youdidit.”

He placed a small white flower between the stones.
“1 remembered.”

Then he left.

The flower never withered.

One spring morning, ayoung girl sat beneath the old tree.
She was Elias' s granddaughter.

She held the old book in her |ap.

No one knew how she had found it.

She opened it.

The pages were blank.

She turned to the last page.

The sentence remained.

THE STORY ENDS WHERE THE CHOICE BEGINS.
The girl frowned.

“That doesn’t make sense.”

A boy beside her laughed.

“It does.”

“How?’

He shrugged.

“Maybe storiesdon’t end.”

She looked toward the mountains.



“Then why does this one?’

The boy thought for a moment.

“Maybe because they choseto let it.”

The girl smiled.

Then she closed the book.

Neither child noticed the tiny silver light that appeared among the trees.
It hovered for a moment.

Then vanished.

No door opened.

No prophecy spoke.

No ancient voice called their names.

There was only the wind.

And the sound of children laughing.

Life continuing.

Exactly asit should.

And somewhere, beyond memory and beyond every world they had ever known, two lights appeared.
They moved toward each other.

Slowly.

Peacefully.

No prophecy guided them.

No Keeper waited.

No Garden called.

No door stood between them.

They simply moved toward one another.
When they met, the universe became quiet.

And a voice whispered:



“Again?’

Another voice answered:

“Always.”

The lights became one.

Then separated.

Not because they were being forced apart.

Because they were free to choose.

And they chose to meet again.

Amoro and Amoura’ s story was never about escaping death.

It was never about defeating destiny.

It was never about finding the perfect life.

It was about something smaller.

Something harder.

Something more human.

Choosing.

Choosing when fear said run.

Choosing when memory said stay in the past.

Choosing when certainty demanded obedience.

Choosing when every possible future seemed to ask for something different.
Choosing love without knowing whether love would be enough.
And discovering, in the end, that it was.

Not because |ove prevented pain.

Not because it guaranteed forever.

But because it gave meaning to every moment they were given.
They lost each other.

They found each other.



They remembered.

They forgot.

They fought.

They forgave.

They became strangers.

They became family.

They became two souls who had crossed more worlds than either could count.
And eventually, they stopped counting.
Because they understood the truth.

They didn’t need athousand lives.

They only needed the one they were living.
Together.

The final evening came quietly.

There was no storm.

No darkness.

No ancient voice.

No final door.

Amoro sat beside Amoura beneath the old tree.
Their hands were intertwined.

The garden was filled with white flowers.
Elias sat nearby.

Liora stood beside him.

Their children and grandchildren filled the yard.
There was laughter.

Food.

Music.



Ordinary happiness.
Amouralooked around.

“Thisis beautiful.”

Amoro smiled.

“You madeit.”

“No.”

She sgueezed his hand.

“Wedid.”

He looked at her.

“Areyou afraid?’

She thought about it.

Then shook her head.

“No.”

“Neither am .”

They looked at each other.

There was no need for goodbye.
They had said goodbye too many times in too many lives.
Thistime, they simply sat together.
The sun sank behind the mountains.
The first stars appeared.

Elias looked upward.

“Look.”

Everyone turned.

A new star had appeared.

It was brighter than the others.

But it wasn’t gold.



It wasn't silver.

It wasn't red.

It was white.

Pure white.

Amoura smiled.
“Seraphine.”

Amoro nodded.

The star shone brighter.
Then another appeared.
And another.

Cadl.

Liora

Mara.

Every name they had carried.
Every life they had loved.
Every possibility they had released.
Not returning.

Not demanding.

Simply shining.

Amoro looked at Amoura.
“We're surrounded.”

She smiled.

“By love.”

He nodded.

“Yes”

The starsfilled the sky.



And for amoment, every life they had ever lived seemed to exist together.
Not competing.

Not demanding.

Not trying to become the one true story.

Just existing.

Each one asmall light.

Each one beautiful.

Each one complete.

Amourarested her head against Amoro.

“I"'m ready.”

He kissed her forehead.

“Soaml.”

The world became quiet.

And somewhere beyond the stars, the first door finally disappeared.
Not locked.

Not destroyed.

Simply unnecessary.

The Garden became a memory.

The Keeper became a story.

The prophecy became alesson.

The keys became dust.

The doors became dreams.

And the two souls who had crossed lifetimes together finally stopped searching.
Because they had arrived.

Not at a place.

Not in a particular lifetime.



But in the truth they had been looking for all along.
Home was never the forest.

Home was never the Garden.

Home was never another life.

Home was the person beside them when they were free to choose.
Amoro took Amoura’ s hand.

She held it.

The stars continued shining.

The night continued.

The world continued.

And their love—

not as a spell,

not as a prophecy,

not as an endless promise—

but as a choice they had made freely,

remained.

Forever—not because they had escaped death, but because nothing could undo the fact that they had
chosen one another.

That was the secret beneath every life.

The truth hidden behind every door.

The answer Seraphine had searched for.

The lesson the Keeper had failed to understand.

The thing Cael had spent centuries remembering.

And the thing Amoro and Amoura finally knew without needing anyone to tell them:
Y ou cannot choose how long a story lasts.

Y ou cannot choose every road.

Y ou cannot save every possibility.



Y ou cannot hold every person you love forever.

But while you are given the chance to live—

you can choose how you love.

Y ou can choose who you stand beside.

Y ou can choose whether fear writes your future or courage does.
And sometimes, against all reason, against every prophecy, against every door and every darkness—
two souls choose each other.

Again.

And again.

And again.

Until there is nothing left to prove.

Only the quiet certainty that they were exactly where they were meant to be.
Together.

The end.

The morning came softly.

There was no thunder in the mountains.

No strange light crossed the sky.

No voice spoke from the forest.

Amoro woke to sunlight resting across the floor.

For amoment he simply listened.

A bird sang outside.

A kettle began to whistle downstairs.

Someone laughed.

He smiled.

The world was still here.

He turned toward Amoura.



She was awake.

“You're smiling,” she said.

“So areyou.”

“1 had a good dream.”

“What about?’

“You.”

He laughed.

“That sounds suspiciously convenient.”

“It was.”

She reached for his hand.

He held it.

They remained there for awhile, saying nothing.
The strange thing was that silence no longer frightened them.
Once, silence had meant that something was coming.
Now silence meant peace.

Amourafinally sat up.

“Comeon.”

“Where?’

“Downstairs.”

“Why?'

“Because | smell breakfast.”

He laughed.

“You always did know how to defeat ancient evil.”
“With food.”

“An excellent strategy.”

They went downstairs together.



Elias was standing at the stove.
Liorawas sitting at the table.

Neither looked surprised to see them.
Elias held up a piece of toast.

“1 burned it.”

Amoro nodded seriousdly.

“Then you've officialy become part of the family.”
Lioralaughed.

Amoura shook her head.

“Y ou're both impossible.”

Elias placed the toast on the table.
“Dad?’

v

“1 had another dream.”

Amoro paused.

“What kind?’

“A door.”

Amouralooked at him.

Elias continued.

“But it wasn't red.”

“What color?’

“White.”

Amoro felt the old instinct rise inside him.
Ask questions.

Investigate.

Follow the clue.



Find the door.

Open it.

Solveit.

Then he looked at Amoura

She was watching him.

He smiled.

“What did you do in the dream?’

“1 walked away.”

Amoro laughed.

“Good.”

Elias smiled.

“1 thought you'd approve.”

“l do.”

Amoura poured tea.

“And did anything happen when you walked away?’
Elias shook his head.

“No.”

“Then perhaps that was the whole point.”
Later that day, Amoro walked alone into the forest.
He did not go because he had heard avoice.
He did not go because he had seen a sign.
He went because he wanted to say goodbye.
The forest was different now.

The trees seemed taller, but less threatening.

Sunlight passed easily between the branches.



The path he remembered from years before was nearly gone.
He followed it until he reached the clearing.
Nothing remained.

No door.

No stone arch.

No silver light.

Only grass.

Amoro stood there.

“I remember,” he said.

The forest gave no answer.

He smiled.

“1 don't need one.”

A breeze moved through the trees.

He closed his eyes.

For a moment he remembered everything.
The first time he had met Amoura.

The Keeper.

The Garden.

The silver key.

Cadl.

Seraphine.

The Original.

Thefirst door.

The second door.

Every fear.

Every mistake.



Every moment he had nearly lost her.
He allowed the memories to come.
Then he alowed them to |leave.

He did not fight them.

He did not chase them.

He simply watched.

When he opened his eyes, the clearing was empty.
And somehow, that emptiness felt full.
He whispered:

“Thank you.”

Then he turned toward home.

Amoura was waiting on the porch.
“You took along time.”

“1 know.”

“Did you find anything?’

“NO."

She smiled.

“Good.”

He sat beside her.

“1 found what | needed.”

“What?’

“The place where we used to be afraid.”
She looked toward the forest.

“And now?’

“Now it'sjust aforest.”



Amoura leaned against him.
“That's beautiful.”

“It feels strange.”

“Peace usually does.”

He smiled.

They watched the afternoon pass.
That evening, Liora brought out a box of old photographs.
Most were ordinary.

Birthdays.

Holidays.

Children playing in the garden.
Amoro laughed at one photograph of himself trying to repair the roof.
“I wasterrible at that.”

“You till are,” Amoura said.
Elias picked up another.
“Who'sthis?’

It was a picture of Cael.

He looked young.

Almost ordinary.

Amoro touched the photograph.
“Your uncle.”

Elias studied it.

“He looks happy.”

“Hewas.”

“Do you think he remembers us?’



Amoro smiled.

“1 think he remembers enough.”
Lioralooked at the photograph.
“Maybe that's what peaceis.”

“What?’

“Remembering without being trapped.”
Amoura nodded.

“Yes”

They placed the photograph beside the others.
No specia place.

No shrine.

No altar.

Just family.

That was what Cael had become.

Not a guardian.

Not a prisoner of memory.

Family.

That night, Amoura could not sleep.
She went outside.

The garden was silver beneath the moon.
She walked to the white tree.

The flowers were closed.

She touched the trunk.

“1 missyou.”

She did not know whether she meant Seraphine, Cael, Mara, or every person they had lost.



Perhaps al of them.

A voice came from behind her.
“You don't have to.”
Amouraturned.

No one was there.

She smiled.

“1 know.”

She looked at the tree.

“1 just wanted to say it.”

The leaves moved.

A blossom opened.

She caught it before it reached the ground.
Inside the flower was atiny silver thread.
She held it between her fingers.
For one instant, she saw Seraphine.
Not as she had been at theriver.
Not frightened.

Not sacrificing herself.

Simply smiling.

Amoura smiled back.

Then the vision faded.

The silver thread dissolved.

She whispered:

“Goodbye, Mother.”

This time, the word did not hurt.

It healed.



When she returned inside, Amoro was awake.
“You saw her.”

Amoura nodded.

“How did you know?’

“Your face.”

She sat beside him.

“She was happy.”

“1 believe you.”

“Shetold mel didn't have to carry her.”
Amoro took her hand.

“You don't.”

“1 know.”

They sat together.

Amouralooked at him.

“Do you ever wonder what would have happened if we had made different choices?’
“All thetime.”

“And?’

“1 think we'd still be searching.”

She smiled.

“For what?’

“For this.”

He touched her hand.

“This moment.”

The years continued.



Not dramatically.

Not magically.

Just honestly.

Elias became a teacher.

Liorabecame a hedler.

Their grandchildren learned the stories of the valley.

But Amoro and Amoura never taught them to fear the forest.
They taught them to respect it.

They never told them that every strange dream was a warning.
They taught them to listen to their hearts.

They never told them that destiny controlled their lives.

They taught them that choices mattered.

And when the children asked whether the old stories were true, Amoro always answered:
“Some of them.”

“Which ones?’

“The ones that taught us something.”

That answer satisfied them.

Most of the time.

One afternoon, Elias's youngest daughter came running into the house.
“Grandma!”

Amoura turned.

“What happened?’

“1 found something.”

The girl held out asmall stone.

Amoro recognized it.



The same stone Elias had found years earlier.
The one carved with their names.
He took it carefully.

“Where did you find this?’

“By theriver.”

Amouralooked at him.
“Theriver?’

The girl nodded.

“1 thought it was pretty.”

Amoro smiled.

“Itis.”

“Can | keep it?’

He looked at Amoura

She nodded.

“Yes”

The girl ran away.

Amoro watched her.

“You weren't afraid.”

“No.”

“Neither was|.”

Amoura smiled.

“That means we're finally free.”
The river had once been where Seraphine disappeared.
It had once carried memories.

It had once separated worlds.



Now children skipped stones acrossit.

Families washed their handsin it.

Flowers grew along its banks.

The river had not changed.

They had.

That was the secret.

The world did not always need to be transformed.
Sometimes we simply needed to stop seeing it through the eyes of fear.
One evening, Amoro and Amourareturned to the river.
They sat beneath awillow.

The water moved quietly.

Amoura dipped her fingersinto it.

“Cold.”

“It alwayswas.”

She smiled.

“Not anymore.”

He looked at her.

“What changed?’

“I did.”

He understood.

They sat quietly.

Then Amoro noticed something floating downstream.
A small wooden boat.

Inside it was a folded piece of paper.

He reached into the water and pulled it out.



Amouraunfolded it.

There were only three words.

**YOU ARE FREE.**

Amoro stared.

“Who sent it?’

Amoura smiled.

“Does it matter?’

He thought about it.

“No.”

She let the paper drift back onto theriver.
The water carried it away.

They watched until it disappeared.

That night, they dreamed the same dream.
They stood in the meadow.

The sky was empty.

No stars.

No moon.

No doors.

A voice asked:

“1f you could return to the beginning, would you change anything?’
Amoro looked at Amoura.

She looked at him.

“No,” they answered together.

The voice asked:

“Not even the pain?’



“No.”

“Not even the loss?”’

“No.”

“Not even the lives where you failed?’

Amoura stepped forward.

“No.”

“Why?’

She looked at Amoro.

“Because every part of it taught us how to love.”
The voice became softer.

“And if you had never met?’

Amoro answered:

“Then | would hope we would find each other anyway.”
The meadow filled with light.

The dream ended.

They woke holding hands.

Neither needed to explain it.

Y ears later, Amoro found the courage to ask Amouraone final question.
They were sitting beneath the old tree.

“Areyou afraid of the end?’

She looked at him.

“NO."

“Why?’

“Because I've already learned what the end means.”

“What?’



“That it isn't the opposite of love.”

He waited.

“Love doesn't end because alife ends.”

She smiled.

“It changes.”

Amoro looked at the white blossoms.

“1 used to think forever meant never losing you.”
“And now?’

“Forever means nothing can make me regret loving you.”
Amouras eyes filled with tears.

“That is better.”

He smiled.

“1 thought you'd like it.”

She rested her head on his shoulder.

“1 do.”

The final season came quietly.

The valley turned gold.

The forest smelled of rain.

The white tree flowered one last time.

Amoro and Amoura were very old now.

Their children visited every day.

Their grandchildren filled the house with laughter.
One evening, Elias sat beside his father.

“Dad?’

“ YS?’



“Are you happy?’

Amoro looked toward the garden.
“Yes”

“Do you wish you had lived differently?’
He shook his head.

“No.”

“Even after everything?’
“Especially after everything.”
Elias smiled.

“Good.”

Amoro looked at him.

“Y ou know something?’

“What?’

“Y ou were never part of the prophecy.”
Elias laughed.

“| figured that out.”

“Y ou were something better.”
“What?’

“A choice we made.”

Elias took his father's hand.
“I'mglad.”

“Soam|.”

Amoura called from the garden.
“Amoro.”

He stood.



“I'll be right there.”

He walked outside.

She was beneath the white tree.
The evening sun touched her face.
She looked peaceful.

He sat beside her.

“You called?

“1 wanted to see you.”
“You've seen me all day.”
“1 know.”

He smiled.

“Still not enough?’
“Never.”

He took her hand.

They watched the sunset.
The sky became gold.
Then rose.

Then violet.

Then blue.

The first star appeared.
Amoura smiled.

“Don't count them.”

“1 wasn't going to.”
“Good.”

A second star appeared.

Then athird.



No one counted.

The stars simply shone.

The final night came.

There was no warning.

No door.

No prophecy.

No voice.

Amoro and Amourawere simply tired.
Their children gathered around them.
Liora held Amoura’s hand.

Elias sat beside Amoro.

The grandchildren stood quietly nearby.
Amoro looked at everyone.

Then at Amoura.

She smiled.

He smiled back.

There was no fear.

Only gratitude.

He whispered:

“1 found you.”

She answered:

“You awaysdid.”

He laughed softly.

“Even when | didn't know where to look.”

She sgueezed his hand.



“1 was looking too.”

The room became very quiet.

Amoro closed his eyes.

Amourarested her head beside him.

Their hands remained together.

Outside, the starsfilled the sky.

One bright white star appeared above the tree.
Then another.

Then another.

Elias |ooked through the window.

“Look.”

Everyone did.

For one brief moment, the entire sky seemed filled with every star they had ever seen.
Then the lights settled into their places.

NoO message.

No prophecy.

Only beauty.

Amoro opened his eyes one last time.

He looked at Amoura

“Tomorrow?’

She smiled.

“Tomorrow.”

And that was enough.

Afterward, the family carried them beneath the white tree.

They placed their two stones beside one another.



No grand monument.

No magical inscription.

Only their names.

AMORO

AMOURA

And benesth them:

THEY CHOSE EACH OTHER.

The wind moved through the branches.
White blossoms fell.

One landed between the stones.

Then another.

Then another.

Lioracried.

Elias held her.

The grandchildren stood quietly.

No one tried to explain what had happened.
Some things did not need explanation.
They simply needed to be honored.

That night, Elias dreamed of the meadow.
He saw Amoro and Amoura standing together.
They looked young.

Not because they had become young again.
Because they were free of time.

Elias stepped toward them.

“Areyou okay?’



Amoro smiled.

“We're home.”

“Where?’

Amoura answered.

“Everywhere.”

Elias cried.

“l missyou.”

“We know.”

“Will | seeyou again?’

Amoro smiled.

“You aready have.”

The meadow filled with light.

Elias woke before sunrise.

He was smiling.

Y ears later, the children of the valley would still tell the story.
But they told it differently.

They did not say Amoro and Amoura had defeated destiny.
They said they had learned to live with uncertainty.
They did not say the lovers had conquered death.
They said they had refused to let fear definelife.
They did not say the doors had been destroyed.
They said the doors had become unnecessary.

And when someone asked what the greatest magic had been, the oldest people in the valley always
gave the same answer.

“Choice.”

“Why?’



“Because magic can open adoor.”

“And choice?’

“Choice decides whether you walk through it.”
The final page of the old book was eventually found beneath the white tree.
Nobody knew who had placed it there.

There was no cover.

No binding.

Only one page.

On it were the final words:

**They searched for destiny.**

**They found choice.**

**They searched for forever.**

**They found this moment.**

**They searched for home.**

**They found each other.**

And beneath those words:

** A |ove story does not become eternal because it never ends.**
**|t becomes eternal because it was real .**
The page was |eft beneath the tree.

Rainfell onit.

The ink faded.

The paper softened.

Eventually it became part of the earth.

And from that earth grew another white tree.

Its first blossom opened in spring.



Far beyond the valley, there was no door.
Only an open meadow beneath a sky full of stars.
Two lights appeared.

They moved toward one ancther.

No force guided them.

No prophecy required them.

They simply chose.

The lights touched.

And the universe became quiet.

A voice whispered:

“Again?’

The answer came softly.

“Always.”

Not because they were trapped in a cycle.
Not because destiny demanded it.
Because choice remained.

Because love remained.

Because two souls, given freedom, could still choose the same direction.

Together.

And that was the final truth.
The story had never been about finding an ending.
It had been about finding the courage to live.
Tolove.

Tolose.

To forgive.



To remember.

Tolet go.

To choose.

And after everything—

they did.

Amoro chose Amoura

Amoura chose Amoro.

And theworld, at |ast, let them keep that choice.
The forest remained.

The river remained.

The mountains remained.

The stars remained.

Life continued.

Children grew.

Stories changed.

Memories softened.

But beneath the old white tree, two names remained.
Two souls.

One choice.

Onelove.

And afinal sentence carried quietly through the valley whenever the wind moved through the
branches:

** Home was never a place.**
** Home was the person you were free to choose.* *

The End.



