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The Gate That Was Never Meant to Open

	Mist coiled low over the ancient hills, thick as wool and heavy with the scent of iron and moss. Even the birds had fallen silent as dawn approached the ridgeline above the Vale of Tharn. Beneath that hush, hidden behind centuries of tangled vines and slabs of worn stone, the Silver Gate stood sealed—tall, imposing, and untouched by time. It was not built by the hands of men, or if it was, those men had long faded into forgotten history. The surrounding ruins whispered of a civilization no one remembered, a people erased from both memory and map.

	Weylan crouched in the thickets, heart drumming against his ribs, eyes fixed on the gate as though it might vanish if he blinked. His breath misted in the cold morning air. He had hiked through rain, crossed the frozen Narrows, and climbed the Old Ridge Trail to find this place. All because of a page torn from a book no one else believed in, a single line that said: “Where silver parts the veil, the Warden must rise.” He didn’t know what it meant, only that it had been written in his grandfather’s hand—a man who disappeared before Weylan was born, a man the townsfolk called mad.

	No one in the village spoke of the gate anymore. They called it a myth, a legend spun around campfires to scare children or entertain travelers. But Weylan had seen things—signs etched into bark deep in the forest, symbols that shimmered faintly in moonlight, and dreams that returned night after night with a voice calling his name through a corridor of silver flame. It was no myth. It was calling.

	The silver of the gate was not metal. It shimmered like liquid moonlight, flowing in subtle patterns that shifted with the angle of the sun. No hinges were visible. No lock. Just a seamless arch inscribed with ancient runes that pulsed softly as he approached, as though sensing him.

	He stepped into the clearing, boots sinking slightly into mossy soil, and held his breath.

	The runes flared.

	Light poured outward in a sudden wave, forcing him back a step. A low hum rose from the earth, not a sound exactly, but a vibration in his bones, in his teeth. He clenched his jaw and steadied himself. The gate was awakening. And he had no idea what would come through if it opened.

	He took another step, then another, until he stood directly before it. It towered above him, its surface glimmering with the texture of water disturbed by wind. A soft voice whispered behind him, so quiet it was nearly lost in the breeze.

	“Weylan…”

	He turned, startled, but saw no one. The trees remained still. The mist did not stir.

	“Weylan…”

	This time, it came from the gate. The voice was neither male nor female—more a memory than a sound. It chilled him, but it also struck something deep within, something he had not known was hollow until it was touched.

	“You were never meant to find this place,” the voice murmured. “Yet you came.”

	Weylan stepped closer. His hand trembled as he reached for the gate’s surface. When his fingers brushed it, the shimmer cooled to stillness, the silver freezing beneath his skin. A jolt of energy surged through him. The world tilted. His vision darkened.

	And then—

	He stood in a wide hall, the floor beneath him made of smooth obsidian, reflecting faint stars above. The gate behind him was gone, replaced by twin statues of armored figures whose eyes glowed faintly blue. Each held a blade of silver flame, crossed in warning.

	This was not the forest. Not his world.

	A figure stepped forward from the shadows at the far end of the hall. Cloaked in dark green and silver, she bore a staff marked with the same runes that had pulsed on the gate.

	“You are not ready,” she said.

	“I don’t even know what this is,” Weylan replied, his voice small in the vastness.

	“This is the Echo Keep,” she said, her eyes unreadable. “This is where the Wardens were tested. Where the Veil was first torn. And now it stirs again.”

	He stared at her. “I’m not a Warden.”

	She tilted her head, considering. “You wouldn’t be here if that were true.”

	“I found a page in a book,” he said, frowning. “That’s all. I’m no chosen hero, no warrior.”

	The woman approached, and as she did, the runes along the hall glowed to life beneath her feet.

	“Do you know what the Silver Gate holds back?” she asked softly.

	“No.”

	“Then pray you never find out.”

	The words hung between them, heavy with meaning. But there was no time for questions. A tremor ran through the hall, distant at first, then stronger, like something massive shifting beneath the surface. The stars above flickered.

	“The seal weakens,” she said. “And the old wards are breaking.”

	He looked toward the statues. Cracks began to split their surface. Dust fell in steady streams. Whatever had held this place still and silent for centuries was failing.

	The woman turned her gaze to him again. “You are the last to bear the mark. You may not understand it yet, but it chose you the moment you opened the gate.”

	“But I didn’t open it,” he protested.

	“You touched it. That was enough.”

	The stars above the hall swirled faster now, forming strange patterns, constellations he didn’t recognize. They pulsed with color—violet, silver, deep blue. The hall groaned. One of the statues shattered with a deafening crack, its blade vanishing into smoke.

	The woman raised her staff. “You must leave this place. The gate will close again—for a time. But you must prepare. Find the others. They, too, will be called.”

	Before he could speak, the hall began to collapse in light. Not rubble, not flame—just brilliance, rushing toward him like a river of starlight. He shielded his eyes.

	And then he was back.

	The forest clearing. The mist. The gate, now still and dull as if never touched. His hand was still pressed against it, but the silver no longer responded. It was cold. Unmoving.

	He staggered back, gasping.

	Above him, the sky had shifted. It was still morning, but the light felt…older, somehow. He looked down and saw a faint mark burned into the leather strap on his wrist. A rune. One of the ones from the gate.

	The whisper returned, fainter this time, but unmistakable.

	“Warden…”

	The gate had not truly opened, but it had shown him what lay beyond. And now, with or without his understanding, he had become part of something ancient. Something vast. The kind of truth no one believes until it’s too late.

	Weylan stood alone in the clearing, wind sighing through the trees, birdsong just beginning to return. He didn’t yet know where his path would lead, only that it had begun.

	And the Silver Gate waited, silent and watching, for the day it would open again.

	 


Ashfall at Dusk

	The air carried a strange hush, as if the world itself were holding its breath. A haze hung over the western horizon, thick and grey, curling above the hills like smoke from a dying fire. But there had been no fire. Not in these woods. Not in these mountains. And yet, the sky rained ash.

	Weylan stood at the edge of a narrow cliff path, his cloak pulled tight around his shoulders, watching as the flakes drifted lazily from above. They fell like snow but smelled faintly of scorched earth. His boots left no print in the dusting of grey on the stone. It didn’t melt on contact or crumble under his heel—it simply clung, like memory.

	The forest below was quiet, too quiet. The usual chitter of dusk birds had vanished. No rustle of deer in the brush, no creaking of tree limbs. Just silence, and the endless fall of ash.

	He had not intended to come this far north, not yet. The map he carried had marked the area simply with an old name: Vaelor’s Teeth, a jagged stretch of ridgeline thought to be impassable. But after the vision from the gate, after the woman with the staff and the collapse of stars, something inside him had tugged in this direction. A sense, not quite a voice, urging him to go. To move. And now, standing at the mouth of a desolate path that coiled like a scar through the rocks, he understood why.

	There was something wrong here.

	It wasn’t just the ash. It was the stillness beneath it, the kind that settles only after something has been taken.

	He moved cautiously, the wind stirring his cloak, the grey falling thicker now. It gathered in the folds of his hood and on the straps of his satchel. In the distance, what looked like the remains of a watchtower jutted from the mountainside. Blackened stone. Partially collapsed. He quickened his pace toward it, drawn by the hope of shelter or knowledge—or perhaps both.

	As he climbed, the ash deepened. It coated the stone steps leading up the tower’s spine. The door had been torn from its hinges, its charred wood lying twisted to the side. Weylan stepped over it and entered a world frozen in ruin. The air inside was warm, not from fire but from something older, buried beneath layers of dust and decay.

	Shelves lined the walls, most toppled, the books within reduced to blackened curls. A single iron brazier sat in the center, long cold. A desk had been shattered, its contents strewn across the floor—parchments, glass vials, broken instruments. He knelt and brushed aside the ash, revealing a small, metal medallion beneath the ruin.

	It was etched with the same pattern he’d seen at the gate—a sigil shaped like an eye within a crescent. The Warden’s mark.

	This had been a watchpost. One of theirs.

	He stood slowly, heart heavier now. If the Wardens had once stood here, and this was their fate, then something had reached them. Something powerful enough to burn a sanctuary to the ground and leave nothing but ghosts.

	A wind swept through the broken window above, scattering the ash like frightened birds. Weylan turned toward the narrow staircase curling up the tower’s side. Each step groaned beneath his weight, but he climbed. At the top, he emerged into what had once been a lookout platform.

	The view stretched for miles, a sea of dark treetops stretching beneath the evening sky. But even here, the world felt choked. The ash dimmed the light, painting the sun in shades of rust and violet. And far off, near the base of the mountains, something shimmered—barely visible through the haze.
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