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THE LEGEND OF THE SKY BELOW

(As passed down by the Yuchi people who once lived in the Ashvale region)

Long before the trees grew tall and the rivers split the mountains, there was a place the old ones feared to speak of. A hollow between the worlds. A wound in the earth.

They called it S’ganu-hi, the Sky Below — the mirror of the sky above, but broken, upside-down, and hungry. It was said to be home to the forgotten gods, the ones not made of stars and light, but silence and teeth.

These gods did not demand worship. They demanded remembrance.

To forget them was to invite their return.

According to the old songs, the Sky Below would leak into the world when memory faded and the land was scarred — through poisoned water, cut trees, or unspeakable grief. The warning signs were always the same:


	Silence where there should be sound.

	Fog that moved against the wind.

	Mirrors that wept.

	Teeth where no teeth should be.



Only one type of person could stop the leaking — a “Gatekeeper”, born from the bloodline of those who once listened to the land’s dreams. A person caught between waking and sleeping, alive and dead, past and present.

But the Gatekeeper was not immune.

They could close the Sky Below...

Or they could open it wide enough to swallow the world.
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INTRODUCTION
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When the Sky Went Quiet

It began with the birds.

Not a dramatic, Alfred Hitchcock-style descent, but their quiet exit — unnoticed at first. One day, the morning songs just... weren’t there. No coos. No caws. No fluttering wings across power lines or telephone poles. Just a strange, hollow stillness above the treetops that made people squint upward and wonder if maybe it was just the season.

Then came the silence.

Not metaphorical. Not poetic. Real silence. Deep and unnatural.

For six minutes and twenty-three seconds, every machine, device, insect, even the wind itself went utterly mute. People held their breath, not because they meant to — but because their bodies forgot to inhale. Car radios died. Generators choked. Livestock froze, eyes wide, staring at nothing. Children screamed but made no sound.

And then, as if someone flicked the world’s volume knob back on — everything returned. Almost.

Except for what came after.

The fog didn’t roll in that day. That would've been too obvious, too cinematic. No, it waited. It waited until the stillness became background noise. Until the town of Ashvale, Appalachia, had shrugged off the event like one more weird thing in a long list of weird things this country seemed too tired to question anymore.

By the time it came — low, glowing, and humming like a tuning fork dipped in blood — it was too late. It didn’t come to hide the town.

It came to reveal it.

This isn’t a story about the end of the world. That’s too clean. Too final.

This is a story about what was waiting just beneath our feet, behind our eyes, and under our breath the whole time.

It’s about the girl who could hear it.

The man who tried to forget it.

And the silence that was never empty — only patient.

When the sky went quiet, everything else started to scream.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Silence
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The morning began like any other in Ashvale: a haze of woodsmoke, dew on the porch railings, and the low grumble of an ancient diesel school bus winding up Sawmill Road like it was chasing time itself. It was October — early enough that the maples were just flirting with red, and the mornings carried that familiar Appalachian warning chill. The kind that told you to keep a sweater handy, even if the sun planned on showing up later.

But something was off.

Ellis Carver noticed it first over coffee — or rather, while not having coffee. The percolator had sputtered, hissed once, then gone cold. A blown fuse maybe, or a grid hiccup. He didn’t care. He was used to small-town hiccups by now. What he wasn’t used to... was the quiet.

He stood barefoot on his mother’s old porch — the one he’d left behind twenty-five years ago and now returned to like some cautionary tale — and strained his ears. No barking from the neighbors’ mutts. No ATV engines tearing up the ridge trails. Not even the hum of bugs in the holler. It was like someone had stuffed the world with cotton.
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