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I wish to dedicate this book to that which none of us truly know, but all of us wish we did. It is this elusive essence that we spend our entire lives searching for, yet never seem to find. Although we often claim to have made that discovery, in reality, we have not; instead, we convince ourselves out of a need for comfort and a loss of faith in ourselves.
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This is a place where names become more than just words we read or speak; they are remembered for what they do with or for others. It is a place worth more than the fleeting moment you spend skipping over it because you couldn't care less about its presence here. Remember and appreciate everyone who does what they do to make your life a little easier. And, just in case you aren't following this train of thought, all those names exist within the following scope of control: ABCDEFGHIJKLMONPQRSTUVWXYZ. 'Nuff said!
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Beyond the Veil is a classically crafted fantasy novel that excels in knowledge-based writing, vivid descriptive interactions, and enduring creative value. This story within these pages is not for those seeking an easy read. It will challenge you intellectually with a skill intricately woven into the narrative—inspired by the Muse of creativity, the mind of a skilled poet, the profound wisdom of a sage, and the masterful touch of a seasoned storyteller. It exceeds the expectations typically associated with fantasy novels for a general audience. This book will undoubtedly challenge readers at every level and boldly push the boundaries of artistic thought in creative writing—an element often lacking in many contemporary authors' work.

This novel offers insights and revelations that transcend the simplicity of ordinary storytelling. The knowledge contained within its pages will neither disappoint nor leave you feeling your time was wasted. It is a collection of profound ideas that continually enrich the mind, painting it with vibrant hues as the story unfolds through the voices of those eager to share their world with you. This book is a gift to readers—especially to those who appreciate the truth of reality and understand how true craftsmanship can illuminate the darker corners of the mind, dispelling unnatural shadows. Do not hesitate to embark on this epic journey, which will breathe new life into your thoughts and reveal the meaning of seeking and acquiring the knowledge that lies 'Beyond the Veil.'
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-  ​Into The Breach
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Fala could feel the deep thrum all around her as she continued to hum the enchantment, her hands gripping the altar before her like a vice. She focused on the essence of the charm, ensuring she enunciated the words correctly. The portal to the Veil realm is precise and unforgiving, requiring great strength and concentration to remain in harmony with its eidos. One misstep—one vowel or consonant out of place—could spell disaster with this type of enchantment, as one might be lost on some other plane of existence if not careful.

Opening her eyes slowly, Fala stared at the dark rift across from the altar before her. She knew what lay beyond its edge was not meant for mere mortals to partake of, but reserved for those who could understand and manipulate it for their own benefit. She realized it would not be an easy task—one requiring great concentration and control—but the desire for immortality was not something to be scoffed at or taken lightly, as the consequences of failure were not only unknown but also undoubtedly unimaginable.

The portal was a gateway to a realm of unspeakable entities—a domain of power, awakening, pain, suffering, and the self-sacrifice required to claim its resolute gift. Danger, injury, and a relentless fight for survival awaited, but in the end, the essence gained from this trial by fire would be well worth the sacrifice. Once the gateway was breached, there would be no turning back. It would be all or nothing; a test of worthiness, stamina, and unwavering will. One would be forced to rely solely on personal control, power, and determination to endure the battle and attain true immortality.

Fala had spent her entire life—thirty-two years—preparing for this moment. She had lost her brother and father to it when she was young, and her mother had gone blind because she could no longer summon the will to carry on. Her punishment had not been as severe as her father’s and brother’s, as neither of them relented; they died from sheer exhaustion and overwhelming odds. Fala swore she would not let this happen to her. She had spent years in the Skyloft temple practicing her craft, tutored by many so-called 'Masters of their craft,' but none of them measured up to her. Every challenge she set, they failed to meet it. Every fight she instigated, they lost. None of them was good enough to be called a Master by her.

As she continued the chant, she watched the rift grow larger and more pronounced, resonating more powerfully within the small enclosure. She could feel the energy and power emanating from its singularity. Its essence did not frighten her, but it made her seriously consider whether to proceed now or step back until she felt more confident. However, Fala knew the time was now; there would be no more waiting, as she had already waited long enough.

Fala stopped humming and released her grip on the altar as she felt the rift's vibrations begin to resonate with a steady tone. The resonance was neither loud nor overwhelming; instead, it was a heavy, enveloping presence that seemed to fill the room—a weight pressing down on everything around it. She moved around the altar and stepped down from the dais, slowly making her way across the room, her gaze fixed on the dark rift while her silken purple robes whispered against the floor. The portal's opening wasn't large, but she knew it didn’t need to be for someone to enter; it only had to maintain a steady tone and remain open to access.

As Fala reached the back wall of her study, she retrieved a small pouch and withdrew a handful of items. She took a moment to appraise them once they were all laid out on the tabletop, carefully examining each as she began to adorn herself with them. There were six enchanted rings—one for each of the first three fingers on both hands—and three heavy gold bangles for each wrist, matching the rings on her fingers. She then placed a daedal gold band around her forehead, with a single teardrop-shaped stone adorning its center. It was called Taehet Faelmare, 'Tear of the Serpent.' A powerful gem with several unknown properties she had yet to discover, and most likely would not until the time she truly needed its beneficent gift.

Gama, her maternal grandmother, had given it to her in secret and instructed her never to speak of it to her parents, for it was a gift deliberately bestowed upon one whose will to command it could be sensed through its influence. Gama had told her it would be years before she could wield such pith, but to be patient and diligent in her studies, assuring her all would come in due time. That had been many seasons ago, when she was barely out of infancy and beginning to learn the craft of Shallodar, approximately twenty-six years earlier.

Once she finished adorning herself, she grabbed a small pack and slung it over her back, cinching it securely across her midsection and shoulders. She pulled her cowl up over her head, grasped her Gama's staff, and made her way slowly toward the rift, taking several deep breaths as she approached. She stopped and stood before its opening, feeling the pull of its essence as if its own gravity were drawing her closer. As she began moving toward it again, she noticed thin filaments of light arcing around its borders, resembling a blade of light blazing across the curvature of a celestial body as it passed in front of its star, eclipsing it from sight.

After taking another deep breath, she finally stepped into the rift. She felt her physical essence transform and streak through the dark void like electric fire, moving at what felt like the speed of thought—shifting left and right, then up and down at several points along the portal's interior. It was neither alarming nor harmful, as she had learned its eidos from her teachers long ago. She tried to catch sight of anything familiar or dangerous within the void, but she was moving so fast that everything was a blur. There was no tactile sensation inside the rift—no shapes, no smells, no sense of anything other than her own awareness of what was transpiring in the moment.

A brief second later, she felt her body come to an abrupt halt, as if she had collided with something solid that stopped her suddenly—without any injury or the nausea that typically accompanies such a dramatic change in speed. She had been taught to expect this when she first began practicing her craft at the Skyloft Temple. Nothing about this type of travel had been omitted from her teachings, for anyone seeking the realm of the immortals needed to be knowledgeable about all its aspects.

Fala looked around as she stepped out of the rift and into a different place. There were no walls, floors, ceilings, or windows; one couldn’t even call it a room, but instead... a space in time. As she scanned the area, Fala realized she stood at the center of this peculiarity, surrounded by six other rifts of the same type she had just traveled through. She knew this was the gateway to the realms she sought, and she had to come here first, as there was no other way to access the places she sought. It was a way station—a dimensional thoroughfare for challengers to reach its boundary before gaining access to the planes beyond.

She studied each of the six new portals surrounding her, each a different color. She understood each portal represented a trial, and one needed to find the primary portal before entering, as the ancients who had crafted them eons ago had arranged them in a specific sequence. Entering them out of order would result in swift and severe punishment—or so she had heard. Fortunately, her family had taught her the correct sequence, so she knew the right path to avoid any consequences from such a misstep.

Fala stepped toward the brightest one to her left. She tried to peer into its essence, but nothing beyond the veil was visible. The central part of its opening swirled and shifted like a vortex of color and light. No shapes or features were discernible beyond its edge. She knew there was only one way to see what lay beyond: to enter its opening. Taking a deep breath to steel herself, she stepped into the rift.

There were no shifting or swirling lights this time—only a swift, subtle movement she barely felt before she emerged onto a quiet meadow filled with gently swaying flowers and grass. A faint breeze from the east carried the scent of time long past and a hint of woodland smoke, reminiscent of a roasting pit for meat or another herb. The aroma was nearly sweet and savory, as if a blend of both nourished the senses and stirred the heart. Fala knew better than to follow such enticements in these realms, for they were crafted precisely to lure the weak-minded, the desperate, and the hopeful. She had been warned to be cautious, as nothing in this realm was as it seemed, and prudence should be the preferred indulgence of the moment.

Fala knew there was no turning back now; she had crossed the threshold and was bound to the outcome of this trial, whether she lived or died. Moreover, there would be five more trials after this one. She hoped she had the strength to endure. She feared falling victim to its sinister essence, as her parents and siblings had—a fate she did not wish to share. This was the primary reason she had brought so many enchanted items with her: to use when she needed them.

As she moved through the field of knee-high greenery, she sensed a strange presence in the air, as if a stifling weight were pressing down on her, trying to restrain or slow her. Then she realized it wasn’t a weight pressing down but a peculiar substance surrounding her, ensnaring her as if she were being wrapped in an invisible fist. It wasn’t overpowering, per se, but she knew it was there—a hindrance spell meant for the less skilled. Well, she wasn’t about to be hindered by such childish tricks. It would take much more than this to make her pause or change direction.

Fala whispered two words to dispel the enchantment, then continued unhindered across the grassy plains that stretched before her as far as the eye could see. She kept her eyes shifting back and forth as she moved, for in this place, things were known to appear out of nowhere and challenge her right to pass—or even to exist on this plane. Fala kept a few simple spells at the ready, just in case—mostly binding spells, and at least one incapacitation spell for anything resistant to simple magic weaving—a girl needed to be prepared for anything, especially in a realm entirely foreign to her.

As Fala looked ahead, she noticed several creatures roaming along the forest's tree line. They didn’t venture far beyond the boundary, only enough to scan the area before returning when they found nothing of interest. Looking to her right, she saw something unusual—stone-like, yet not the kind of stone one would typically recognize. It moved slightly, as if shifting its position.

Fala had heard about these creatures. They were known as Rawlers—rock-like beings with immense strength and quick, nimble movements, similar to field rodents. She also knew they were somewhat aggressive, only when provoked or hungry, and strictly carnivorous. She searched for another way around, but the creature was directly in her path. So she decided to brace herself and move toward it, setting a few specific spells on her tongue just in case things went awry. She could feel the eidos of its energy building within her. It wasn’t too much, but enough to handle a creature like this if necessary.

With her staff in hand, she continued along her path as if nothing mattered except the myriad flowers blooming beside the road. Most were dark blue and white, swaying together like children at play; here and there, dark red ones appeared—beautiful yet forbiddingly dangerous. It took only a few minutes to reach the road crossing, but once she did, Fala maintained her usual pace, giving the creature a wide berth. She kept it in her peripheral vision at all times, trying not to let it know she was watching. As Fala attempted to pass, she heard it grumble and snort, as if trying to attract attention—like clearing its throat. She turned her head and noticed it was looking directly at her from where it sat on the ground, as though it were a sentry guarding the path.

Fala stopped and turned to face the creature, feeling the dark taint of magic soak her tongue—thick and smooth, like an after-dinner libation. She breathed in deeply as its bouquet enlivened her, then tilted her head and spoke quietly, "My name is Fala. I seek passage beyond this road, but I do not seek quarrel with you. If it is within your grace to let me pass, I humbly request such a blessing." She lifted her eyes a moment after finishing her statement, gazing up at the creature as its dark, malevolent eyes scanned her—much as the males of her society did when assessing a female's external appeal.

"I am Loch," it said after a moment more of staring her down. "Passage beyond the Eilrhine Path is reserved for the Hallod and those who meet the tears of dying time." He harrumphed heavily, raising a thick stone brow to inquire if she was seeking access to the path beyond the road's shadows. Continuing, "The river is your boundary if you are neither," he said, spitting out a thick tree limb he had been gnawing on for a while.

"What is a Hallod?" Fala asked quizzically as she followed his gaze across the river she had not seen before, watching him spit out the mangled tree branch. A small wooden bridge spanned the river, connecting this side of the bank to the other side.

"Hmm," Loch replied with mirth, "If you do not know, you lack the capacity to pass. It requires arcane knowledge beyond that of most beings in existence." Looking back down at her with slightly narrowed eyes, he continued, "I suggest you move along, little one, before hunger becomes your fetter and you become nothing more than a fading memory of a momentary enjoyment that satiates my belly."

"I would not share in the enjoyment you speak of, but I do need to pass beyond the 'Eilrhine,' as you call it." Fala stepped toward the creature, hoping to convey caution and sincerity. She continued, "I do not know this Hallod, but you speak of the arcane. Do you mean the craft and skills of those who wield the teachings and knowledge of the Shallodar, or, as most would call them, Mages?" She steadied her stance, the magic soaking her tongue like poison.

"Yes," he said, lifting his head with a slight smile. "Do you possess such pith within you, tiny mortal female?" He licked his dirt-encrusted lips as he eyed her, then stood swiftly, planting his feet and balling his fists in preparation for battle.

"I do, Rawler Loch," she replied, her soft voice echoing like a wolf's howl drifting on the night winds. Then she added, "I care not to use such machinations against you, border guard, but I must pass. I WILL pass, as I seek the threads beyond the measure of time. Please allow me to pass, and this day can continue for both of us, unscathed by a battle, one you cannot win."

"I must fill the space you wish to conquer, for it is my lot in life, my purpose, and what I was made for." He bowed his head in acquiescence.

"Ah, I understand." She immediately recognized the creature as a magical sentinel, placed here to protect the field beyond from those unworthy of crossing. "Then it is I who measure the sands of your life, with grace and reverence for those who keep the way." She wove a wind hammer and a smoke shroud as she prepared for battle, feeling the magic coursing through and around her like an invisible heartbeat, counting the creature's remaining minutes.

"May your life remain your own, little Mage," Loch replied. "And may you find the Well of Immortals to be what you seek," he added, then instantly swung his fists down and hammered the ground beneath him.

Fala immediately drifted up into the smoke shroud to keep herself off the ground, avoiding being knocked over by the creature’s physical attacks around her. She felt the ground shake as she stepped onto it, but it didn’t affect her. Then, with a flick of her wrist, she swung the wind hammer at the creature, aiming for its head.

Loch watched the young Mage disappear into the smoke and felt the wind begin to coalesce around him. He realized that this Mage was prepared for combat, bred to fight, and determined to do so. Then he leapt into the air and landed precisely where he had seen the young Mage vanish.

Fala watched him leap into the air and hurl himself toward her, most likely hoping to crush her beneath him. She immediately waved her hand in the opposite direction and used the wind hammer to strike the creature on its side, knocking it away from her and across the field. A thunderclap split the air as the invisible weapon did its job. Just as the creature was about to hit the ground, Fala made the wind hammer come back around, swipe down, and strike him from above, driving into him with such force that his entire frame shattered into a million pieces. The force of that strike not only sent out a powerful shockwave but also unleashed a storm of splintered fragments that spread about sixty feet in all directions.

She was relieved to be protected from the fragments within the smoke shroud, but she could feel the spell’s duration nearing its end, dissipating moments later—fortunately for her. She allowed the other spell to fade as well, then glanced around briefly before continuing onward toward the bridge to the opposite side of the river. As she stepped onto the wooden planks, she lifted them slightly; they creaked under her weight, making her nervous that they might not hold. So she kept a levitation spell ready, just in case. Then she looked down into the water flowing beneath the small bridge. Its surface was clear and smooth, like new glass, revealing rocks, undergrowth, and tiny swimming creatures darting about as if playing tag.

She smiled at the simplicity of the small joys one can find in life, their essence unlike any other. As she reached the other side of the river and stepped off the bridge, she turned around upon hearing a commotion behind her. A moment later, she watched the Rawler reconstruct itself, drawing pieces from the stones around it until it was whole again, sitting in the same place where Fala had first noticed it. 'Hmm,' she grunted with appreciation, 'a Zephyr spell. Those are rare, and only Master-Class mages can perform elemental weavings of such caliber, especially those that can reconstitute infinitely. It must be an 'Immortal's spell.'

Fala turned back around and kept going. She now realized that most things in this realm, and likely in all the others, carried Immortal spells like that one—created to combat anyone or anything trespassing without merit or skill—infinitely. She understood this was the arena for those who seek to solve the immortal rhyme, those who wish to challenge their place upon the tapestry of creation. Fala already knew this, which was why she was here in the first place: to dispute the Immortals and their restrictive boundary on life. No one should be denied the right to immortality, especially by those who already enjoy its boon. It is selfish and greedy to withhold what the cosmos has offered so freely to all sentient life. But she was not one of them—not yet, anyway. When she made it through these trials of skill, this gauntlet of fortitude and will, she would make them see the light—that they should not be the only ones to hold the keys to universal power, hence the name, Universal!

Fala knew this was what awaited her at the end of this gambit. How long it would take to get through it, she did not know, but she was soon to find the answer to that very question. 'I wish Gama were here with me,' she mused with a sad frown. 'I could do with a bit of company on this solemn journey.' Fala understood that it was impossible, as these trials were meant to be undertaken alone, just as life after adulthood was. Not entirely solitary, but mostly separate from family, which is a strange concept: wanting to separate from family once one becomes an adult. How this has become the norm in life is, at best, a conundrum. "Spread your wings," they say, "be bold and strike out on your own!" but no one really knows why. Fala had never figured it out for herself, except that one wants to do what they want, when they want, without judgment or critique. This was the only legitimate reason she could offer in the end.

'Well, life will teach us lessons with or without our family around us, and we are bound to learn them at our own cost,' Fala thought with a troubled sigh. She knew it didn't really matter either way, as such choices are simple compared to those that can completely alter one's state of existence. Most might consider it reckless or suicidal to embark on a quest with a strong potential to end one's life, but that is the true nature of what speaks to one's unique sense of existence. 'Everyone does it,' she told herself as she continued along the path before her. 'It just depends on how much one is willing to risk to be different, feel different, experience something different, or test the limits others have set for us. Nothing makes one feel more alive than taking one's life into one's own hands and risking it for something desired.'

Risk-takers pursue it through gambling; brawlers, by fighting in the Royal Court matches; Mages, for advancement, notoriety, and power; animals, simply to survive—predator and prey alike; and life itself does so to compete with itself, striving to improve by making each creation better than the last. The Goddess of Creation continually tests her skills at every turn, which is why we all share the understanding that 'no progress without strife, no advancement without conflict, no joy without pain, and definitely no beginning without an end, or vice versa.' How this became the foundation of life for all of Creation remains a true mystery. 'Yet another answer I seek,' Fala grumbled to herself. 'Hopefully I will get a chance to peek behind the veil of arcanum and solve some of life's mysteries—those questions that have lingered in my heart like a festering wound,' she thought with a weary sigh.

As Fala continued along the dustless path, she wondered what her first trial might be. She had asked her mother for details about her own journey toward immortality, but was told the tests differ for each individual; no two are alike. This disheartened her somewhat, as she had hoped for an advantage. However, the Immortals had seen fit to cover all their bases in case something like this occurred. She shrugged and thought, 'I'll just have to wing it—nothing different from the usual challenges life presents with its cryptic gambles.'

After taking a few more steps along the path, Fala noticed a figure suddenly materialize about ten meters ahead of her. It was a tall male figure with beige skin, wavy golden hair, and dark, foreboding eyes. As she looked at him, she realized his form was not solid but semi-transparent, allowing her to see the path behind him. Fala slowed her pace as she approached the figure, carefully keeping a phase spell on her lips, just in case it tried to seize her physically. She could taste its metallic taint on the sides of her tongue. It wasn't overpowering, but just enough to let her know she had its essence on tap. However, the longer she gazed at the figure, the less it seemed to exhibit any semblance of malevolent intent. 'Hmm,' she grumbled to herself, 'hard to truly tell.'

When she was about six feet from the apparition, she stopped and planted her staff firmly in the soft ground before her. Then, in a low voice, she commanded, "Speak your holding, or vanish as you came." She studied the cloudy form standing silently before her. She quickly cast a revealing spell to assess the threat this creature might pose, but the spell faded as swiftly as she wove it. 'Hmm, interesting!' she mused with a smirk.

"I am the bard of songs, the sage of poetry, the muse of enlightenment. How do you choose?" It spoke in a somnolent voice that faded like a slight breeze passing through the air around them.

Fala tilted her head slightly to the side, as if about to ask what he meant. However, she sensed she was expected to choose one of the three options he had offered—a test he was administering on the spot—and respond immediately. 'Well, this has the potential to be problematic if I choose wrong,' she thought irritably. 'Songs, Poetry, or Enlightenment, huh? What a frustrating choice. Couldn't you have picked magic?' She glanced at the translucent figure to see if he had heard her mental request. If he had, he showed no outward sign of acknowledgment. 'Well, let's go with Enlightenment, since that's much closer to magic than the other two.' She cleared her throat and answered, "Enlightenment."

"As you wish," the figure spoke in the same sleepy voice, but did not look directly at her. "Among the shades of life's ever-changing kaleidoscope, there are four reasons: one is to make sacrifices for what one is blessed with. What are these key markers, and why the need to sacrifice?" His words vanished like smoke.

'Damn!' Fala swallowed hard when she first heard his revelation, for it was not something she had expected to be so esoteric. 'Four reasons to make sacrifices for, and the accompanying sacrifices for those blessings one is granted?' She considered the sentiment behind the question: "Among the shades of life's ever-changing kaleidoscope," knowing the answer would revolve around its core concept. She pondered this for several minutes, racking her brain, before suddenly recalling an old passage from one of the ancient Sage manuscripts in the temple at Skyloft, which read:







The Glass and the Sand

(Leaf II, Verse 120)




"It is written that we are all endowed with the eidos of life and that we are the architects of our own fate. Despite life being a tragic scheme of endurance from beginning to end, we must understand that, no matter what we do, pain is the essence we feel most deeply from all the choices we make—from birth to death. It is a symphony born of chaos, woven from the threads of time, and existing upon the whispers of creation that flow from the ancient cauldron of immortality."





- Archipadrion, circa the Age of Binding -







Once Fala remembered this, a smile creased her thin lips as she pondered: If our lives are merely shades in a lens, what would be the first shade one experiences? The only one worthy of this position would undoubtedly be 'Birth.' Following in sequence is the compromise that governs our lives: 'Choice.' The third in line makes absolute sense, for it is the essence that breaks us—this being 'Pain.' And the last in this line of palatable dishes would be none other than 'Death.' All four are the fundamental markers of life.

"I reveal the answer as Birth, Choice, Pain, and Death," she began confidently, continuing, "First, we sacrifice to show our gratitude for what we were given—namely, our Birth. Second, we show respect for being granted a Choice. Third, we sacrifice for this essence to demonstrate that we understand Pain is the measuring stick that teaches us humility. Lastly, we sacrifice for what comes closer every day—our Death—and we are grateful to complete the cycle we were born to fulfill." Fala didn't know if this was the correct answer, but if it wasn't, she hoped there was at least a semblance of its essence in the answer he sought.

After a moment, the figure replied, "Your words are true. They are born of a voice that speaks with the wisdom of an enlightened soul. You may pass." The figure vanished as the last word faded, leaving a sibilant whisper.

Fala exhaled the breath she had been holding in relief, uncertain of what might have happened if she had completely missed the mark. She wanted to nod in acknowledgment, but the figure faded away without glancing in her direction. Shaking her head wearily, she pulled her staff from the ground and continued walking down the path toward the rift hovering about a hundred meters ahead. She wondered if this marked the completion of the first stage of the test. If so, she was relieved to have passed it without injury. She had heard of the many battles waged during the first stage of the trials. Although they differed from person to person, they were battles nonetheless. 'Guess I got luckier than most,' she mused. 'Hopefully, the remaining stages are similarly suited to these trials and not as difficult as I've heard.'

Fala knew this would be the case, as the trials of immortality were not designed for the simple-minded to decipher easily. They were crafted to be exceptionally challenging for both mind and body, much like the trials and tribulations woven into the tapestry of life. Whatever might come, she had certainly prepared herself; however, at that moment, she wished she had studied the Orphic passages with profound meaning more thoroughly at the temple. The last passage she remembered was a stroke of luck. Had that verse not stayed with her, the outcome with the figure might have been very different—most likely resulting in some form of injury, which would have been most unfortunate.

As she finally came upon the rift in the air, she realized there were transparent steps leading up to the opening only when she shifted sideways to get a better look at the portal. She took one last glance around, sensing a quiet, serene presence surrounding her, as if it were bestowing blessings on her journey. It was a gentle essence, reminiscent of an ancestral whisper from eons past. She bowed her head and offered a silent supplication to those who had come before her, who had paved the way for future generations. Once she finished her prayer, Fala stepped up and slid into the rift as she had before. Time and space shifted around her, with swirls of color and light streaking off in every direction, like streams of parallel ages not belonging to her timeline.

A moment later, Fala slid out of the portal, returning to the place where she had first arrived after stepping through the doorway into this realm. She had never heard its name before, so she decided to call it 'The Gateway Nexus.' She thought, 'It has a nice ring to it.' Stepping away from the portal, she turned and saw that the rift was now a dull yellow and the opening was sealed. 'Guess I did complete it,' she mused. 'On to the next one, then,' she said, stepping into the next brightest portal to her left, moving counterclockwise as she had been instructed. This time, she walked right into it—no hesitation, no worry about where she might end up—because she was certain the portals were preset with established destinations that could not be altered and would not allow her to become lost somewhere in time and space.
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