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The City That Never Closes Its Gates

The Unfinished Map

––––––––
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The road to Lethara was not a road at all, but a scar of grey dust that never settled. It cut through a landscape of petrified trees and under a sky the colour of a day-old bruise. Eira had been walking for a time she could no longer measure, the sun a fixed, indifferent pearl in the heavens, neither rising nor setting. The world outside Lethara had already begun to feel like a memory, fading with each step.

Her only companion was the map clutched in her hand. It was her mother’s last work, drawn on vellum now soft as worn leather. The lines were spider-thin, traced with ink mixed with blood and desperation in her final moments. The map was incomplete, a trail of symbols and annotations that ended abruptly at the city’s edge. Find the heart, her mother had whispered, her voice a dry rustle of leaves. Don’t let it forget me.

Finally, the gates appeared, rising from the perpetual twilight like colossal, skeletal fingers. Carved from a stone that seemed to drink the light, they stood agape, a silent, unmoving scream. There were no guards, no banners, only a single figure seated on a stone throne just inside the archway. The Gatekeeper. He was ancient, his skin like cracked porcelain, and his eyes, wide and unblinking, stared into a distance only he could see. He did not move as Eira passed; he did not even breathe.

The air inside the walls was thick and stagnant, heavy with the scent of wilting flowers and cold stone. A constant, low hum vibrated through the soles of her boots, the collective murmur of a million sleepless souls. The city’s inhabitants drifted through the winding streets, their movements languid and purposeless. Their faces were blank canvases, eyes clouded with a profound, unshakable weariness. No one made eye contact. No one hurried. They were ghosts in their own lives.

Eira consulted her mother’s map, its familiar weight a small anchor in this disorienting sea. The first landmark was a fountain shaped like a weeping siren. According to the chart, it should have been just past the main thoroughfare, a straight walk from the gate. But the streets of Lethara were a lie. They coiled and twisted back on themselves, corners leading to where she had just been, alleys ending in solid, unyielding walls of seamless stone.

She tried to apply her craft, to take mental notes of the architecture, the strange, luminous moss that grew in place of lamps, the sigils carved into the cobblestones. As a cartographer’s apprentice, she was trained to see patterns, to impose order on chaos. But here, there was no logic. A grand bell tower she marked on her right would suddenly appear on her left, its silhouette stark against the bruised purple sky. The city was not just a place; it was a living, malicious labyrinth.

Hours bled into one another, indistinguishable. Hunger was a dull, forgotten ache; thirst a distant memory. She approached a man leaning against a wall, his clothes fine but frayed. “Excuse me,” she began, her voice sounding loud and sharp in the muted air. “I am looking for the Siren’s Fountain.” The man turned his head slowly, his eyes taking a long moment to focus on her. “Fountain?” he repeated, the word alien on his tongue. “I... I was looking for something once. A name. It was a pretty name.” He then turned back to the wall, his brief flicker of lucidity extinguished.

Frustration gave way to a cold, creeping dread. The city was eroding her senses, her purpose. The map felt less like a guide and more like a relic of a world she could no longer be certain was real. She traced the final, shaky line her mother had drawn, a desperate prayer on vellum. The warmth of her mother’s phantom touch seemed to radiate from it, a stark contrast to the city’s chilling apathy.

She found a secluded archway to rest, though rest was impossible. It was then she first felt them. Not a presence, but the absence of one—a patch of deeper darkness in the corner of her eye, a silence that fell unnaturally in the constant hum. When she turned to look, there was nothing there but cobblestones and shadows. Yet, the feeling of being watched, of being known, prickled the back of her neck.

Suddenly, a sound shattered the city’s monotonous drone. A single, resonant toll from a great bell, so pure and clear it vibrated in Eira’s bones. It was a sound of profound finality, of a lock clicking shut. Everyone in the street stopped. For a fleeting second, a glimmer of recognition, of sorrow, passed through their vacant eyes. Then, just as quickly, the veil of lethargy descended again, and they resumed their aimless drifting, the moment forgotten. Whispers from the prompt returned to her: a Bell that tolls only once, and only for those who remember who they are.

Someone had remembered. And in Lethara, that was a death sentence. The thought sent a tremor of fear through her, colder and sharper than any she had felt before. Her mission was to remember her mother, to find the truth behind this map. But the city demanded she forget. The shadows in her periphery seemed to coalesce, taking on a more definite shape. They weren’t just tricks of the light anymore.

She scrambled back to her feet, her heart hammering against her ribs. She looked down at her mother’s map, then at the shifting, impossible streets before her. A whisper, not her mother’s but something ancient and woven into the very stones of the city, slithered into her mind. It was soft, intimate, and it knew her.

Eira, it hissed, from every direction and none at all. You carry a key you should not possess. The shadows detached from the walls, no longer content to merely watch. They began to glide toward her.
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Chapter 2
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The Library of the Lost

Panic, raw and primal, seized Eira. She ran. The gliding shadows flowed after her, not with the sound of footsteps, but with the chilling scrape of stone on stone. They stretched and compressed, pouring through the labyrinthine streets like ink spilled in water. Her cartographer’s mind screamed at the impossibility of it all—a dead-end alley that wasn’t there a moment ago, a statue that turned its head to watch her pass. The city was hunting her.
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