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The Road of Four Colors

The road to the Citadel changed beneath every traveler.

For the Keepers of the Whispering Woods, it became woven roots. Beneath Nessa Tideborne and the sailors of the Wayward Star, it shone like moonlit water. Mistral's rain pirates walked on silver cloud. Alder, once the Briar King, left small green leaves wherever he stepped.

For Emma, Noah, Mei, and Leo, the road was all four things at once.

It carried them across Elderwyn's central plain toward a white Citadel wrapped in darkness. Above its highest tower, the Hollow One had opened a door in the sky. Nothing lay beyond it—not night, not space, but an emptiness that erased the edges of the stars.

Tansy Quickstep marched beside Leo's chair, her green vest pockets stuffed with maps, keys, biscuits, and what she called “a reasonable quantity of emergency string.”

“The Citadel has seven gates,” she said. “Six are locked. The seventh is pretending not to exist.”

“I hate when doors do that,” Leo replied.

Nessa sailed the Wayward Star above them. The Storm Keeper moved inside the clouds, a bright star of lightning upon its brow. From the east came the ringing of the Bell Tree. From the west answered the four anchor bells.

All Elderwyn was gathering.

Beatrice's map grew warmer in Emma's hands. The four restored seals glowed around the Citadel, but golden lines ran from them into the dark doorway overhead.

“The Hollow One is draining the Light,” Mei said.

Noah adjusted Orin's blue spectacles. Through the lenses, the Citadel appeared twice: one version whole and shining, the other cracked and empty.

“Or it is waiting for the Light to fill something,” he said.

They reached the first gate at sunset. It was taller than the Bell Tree and made from white stone. No hinges. No handle. Across its surface appeared four words:

WHO OWNS THE LIGHT?

“Elderwyn?” Emma guessed.

The gate remained closed.

“The Keepers?” Mei tried.

Nothing.

Alder touched the stone. “No one.”

The gate opened.

Beyond it stood an empty city where every window reflected Great-Aunt Beatrice.
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The City of Her Faces

Beatrice appeared young in one window and old in the next.

She laughed in a bakery, argued beneath the Bell Tree, sailed beside Nessa's father, and drew maps at the kitchen table. Thousands of moments covered the silent city.

Emma approached a window showing Beatrice in the attic.

“If you are seeing this,” the reflection said, “then I ran out of time.”

Emma's breath caught.

The Beatrice in the glass looked directly at her.

“The Hollow One was not born evil. It was made from every memory, fear, and mistake that Elderwyn's rulers refused to carry. They placed those unwanted pieces beyond the final door and called what remained pure Light.”

The other windows spoke together.

“Nothing living can be made whole by throwing pieces away.”

Noah looked toward the dark doorway in the sky. “The Hollow One is Elderwyn's missing half.”

“Its abandoned half,” Mei said.

The reflection continued. Beatrice had spent years trying to reunite the Light and the Hollow safely. She created the map to find four people who could restore the seals without claiming them.

“Why us?” Emma asked.

Beatrice smiled sadly. “Because you choose one another even when the road changes.”

The window shattered.

All around the city, the reflections stepped out of the glass.

Hundreds of false Beatrices filled the street.

“Only one memory is real,” Tansy warned. “The others are traps.”

Each Beatrice called Emma by a different childhood nickname. One offered answers. Another promised to return home with her. A third held out the compass Beatrice had used while teaching Emma to draw maps.

Emma wanted every one of them.

Leo rolled beside her. “The real Beatrice wouldn't ask you to choose her over everyone else.”

Emma closed her eyes.

“A map isn't a command,” she said.

From the crowd came one answer.

“It's a promise that there is more than one way forward.”

Emma opened her eyes. The true memory stood at the back, empty-handed.

She touched Emma's forehead, then dissolved into golden ink. The false memories vanished.

Where the city had been, a second gate waited.
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The Gate of Small Things

The second gate was no larger than an ordinary door.

It opened onto a room filled with objects the four friends had carried through Elderwyn: Leo's red game piece, Mei's peppermint wrapper, Noah's broken pencil, Emma's first rough map. Tansy's spare button rested beside Nessa's silver key.

The Hollow One spoke from the ceiling.

“You filled my emptiness with scraps.”

“They aren't scraps,” Noah said.

The room shook. The objects lifted into a spiral.

“Then choose which matters most.”

Four glass boxes appeared. Each would hold only one object.

Mei examined the boxes. “It's the wrong question.”

She placed nothing inside.

Leo hooked the boxes with Mistral's rain-chain. Noah tied them together. Emma placed the smallest objects between them until they formed one awkward, wobbling structure.

“None matters most,” Emma said. “They matter together.”

The glass melted into light.

The second gate opened, revealing a bridge above an endless white drop. Halfway across, the road narrowed to steps.

Leo stopped.

The Hollow One whispered, “Every world eventually builds a road that leaves someone behind.”

Before anyone could answer, roots grew across the steps. Rain hardened into a ramp. Sailors lowered ropes. Alder shaped thornless rails along the sides.

Leo rolled forward.

“Good thing we brought a world with us,” he said.

The bridge carried everyone to the third gate.
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The Library of Unwritten Endings

The third gate opened into a library with no books.

Blank volumes lined miles of shelves. When someone touched one, words appeared describing a future that might have been.

Noah opened a blue book and saw himself returning home alone. He became famous for proving Elderwyn existed, but never spoke to Emma, Mei, or Leo again.

Mei found a future where she saved everyone and allowed no one close enough to help her.

Leo read about a world where every road was easy because he never traveled anywhere difficult.

Emma's book showed her as Guardian of the Light, powerful and admired, deciding which doors everyone else could open.

“These futures aren't warnings,” Noah said. “They're offers.”

Blank pages rustled like wings.

The Hollow One promised each of them a perfect ending. No uncertainty. No loss. No more fear.

Emma closed her book. “An ending chosen for us isn't perfect.”

One by one, the others closed theirs.

The library collapsed into loose paper. Caspian Ash caught a single page bearing his two names. He folded it carefully and kept it.

Behind the fourth gate waited four corridors.

Words burned above them:

TOGETHER HAS BROUGHT YOU THIS FAR. ALONE WILL TAKE YOU FARTHER.

“That sounds suspiciously convenient,” Tansy said.

But the corridors would admit only one person each.

The four friends exchanged the things they carried. Emma gave the map to Mei. Mei gave the storm lantern to Noah. Noah gave the blue spectacles to Leo. Leo
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