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The Shadow at the Gate 
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The forest was suffocating. Twisted branches clawed at the air above, blotting out the moonlight. The only illumination came from a single flickering lamp-post, standing absurdly alone in the darkness. Its faint yellow glow revealed the archway—a structure that seemed ancient and alive, its surface bristling with spiny vines. And there, at the base of the arch, stood a silhouette. 

Rachel hesitated, clutching the photograph in her trembling hand. The image was wrinkled and worn, but she didn’t need to look at it. She’d memorized every detail—the gap-toothed smile, the shock of curly brown hair, the blue hoodie with the dinosaur patch. Her son, Sam. Missing for three weeks. 

A note had been left on her kitchen table last night. “Come to the gate. He’s waiting.” No signature, no explanation. She thought it was a cruel joke, but desperation pulled her here. And now, there was this figure—tall and motionless, shrouded in shadows. The outline was wrong. Too angular, too thin to be her boy. But then it moved. 

“Mom?” The voice was faint, like a whisper carried on the breeze, but it made her legs buckle. 

“Sam?” she croaked, stepping forward. The photograph slipped from her hand, landing in the mud. The shadow’s head tilted, almost birdlike, as if studying her. 

“It’s me, Mom. You found me.” 

Her heart screamed for her to run to him, to close the distance and hold him, but her feet refused to move. There was something wrong. The way the shadow stood, too stiff. The way the light from the lamp seemed to slide off it, like oil on water. Rachel’s throat tightened. 

“Sam, come here,” she said, her voice cracking. “Come into the light.” 

The figure didn’t move. Instead, it raised a hand—long and thin, its fingers almost jointless. Rachel’s breath caught as it beckoned her toward the archway. 

“You have to come in, Mom,” it said. “I can’t leave. Not yet.” 

Her pulse pounded in her ears. “What do you mean? What’s going on? Who brought you here?” 

The figure tilted its head again, the motion jerky and wrong. “I was lost. But I found this place. The man said you’d come.” 

“The man?” Her voice wavered. “What man?” 

“The man who made me better.” The figure stepped closer to the archway, and for a moment, its shape flickered. Rachel blinked, and Sam’s silhouette reappeared. 

She wanted to believe it. God, she wanted to believe it. But her mind screamed that this wasn’t her boy. She could feel it in the marrow of her bones—this thing in front of her was a lie. 

“Sam,” she whispered. “If it’s really you... tell me something only you would know.” 

The shadow paused. The air seemed to hum with static. “I...” It faltered. “I loved pancakes with syrup and chocolate chips. And you used to sing to me before bed.” 

Rachel’s breath hitched. Those were true. But they were also common, surface-level things. Things anyone might guess. She pressed further. 

“What song did I sing, Sam? The one I sang every night?” 

The figure twitched. It lowered its head as if thinking, or stalling. Then it spoke, its voice softer. “I don’t remember.” 

Her stomach sank, dread blooming in her chest like a poisonous flower. “You’re not my son,” she whispered. 

The shadow froze. And then, slowly, it lifted its head. The voice that emerged was no longer Sam’s. It was deeper now, rasping and cold. “Does it matter? You came here because you couldn’t let go. Because you needed to believe.” 

“No...” Rachel stumbled back, her legs shaking. Her heel caught on a root, and she nearly fell. 

The shadow stepped forward, one elongated hand reaching toward her. “You’ve been searching for answers. Isn’t this what you wanted? To see him again?” 

Tears streaked down her face. “He’s gone. He’s... he’s dead, isn’t he?” 

The figure hesitated, its arm lingering in the air. Then it spoke, and its voice was gentle again—too gentle. “Come through the gate, Rachel. Come through, and you can see him. Truly see him.” 

She glanced past the figure, into the yawning darkness of the archway. The light from the lamp barely penetrated its depths, but she thought she saw something move. Something vast, writhing like smoke. Her gut twisted in primal fear. 

“What’s in there?” she demanded, her voice rising. “What are you?” 

The shadow stepped aside, gesturing to the arch as though it were a gracious host. “I am a guide,” it said simply. “Beyond this gate lies the place where the lost are found. All you need to do is step through.” 

She stared at the archway, its thorns and branches pulsing faintly as if alive. The offer was intoxicating. She could feel its pull in her chest, in the aching void left by Sam’s absence. What if he really was in there? What if... 

“No,” she said, her voice trembling but firm. “You’re lying. He’s not in there. You’re just... using me.” 

The shadow paused, its head tilting again. When it spoke, its voice was almost amused. “You don’t want the truth. You want hope. Isn’t that why you came here?” 

Rachel clenched her fists, anger boiling beneath her grief. “I want my son!” she screamed. “Not... whatever this is!” 

The figure stilled, and for a moment, the forest seemed to hold its breath. Then the shadow sighed. “Very well,” it said. Its edges began to blur, its form unraveling like smoke in the wind. “You’ll leave here empty-handed. But you’ll be back. They always come back.” 

The lamp flickered violently, and the figure dissolved into the air, leaving only the gate behind. The oppressive silence of the forest returned, broken only by Rachel’s ragged breathing. 

She turned and ran, her footsteps squelching in the mud, her heart pounding as though it might burst. She didn’t stop until she was out of the forest, until the faint glow of her car’s headlights came into view. Only then did she collapse against the door, sobbing into her hands. 

But even as she cried, she couldn’t shake the voice from her mind. “You’ll be back.” 

And she couldn’t shake the sickening truth that it might be right.
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The Wishing Tree
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In the heart of an ancient forest, where sunlight trickled through emerald leaves and dappled the ground with golden coins of light, a father and his son stumbled upon a tree unlike any other. Its bark shimmered as if dusted with starlight, and its branches curled in elegant arcs that whispered secrets to the wind. At its roots, glowing mushrooms formed a perfect circle, casting a faint, warm glow. 

“Papa, look! It’s glowing!” the boy cried, tugging at his father’s sleeve with small, dirt-streaked fingers. 

The father, a weary man with a grizzled beard and a tunic patched too many times to count, smiled softly. He had brought his son here to escape the noise of the village, the arguments over crops and taxes, and to find some peace in the wild. But he hadn’t expected this. 

“It’s just a tree, Alden,” he said, though even as he spoke, he didn’t believe his own words. 

“No, it’s not!” Alden’s brown eyes sparkled with the unshakable certainty of childhood. “It’s magic. I know it.” 

The boy ran forward, dropping to his knees beside the mushrooms. “Can I touch it?” 

Before his father could protest, Alden pressed his palm to the bark. The moment his small hand made contact, the entire tree shivered, sending ripples of golden light spiraling through its branches. The air grew thick with the smell of wildflowers, and a soft hum—like the opening chords of a lullaby—filled the














[image: ]














[image: ]











[image: ]




















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
ASHEN VALE





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image015.jpg





d2d_images/scene_break.png





