
For every child learning to be brave in their own way.

Your light is needed in this world.
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Prologue
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A Letter From Eli 

Dear Reader,

Sometimes the hardest battles are the ones we fight inside ourselves.

If you ever feel lost, afraid, or unsure of your light — remember, even the smallest spark can chase away a lot of darkness.

You don’t have to be fearless to be brave. You just have to keep believing that your story matters.

— Eli
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Chapter 1 — The Mask in the Woods
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Eli Whitmore never found the woods scary—only secretive. They whispered things if you listened long enough. That Saturday, the wind smelled like rain and adventure, and curiosity tugged at him harder than his mom’s warnings ever could.

He hopped the back fence with his backpack bumping against him, boots crunching through the carpet of needles. The forest behind Lake Ridge stretched deep, its trees leaning in close like they wanted to share gossip. Eli followed a trail of silver mushrooms that glimmered faintly even under the daylight.

That’s when he saw it.

On a mossy rock sat a mask. Not plastic. Not paper. It shimmered like fish scales in water, blue and green shifting into purple. Etched along its edges were symbols that twisted when he tried to look at them.

He touched it—warm. Almost breathing.

“Who just leaves this out here?” he murmured, half to himself, half to the forest.

And before he could talk himself out of it, he lifted it to his face.

The moment the mask touched his skin, the air whooshed inward—like the world took a breath—and the mask sealed itself with a soft click.

“Okay... not funny,” Eli muttered. He tugged. Nothing. He dug his fingers under the edge. Still nothing. Panic crawled up his throat.

He sprinted home.

When he burst through the door, his little sister Mila shrieked.

“Mom! Eli’s turning into a robot!”

He darted to the hallway mirror—and froze. The reflection wasn’t quite his. His eyes glowed blue, faint lines of light crawling across the mask like living veins. The thing moved when he breathed.

His mother’s hands shook. “Sweetheart... what did you do?”

“I—I don’t know! It won’t come off!”

The mask pulsed once, like a heartbeat. And in that pulse, Eli swore he heard a whisper—soft, curious, and very much alive.

You are seen.
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Chapter 2 — The Magic Begins
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Eli barely slept. When dawn came, he realized the mask hadn’t just changed his face—it had changed everything.

The birds outside the window weren’t just chirping; they were talking. Short, jittery thoughts flickered through his mind like radio signals.

Bread crumbs by the porch again—score!

Danger smell! Cat smell!

He sat up, blinking. “I can hear birds now? Great.”

When he looked at his hands, faint sparks danced between his fingertips. The cereal spoon on his nightstand lifted into the air and hovered there, trembling. He yelped, and it clattered to the floor.

Downstairs, his mom gasped when she saw him. The glow from his eyes reflected in her coffee cup. “Eli, we’ll find help. There has to be a doctor—”

But he shook his head. Deep inside, he felt it: this wasn’t an illness. It was... a test.

That afternoon, whispers followed him through town.

“There’s the boy with the mask.”

“Cursed.”

“Blessed.”

Even his friends kept their distance.

That night, a wind slipped through his open window, swirling his homework off the desk. A folded letter landed gently on top of it. The paper shimmered silver, the ink glowed faintly.

To the Chosen Bearer,

The mask will release you only when you learn what it came to teach.

Seek the Silver Tree.

But beware—the path is hidden until your heart is ready.

— Grandmother Juniper

Eli traced the name with his finger. The letters glowed and then faded, leaving behind a faint trail pointing toward the woods.

He took a deep breath. “Looks like I’m not going to school tomorrow.”
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Chapter 3 — The Journey Begins
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Before sunrise, Eli packed a small bag: flashlight, crackers, his dad’s old compass, and the letter. Mila stirred as he tiptoed past her room.

“Where are you going?” she mumbled.

“To fix something,” he whispered, and kissed her forehead.

Outside, mist drifted over the grass. The trail of silver mushrooms glowed brighter than before, leading him deeper into the forest than he’d ever gone. As he walked, the air thickened—not like fog, but like magic you could almost touch.

He crossed the stream, and the world shifted. The sky stretched wider, colors more vivid, sounds sharper. He had stepped into the Between—a place that existed between what was real and what was remembered.

Shapes moved in the distance: tall figures made of branches, curious eyes peering from tree trunks. They watched but didn’t approach. The mask pulsed, guiding him forward like a compass of light.

By dusk, he reached a field of glass-still water reflecting the sky in perfect detail. A whisper brushed his ear:

Welcome, bearer. To free yourself, you must first face yourself.

He realized the reflection wasn’t the sky at all—it was him. A dozen versions of himself stared back, each with a different expression: fear, anger, pride, guilt.

And beyond them, in the reflection of the darkening woods, a silver glimmer—his next destination.

Eli squared his shoulders. “Okay, mask,” he said softly. “Show me what I have to see.”

The reflection smiled first.

Then it reached out its hand.
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Chapter 4 — The Mirror Marsh
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The field of water wasn’t a field at all. It was a marsh—dark, still pools stitched together by braided roots and islands of moss. Every surface reflected perfectly, like a hundred glass windows laid flat against the earth. Eli tested one with the tip of his boot. Ripples spread outward, but the reflection didn’t blur. His glowing eyes stared back from a face that wasn’t quite his.

A whisper climbed out of the reeds: Welcome to Mirror Marsh.

He stepped onto a tangle of roots that held like a braided bridge. Each pool he passed showed a different picture, a memory he knew too well: he was six, hiding under a table while his parents argued; he was eight, telling Mila to leave him alone and slamming his door; he was ten, staring at the empty side of the dinner table the first night his dad didn’t come back.

Eli wanted to look away. The mask warmed against his skin—gentle, steady—until he met his own gaze in the nearest pool.

“What do you want me to do?” he whispered.

The reflection of Eli straightened. Tell the truth.

“The truth?” Eli’s voice shook. “I’m scared you never come off. I’m scared I’m becoming... not me.”

The reflected Eli nodded once and lifted a hand. The pool rose, water curving into a thin, shimmering wall between them. Symbols—like the ones etched on the mask—glowed across its surface. They weren
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