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Chapter 1 – The Silence After the Storm
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The morning after the battle felt... wrong.

Not bad-wrong, like when Lyra accidentally added honey to the soup instead of salt. 

This was the kind of wrong that made the air itself hold its breath. 

Brindlemark was still standing but it was too quiet.

Even the usual crows on the chapel roof were missing, and they never missed anything, especially free crumbs.

Smoke curled lazily above the rooftops, ghosts of last night’s fires. The cobblestone streets shimmered with frost, though the air wasn’t cold enough for it. I tightened my cloak and glanced down the main street. Every door was shut. Every window had eyes peeking through curtains.

Lyra hovered beside me, wings twitching nervously, the faint 

light from them cutting through the mist.

“Is it just me,” she whispered, “or does it feel like the world forgot to exhale?”

“It’s not just you,” I said, resting my hand on my axe. The weapon hummed softly again. It hadn’t stopped since the warlock fell, like it was whispering secrets only I couldn’t hear.

Frost was creeping up the side of the bakery wall, spiraling like vines. I touched it gently. It is cold, sharp and alive. It pulsed once under my fingers.

A sudden chill swept down the street.

Not wind. Not weather.

Something else.

The frost on the bakery wall thickened, spreading faster now, curling, twisting, almost reaching.

Lyra stiffened. “Kaelen... do you feel that?”

I did.

The axe in my hand vibrated sharply.

Then...

A voice.

“Step back.”

It wasn’t loud. It didn’t need to be.

We turned.

She stood at the far end of the street, half-hidden in the mist.

A woman in a dark cloak, its edges dusted with frost as though winter itself clung to her. A staff rested in her hand, etched with faint, glowing runes that pulsed in time with the creeping ice.

I tightened my grip on the axe. “Friend or trouble?”

She didn’t answer right away.

Instead, she stepped forward, her boots silent against the stone,

her eyes fixed on the frost climbing the wall.

“Neither,” she said calmly. “But if you touch that again, you may not get your hand back.”

Lyra leaned close to my ear. “I don’t like her.”

“Noted,” I whispered.

The woman stopped beside us and raised her staff slightly. The frost shuddered and then stilled, as if listening.

Only then did she glance at me... At the axe.  And something in her expression changed.

“...So,” she murmured. “It found you first.”

I frowned. “Who are you?”

A pause.

Then she said,

“Sora.”

Sora was a few paces ahead, her cloak dragging lines in the ash as she walked. The witch looked calm, as always, but there was a tremor in her fingers when she reached for her staff. “The storm’s magic didn’t fade,” she murmured. “It’s still here, clinging to the earth.”

That made my stomach twist. Because if shadow magic lingered, it meant the warlock’s death hadn’t ended anything.

A sudden clang rang out like metal against stone. I spun around, axe raised. A figure stumbled out from the bakery, face smeared with flour and fear. It was Mrs. Potts.

“Oh, heavens!” she gasped. “You scared the crumbs out of me, Kaelen!”

“Sorry,” I muttered, lowering my axe. “Force of habit. You alright?”

She nodded quickly, clutching her apron. “Mostly. But the ovens keep freezing solid. It’s the strangest thing. One moment they’re hot, next moment they’re covered in ice. And look...”

She pointed past us.

Lyra darted closer. “That’s not normal frost.”

“No,” Sora said grimly. “That’s a signal.”

The witch turned her gaze north, toward the mountains. The peaks of the Frostspire Range loomed in the distance, tall and jagged, their tops hidden in storm clouds. For a heartbeat, lightning flickered there. But not golden lightning. Blue. Icy blue.

Then a beam of thin light, shot straight up from the highest mountain and split the clouds apart.

The beam shimmered for a moment, then vanished. But the sky didn’t return to normal. The clouds hung there, frozen mid-roll, like someone had pressed pause on the world.

I felt the axe vibrate harder. My arm ached.

“What was that?” I asked.

Sora’s eyes were distant, as if she was listening to something far away. “A call,” she said. “Old magic. Older than Brindlemark. Older than even the first elves.”

Lyra landed on my shoulder, gripping the edge of my cloak. 

“Please tell me you don’t plan to answer it.”

I gave her a weak grin. “I was going to let Sora do that.”

The witch shot me a look. “Funny. But no, Kaelen. This is your call to answer. The axe you wield was forged from Frostspire crystal. If that beacon flared to life... something wants it back.”

The air grew colder, frosting the tips of Lyra’s wings. She shivered. “And if something wants it, that means it’s alive.”

My stomach dropped. “Alive like the shadows? Or alive like... dragons?”

Sora’s lips curved slightly. “Both, perhaps.”

Mrs. Potts cleared her throat nervously. “If you’re planning on chasing after ancient evil again, could you at least take some bread with you? No one fights well on an empty stomach.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. It came out shakier than I wanted. “You’re right, Mrs. Potts. The end of the world should at least have snacks.”

But as we stood there, the fairy on my shoulder, the witch by my side, and frost crawling up the streets of Brindlemark. I felt it deep

in my bones that this wasn’t over. The storm had ended, yes. But something colder had begun.

And this time, it wasn’t coming for Brindlemark.

It was calling from beneath it.
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Chapter 2 – The Frost Signal
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If Brindlemark had a heart, it was the town hall. Not because of the meetings or the mayor or even the giant clock tower (which never told the right time), but because that’s where everyone went when something strange happened.

And “strange” was practically Brindlemark’s middle name.

This morning, the hall was packed. Elves, dwarves, fae, and even a few humans huddled together, whispering under the flickering chandeliers. You could smell smoke, melted wax, and the faint tang of frost still clinging to cloaks.

Lyra hovered near the rafters, wings glowing pale blue in the dim light. “They’re all scared,” she whispered. “You can feel it in the air.”

“I know,” I murmured, scanning the room. “And I don’t blame them. Last time shadows showed up, half the bakery turned into a monster.”

Lyra gave me a look. “You’re never going to let me live that down, are you?”

“Not when it tried to bite me.”

Before she could retort, the heavy oak doors creaked open. Sora entered, her presence silencing the entire hall. The witch moved with calm precision, every step deliberate. Her staff glowed faintly, frost swirling around the base.

Behind her, Mayor Alder, an elf with more wrinkles than leaves on a tree, clutched his hat nervously. 

“We’ve called this meeting because... well...” He cleared his throat. “The mountains appear to be glowing. Which is not normal, I am told.”

A murmur of uneasy laughter rippled through the crowd.

Sora raised a hand. “It’s not just light. It’s a beacon. A magical flare tied to ancient energy. Something buried deep beneath the Frostspire Range has awakened.”

Everyone started talking at once. Questions, theories, and the occasional “We’re doomed!” bounced off the walls.

I stepped forward, lifting my axe slightly. “Let’s not panic yet. We don’t even know what it wants.”

Sora’s gaze met mine. “It wants to be found.”

That shut everyone up again.

Lyra fluttered down and landed on my shoulder, wings folding tight. “You mean... it’s calling you?”

Sora nodded slowly. “The axe you wield is bound to Frostspire crystal. Whatever’s stirring up there recognizes its power.”

That didn’t exactly make me feel better. My axe had been 

glowing faintly since dawn, and now it pulsed brighter, like a heartbeat syncing with something miles away.

The mayor adjusted his spectacles. “If it’s calling to Kaelen, does that mean he should... er... go there?”

Sora’s lips thinned. “If he doesn’t, it may come here.”

The room went silent again, even the old clock in the corner freezing mid-tick.

I sighed. “Well, when you put it that way...”

Lyra’s tiny voice piped up, dry as ever. “And there goes our 

quiet winter.”

A snort of laughter came from somewhere in the crowd. It was Finn, leaning against a pillar near the door. His brown hair was windswept, his coat too thin for the cold, and his grin too
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