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Chapter 1 – Hilltop Morning
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The shadow moved first.

I swear it wasn’t my imagination. One second the snowy hillside was quiet, the next a strip of darkness slithered across the edge of the woods like a snake made of smoke. My axe hummed at my side—the way it always does when danger’s near—and my stomach dropped faster than a sled on ice.

[image: ]I should’ve run. Any sensible elf would’ve run. But no, not me. I just stood there in the freezing cold, blurting, “Well, that’s one way to ruin breakfast.”

That’s me. Kaelen. Nervous elf, professional bad-joke-maker, and owner of one very mysterious battle-axe that I don’t completely know how to use. Also? The only one in Brindlemark who apparently notices creepy shadows crawling out of the forest.

Brindlemark itself looked harmless enough. The town perched on top of a snowy hill, rooftops glittering with frost, lanterns still glowing weakly from the night before. From here, I could see the mountains stretching forever, their jagged peaks like teeth, and down in the valley, the old train puffing smoke as it wound through the snow. Ordinary. Peaceful. Safe.

Except for the shadows slinking back into the Whispering Woods.

I tightened my grip on the axe handle. It wasn’t a normal axe—it hummed, buzzed, and sometimes glowed faintly like it had secrets of its own. Right now, it was quivering, like it wanted to leap out of my hands and swing itself.

“Easy,” I whispered, as if talking to a weapon wasn’t weird. “Let’s not chop the snow unless it chops back.”

The shadows slipped away, disappearing into the trees. My axe quieted, though the hairs on the back of my neck stayed prickly.

Maybe it was nothing. Maybe I imagined it. But my gut said otherwise. And when your gut says, “That smoke-snake-thing is real,” you listen.

I pulled my cloak tighter, glanced back at the warm little town on the hill, and sighed. Nobody else had seen what I just had. Which meant, lucky me, it was probably going to be my problem.

And believe me, I hadn’t even had breakfast yet.
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Chapter 2 – Cookies, Lanterns, and a Shiver Down My Spine
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The morning in Brindlemark was as bright and crisp as a polished silver coin. From the hilltop where the town sat, I could see the train puffing below the mountains like a dragon that had given up fire and settled for steam. I liked the sight—it made the world feel big, [image: ]but safe.

I slung my axe across my back. It always felt a little silly walking through town with it, like everyone else was carrying baskets of bread and I was carrying... well, a giant blade that hummed at odd hours. (Note to self: never lean it against Mrs. Potts’ bakery window again. It rattled so loud she thought her oven exploded.)

Speaking of Mrs. Potts, I couldn’t resist stopping by. The smell of cookies always found me before I found her shop. The bell over her door jingled, and she wagged a wooden spoon at me.

“Kaelen, don’t you dare say you’re just passing through,” she said. “Fresh sugar-dusted stars. Still warm.”

“I wasn’t going to say that,” I grinned. “I was going to say... I’ll take three.”

Mrs. Potts shoved a bag into my hands. “For your breakfast. And if that axe of yours starts buzzing in my shop again, I’ll swat it with this spoon.”

I laughed nervously, because honestly... the axe had hummed softly as soon as I stepped inside. Almost like it could smell the cookies too. (If it ever asks for milk, I’m done for.)

After cookies, I strolled through the marketplace. Lantern strings were already going up for the Winter Festival—a week away. Kids darted between stalls with ribbons, and I thought about how every year we’d light the lanterns and send them into the night sky, a thousand tiny stars dancing above us. It always felt like the forest watched too, quiet and curious.

But today, while folks laughed and bargained, I felt a cold shiver trail down my back. The kind of shiver you don’t admit out loud, or people think you just forgot your coat. I turned toward the woods.

And there it was again.

Just for a second—the shadows. Creeping at the tree line like spilled ink. No one else noticed. A farmer waved at me cheerfully, and when I looked back, the shadows were gone.

I shoved a cookie into my mouth. “Great,” I muttered. “Either I’m cursed, or I’m going to invent shadow-shaped clouds and become famous.”

That’s when I heard a flutter of wings above me. A sparkle darted past my ear, and a voice called out—small, sharp, and not at all shy.

“You saw it too, didn’t you?”

I nearly choked on the cookie.

Perched on the roof beam above the stall was the tiniest, fiercest-looking fairy I’d ever seen. Her wings shimmered like starlight. She had her arms crossed like she was scolding me for not answering fast enough.

[image: ]“Uh... saw what?” I croaked, brushing crumbs from my chin.

Her eyes narrowed. “Don’t play dumb, elf. The shadows.”

And just like that, I realized two things:

I wasn’t imagining things.

My life was about to get a lot less simple. 
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Chapter 3 – A Fairy with Too Many Opinions

I’ll be honest: I didn’t expect my day to involve being bossed around by someone who could probably fit in my boot.

[image: ]The fairy was still perched above the market stall, tapping her tiny foot like she was waiting for me to apologize for... well, I don’t know what. Breathing wrong? Not having wings?

“Well?” she snapped, her voice surprisingly loud for someone no taller than my hand. “You saw the shadows, right?”

I scratched the back of my neck. “Um. Depends. Are we talking regular shadows, or the creepy, slithery kind that look like spilled ink trying to eat the forest?”

Her eyes lit up. “Exactly!” She zoomed down in a blur of silver light and hovered right in front of my face. I nearly fell backwards into a barrel of turnips.

“Whoa!” I yelped. “Personal space! Some of us like to keep both eyebrows intact.”

She ignored me. “Most of these villagers don’t notice. But I’ve been watching for weeks. The shadows are growing stronger.”

I blinked. “Okay, one: you’re real. Not a cookie-induced hallucination. Two: you’ve been spying on my town?”

“Not spying,” she huffed, hands on her hips. “Observing. There’s a difference. And you—elf boy with the glowing axe—you’re going to help me.”

[image: ]Now, I’d had a lot of strange requests in my life (like the time Farmer Darrin asked me to chase a goose out of
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