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Sarah and the Wizard

Prologue: The Warning in the Dark

The girl ran.

Branches clawed at her skin, leaves tangled in her hair, and the wind carried the scent of blood on the cold night air.

She didn’t look back. She didn’t dare.

Something was behind her—something worse than the dark, worse than the suffocating panic hammering against her ribs. It moved without sound, without mercy.

She had seen it once, just a glimpse—enough to know that she would never make it out alive.

Her breath came sharp, ragged, pushing past her aching chest as she tore through the trees. The auction had been a lie. They had promised her to someone rich, someone terrible, someone who wanted to own her.

But the monster hadn’t come to bargain.

It had come to feed.

Her foot caught on a twisted root, sending her crashing to the ground. Pain sparked through her limbs, but she forced herself up. Keep moving. Keep running.

A low, guttural inhale whispered through the trees, close.

Too close.

She sobbed silently, her shaking fingers digging into the dirt, scrambling forward. There was no place to hide. No escape. She had never been meant to leave this forest alive.

Something loomed over her, swallowing the moonlight, stretching impossibly high against the shadows.

The last thing she saw was its eyes.

Then the screaming stopped.
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Chapter One – A Village on the Edge of Magic
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Nestled at the ragged edge of civilization, where the flickering streetlights surrendered to the encroaching wilderness and ancient pines loomed like guardians of forgotten secrets, lay a town that defied simple categorization. On paper, it was a “quaint hamlet,” a phrase adored by real estate agents and travel writers who had never set foot on its cobbled streets. Yet in truth, Shadowfen was a stubborn borderland—half-feral, half-gentrified, and wholly enigmatic. Its history clung to it like the resinous scent of pine sap that permeated everything, seeping into fabric and hair and even lending an earthy taste to the tap water.

The town unfurled in a rough semicircle, as if weary from resisting the woods and instead deciding to embrace them, backs turned resolutely against the sprawling city beyond. At its heart lay a square of cobbled stone imbued with self-important heritage, flanked by a municipal clock tower that lost five minutes each passing year and an elegant public library that felt like an exquisite joke amidst its rugged surroundings. The library’s architecture was Victorian—a symphony of blackened brick and frosted leaded glass—its bones whispering tales of elegance long past. On autumn afternoons, sunlight poured through stained glass windows, casting vibrant hues across polished marble floors; by nightfall, the structure exuded a soft glow, as if its very secrets smoldered beneath layers of forgotten stories.

Around this literary beacon, the town's main thoroughfare struggled to keep pace with modernity—a disjointed collage of vape shops exhaling clouds of flavored mist, organic bakeries luring passersby with the scent of freshly baked bread, psychic parlors promising glimpses into futures unknown, and bistros charging six dollars for filtered water adorned with delicate botanicals. Above these establishments sagged narrow flats burdened by neglect; fire escapes and satellite dishes sprouted like iron fungi from every third window. Neon signs clamored for attention in riotous colors, beckoning patrons toward palm readings or gluten-free donuts. The overall effect was less charming than chaotic—a vivid tapestry woven from threads of aspiration and disregard—but nobody arrived in Shadowfen seeking harmony.

To the west, fresh-faced subdivisions tumbled down low hills like bright baby teeth glistening in the morning haze. Construction crews worked with relentless optimism to erect strip malls and co-working spaces upon land once claimed only by foxes and crows. Each week brought new annexations to the city’s sprawl; yet even so, nature fought back with quiet determination—saplings thrusting through cracks in unfinished parking lots while dandelions flourished over imported sod.

The southern edge of town had altogether abandoned any pretense of quaintness. Here lay warehouses and auto shops sprawling like metal tumors across marshy bottomlands—monuments to industry rather than charm. Most nights found loading bays and fuel depots steeped in eerie stillness, yet movement stirred within shadows cast by sodium lights. The Starlight Bar and Lounge ruled its block with unapologetic bravado—a place that wore its reputation like a well-worn leather jacket: slightly rough around the edges but undeniably magnetic. From dusk until the last shuttle departed, it pulsed with life—the bass from its sound system thrumming deep within one’s chest while shoes slapped against sticky floors in rhythm with transactions too urgent for small talk.

If the south belonged to the Starlight's raucous energy, then to the north reigned old money mingling seamlessly with ancient trees. Majestic Victorian mansions—genuine relics rather than mere imitations—dotted the rise like watchful sentinels peeking over high stone walls entwined in obsessive topiaries. Some homes had been transformed into apartments for those tenured or tenaciously affluent; others remained sealed off like treasures guarded against time’s relentless march—inhabited not by poets but by ghosts echoing memories long since faded. On fog-laden mornings, garden gates creaked open to allow black-gloved dog walkers and jogging couples clad in matching technical fabrics entry; their breath clouding in icy air as they orbited around the square’s perimeter.

Yet throughout this tapestry of human ambition loomed an ever-present specter—the forest itself never more than a few blocks away. No matter how densely populated the suburbs became or how tall business parks reached into the sky above them, nature watched back—coolly patient and indifferent as ever. After nightfall fell like an artist’s brushstroke across reality’s canvas, treetops loomed over houses like dark challengers; boundaries between cultivated gardens and wild woods drawn sharply in shades deeper than night itself. Children dared one another to pursue unofficial trails veering off bike paths into shadowy embraces between ancient trunks; adults pretended not to notice flickering shapes trailing just beyond their headlamps’ reach—an unspoken pact held among them all that whispered through cracked lips: no one admitted to taking forest shortcuts after dark but nearly everyone knew them intimately.

Underneath Shadowfen's meticulously organized street grid lay stitched together an intricate network of these “unofficial” routes: footpaths worn smooth over generations that cut beneath crumbling stone bridges or snuck behind chain-link fences guarding secrets long forgotten. Drainage ditches transformed into hidden avenues allowed those daring enough—or desperate enough—to slip past neighborhoods unseen; an individual could traverse this entire town without once setting foot on public streets if they were willing to embrace muddy shoes or endure branches whispering against their skin.

On this particular evening painted late October blue—a chill settling into every breath as if it might crack under pressure—the town held its breath before nightfall approached like an adversary cloaked in silence; somewhere beyond rows of houses bathed in fading light, sunlight drained slowly from sky’s cup—a viscous spill mixing sunset hues with smoggy remnants above rooftops where faint glimmers flickered through haze intermingling until indistinguishable from one another altogether... Shadows pooled under porches and bus shelters stretched long across sidewalks—a hesitant dance before true darkness descended fully upon them all.

A delivery van rattled past the library's stoic facade; headlights painted quick strokes along shuttered shop windows while streetlamps buzzed reluctantly awake moments too late—flooding pavement below with sickly amber tones reminiscent of bygone days lost forevermore... From an open window above apothecary shelves drifted music—a warbling blues record carrying echoes from another era through cool night air laced thickly with nostalgia itself... In the square below pigeons scavenged day’s last crumbs pecking at soggy wrappers or cigarette butts until laughter erupted suddenly among children scattering them away leaving nothing but echoes behind...

Inside the library sanctuary cleaning crew tidied remnants left behind: sticky handprints tracing railings where eager readers once grasped tight pencil stubs abandoned amidst forgotten headphones mingled faint traces of perfume lingering softly within study alcoves... Custodians took pride diligently preserving order but even they could not banish subtle strangeness settling over stacks after closing hour... Sometimes books seemed restless shifting slightly on their own; old photographs housed within the local history wing had peculiar tendencies swapping places as if the past itself grew restless under weight curiosity sparked anew...

Beyond library walls alleys filled gradually shifting towards night shift heartbeat: bartenders hustling clocking before bosses teenagers seeking solace in quiet corners smoke drifting lazily upwards while a handful of private security contractors circled the business district inside battered high-mileage SUVs flashlights darting nervously across alleys more jittery than threatening... By city ordinance Shadowfen was officially labeled “low crime” but everyone understood true trouble danced just out reach statistics...

A few blocks south Starlight Bar Lounge flickered sign alive casting pink electric blue colors flooding the pavement beneath early arrivals resting against walls clutching vapes burner phones eyes scanning the horizon for the next distraction disaster waiting just beyond grasp... Doorman stood tall muscle bored resignation sweeping line practiced indifference letting regulars glide through freezing out drunks too far gone plausible deniability inside somewhere night already began unspooling whiskey tumblers crowding bar voices rising over bass unmistakable scent ambition mingling fear thickening atmosphere...

At the edge northern district solitary figure walked the sidewalk hands buried deep oversized wool coat gait deliberate eyes fixed straight ahead yet every several steps pausing to glance towards the dark treeline expectantly—as though awaiting something—or someone—to emerge intercept them... Breath streamed forth cold momentarily visible swallowed whole gathering mist creeping closer enveloping all within shroud mystery...

Above clouds thickened blurring boundaries sky earth merging harmoniously while forest pressed closer branches rattling primal rhythm rising wind somewhere deep within owl issued single questioning call resonating amongst stillness.
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Chapter Two – Sarah Mathews
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Sarah Mathews was a woman of quiet elegance, a presence that lingered in the mind long after the eyes had turned away. Her long brown hair cascaded like river currents, catching the light in deep chestnut waves. But it was her eyes—an arresting shade of blue, clear as a morning sky after the rain—that made people pause. They held an unfathomable depth, like the still waters of a hidden forest pool, inviting yet guarded.

She spent her days among books, weaving through towering shelves in the town’s modest library, her fingers trailing over worn spines as if each one were a beloved companion. Though only a part-time librarian, she carried herself with the reverence of a scholar, treating every volume as a sacred artifact, every story as a doorway to another world.

For a time, she had been drawn to Tom Belmont, the town’s golden son—handsome, charming, and entirely aware of both facts. He was the sort of man whose laughter turned heads at a crowded café, whose presence commanded attention without effort. With a roguish grin and an easy confidence, he navigated life as though the world itself existed to entertain him. He was intoxicated by movement—grand gestures, exhilarating nights, the pulse of excitement coursing through his veins.

Sarah, by contrast, found joy in stillness. She loved the hush of the library at twilight, when the last patron had gone and the only sound was the whisper of turning pages. She cherished walks through the ancient woods that edged the town, where the air smelled of pine and damp earth, and where the birds seemed to sing only for her. There was magic in the quiet—an unspoken conversation between the soul and the world around it.

At first, Tom had been drawn to Sarah’s beauty, but he had failed to see beyond it. He did not understand how someone so lovely could choose solitude over spectacle, reflection over revelry. He had tried to shape their relationship into something thrilling—a series of grand dinners, lively parties, and reckless adventures—but Sarah had preferred evenings spent by the fireplace, a book resting on her lap and a mug warming her hands.

Slowly, inevitably, Tom had grown restless. He wanted more—more excitement, more indulgence, more of the world’s offerings. Sarah wanted less—less noise, fewer distractions, more moments where she could simply exist without demand.

One evening, without much ceremony, Tom decided it was over. He did not see it as a loss, only a realization. Sarah was lovely, yes, but love itself should be exhilarating, and in his mind, theirs had dulled into routine.

Sarah did not protest. She did not ask him to reconsider. When he left, she merely watched him go, her blue eyes steady, unshaken. She had always known that Tom Belmont was a man who chased excitement, but excitement was not the same as fulfillment. And she, Sarah Mathews, was a woman who understood the value
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