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  Chapter 1

  
  




The Silence of Frosthollow




The morning arrived not with a song, but with a whisper.




In the village of Frosthollow, nestled deep within the embrace of the Sparkling Snowy Mountains, mornings were usually a symphony. As the sun peeked over the jagged, ice-tipped peaks, the Great Winter Bells—five magnificent crystal chimes hanging in the village square—would sing. Their melody was brighter than starlight and warmer than a hearth fire, a sound that woke the sleeping flowers under the snow and turned the gray dawn into a kaleidoscope of colors.




But today, there was only silence.




Stella sat by her bedroom window, her breath fogging the cold glass. She wiped a circle clear with her sleeve, peering out at the world. The snow lay like a thick blanket of powdered sugar over the cobblestone streets, glittering with a quiet, anxious beauty.




“Do you hear that, Felix?” Stella whispered, looking down at the small bundle of fur curled at her feet.




Felix, a silver fox kit with ears too big for his head and a tail like a fluffy storm cloud, yawned and stretched. He blinked his golden eyes and tilted his head, listening. He let out a soft, confused yip.




“Exactly,” Stella said, tightening the red wool scarf around her neck. “Nothing. The Bells haven’t rung.”




The silence felt heavy, like a song waiting to be sung but forgotten. It made the oatmeal in Stella’s stomach feel like a cold stone. She grabbed her satchel—a sturdy leather bag embroidered with snowflakes—and scooped Felix up into her arms.




“We have to go to the square,” she told him. “Something is wrong.”




Downstairs, the air smelled of cinnamon and burnt sugar. Stella’s mother was kneading dough in the kitchen, her brow furrowed. She, too, kept glancing at the clock on the mantle.




“Be careful, Stella,” her mother said, handing her a warm, flaky pastry filled with sweet apple preserves. “The air is strange today. The Shiny Snowbirds are hiding.”




Stella nodded, taking a bite of the pastry. The buttery crust crumbled on her tongue, the sweet apple warming her, but it didn’t chase away the chill of worry. She stepped out the heavy oak door and into the winter bite.




Crunch. Crunch. Crunch.




Her boots broke the crust of the snow. Usually, by now, the air would be humming with the Note of Amber, the first bell that warmed the wind. But the wind today was sharp and biting.




As she reached the village square, a crowd had already gathered around the Tower of the Winds. The tower was an elegant spiral of white stone, open to the sky so the wind could play through it. But the arches, usually home to the floating, glowing Winter Bells, were empty.




A gasp rippled through the crowd.




Elder Elowen, the oldest and wisest person in Frosthollow, stood at the base of the tower. Her cloak was the color of the twilight sky, and her face was lined with worry. In her hand, she held a single, shimmering feather—blue and silver.




“Gone,” Elder Elowen’s voice trembled, though it carried clearly over the hushed crowd. “The Winter Bells have vanished. Without them, the Great Freeze will not end. The spring will not come, and the mountains will sleep in shadow forever.”




Stella squeezed through the legs of the tall bakers and blacksmiths until she stood at the front. Felix poked his head out of her satchel, sniffing the air. He sneezed—a tiny, high-pitched sound.




“Look!” Stella pointed.




High above, perched on the rim of the empty tower, sat a single Shiny Snowbird. Its feathers were usually a brilliant, reflective white, but now it looked dull and gray. It chirped a lonely, broken melody: Tink… tink… shhhh.




“The bird left this,” Elder Elowen said, holding up a piece of parchment that had been tied to the feather. “It is a riddle. But my eyes are old, and the magic of the bells is fading from my mind.”




Stella stepped forward. She wasn’t the biggest child in the village, nor the loudest, but she listened better than anyone. She listened to the wind, to the creaking pine trees, and to the stories the elders told by the fire.




“May I try, Elder?” Stella asked.




The crowd parted. Elder Elowen looked down, her eyes softening. “Read it, child. Perhaps the young see what the old cannot.”




Stella took the parchment. It was cold to the touch and smelled faintly of pine needles and ozone. The words were written in shimmering ink that seemed to move on the page. She read aloud:




“To wake the song that sleeps in ice,

You must not look to the village twice.

First, seek the color of the morning sun,

Where the shadows end and the light has begun.

A gift of warmth given freely and true,

Will reveal the path that waits for you.”




The villagers murmured. “The color of the morning sun?” the baker asked. “That’s yellow! Or gold!”




“Where do shadows end?” asked the blacksmith.




Stella looked at the parchment, then up at the mountains. The highest peak, Mount Shimmer, was just catching the first rays of the sun. The snow there wasn’t white; it was a brilliant, glowing amber.




“The Amber Bell,” Stella whispered. Her heart did a little flutter, like a bird taking flight. “The first bell is the color of the morning sun. It’s the Amber Bell of Warmth.”




Felix wiggled out of the bag and trotted in a circle, barking at the mountain peak.




“But the riddle says ‘a gift of warmth given freely’,” Stella mused, tapping her chin. She looked at the apple pastry still clutched in her mitten—warm, sweet, and made with love. Then she looked at the shivering Shiny Snowbird on the tower. It looked cold, its feathers ruffled against the wind.




Stella didn’t hesitate. She crumbled the warm pastry and held her hand out toward the tower. “Here,” she called softly. “For you.”




The bird swooped down, a flash of gray motion. It landed on Stella’s hand, its tiny claws tickling her palm. As it pecked at the warm crumbs, a miraculous change happened. The dull gray feathers began to glow. A soft, golden light pulsed from the bird’s chest, spreading to its wings.




Hummmmm.




A low, musical vibration filled the air. The bird chirped, and this time, it wasn’t a broken sound. It was a clear, ringing note—a perfect Middle C that sounded like sunlight breaking through clouds.




The bird took flight, circling Stella’s head three times before darting off toward the Whispering Woods at the base of Mount Shimmer, leaving a trail of golden sparkles in the air.




“The path!” Stella cried out. “It’s showing us the way!”




Elder Elowen placed a hand on Stella’s shoulder. “You have solved the first puzzle with kindness, Stella. The bells have been scattered, hidden by the Winter Spirits who have forgotten how to share. Will you follow the trail? Will you bring the music back?”




Stella looked at the dark, mysterious woods, then at the silent tower, and finally at Felix, who was wagging his tail ready for a run.




“I will,” Stella promised.




She adjusted her scarf, checked her boots, and followed the golden sparkles into the unknown. The silence of Frosthollow was behind her, but the adventure was just beginning.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




The Whispering Woods


The transition from the open village square to the forest was like stepping from a bright room into a closet filled with winter coats. The Whispering Woods loomed tall, the pine trees so thick with snow that their branches bowed low, touching the ground like heavy velvet curtains.


Stella paused at the tree line. The golden sparkles left by the Shiny Snowbird were faint here, drifting like fireflies against the dark green needles.


“Stay close, Felix,” she whispered.


Felix trotted by her ankles, his bushy tail brushing against her boots. He stopped to sniff a patch of blue ice, his black nose twitching. Sniff, sniff, sneeze.


As they stepped deeper into the woods, the silence of the village changed. It wasn’t quiet here. It was busy. The wind rustled the dry leaves that clung to the oaks, making a sound like paper being crumpled.


Hushhh… whoosh… turn back… hushhh…


Stella froze. “Did you hear that?”


The trees seemed to lean in. The wind wasn’t just blowing; it was speaking. This was why they were called the Whispering Woods. The ancient pines, deprived of the Bells’ music for so long, had become grumpy and confusing.


Left… go left… no, the right is bright… sleep… sleep…


The whispers overlapped, creating a dizzying maze of sound. The golden trail of sparkles began to swirl chaotically, blown apart by the confusing gusts. Stella spun around. Every tree looked the same—tall, dark, and frosted with white.


“I don’t know which way to go,” Stella admitted, her voice trembling slightly. She felt a cold prickle of fear on her neck. The shadows stretched long and thin, like fingers reaching for her boots.


Felix whimpered and sat down, tucking his nose under his tail. Even the brave fox was confused.


Stella closed her eyes. She remembered Elder Elowen’s words: Use the gift of warmth. But she had no more pastries. She checked her pockets—only a piece of string, a smooth river stone, and her mittens.


“Warmth isn’t always food,” she thought aloud. “Sometimes, warmth is a feeling. Like a song.”


The trees were grumpy because they were cold and lonely without the Great Winter Bells. They didn’t need a map; they needed comfort.


Stella took a deep breath. The air smelled sharp, like crushed pine needles and peppermint. She opened her mouth and began to hum. It wasn’t a perfect song, just a gentle, rolling melody her mother used to hum while sweeping the floor.


Hmm-hmm-hummm, da-da-dummm.


She walked forward, stepping in time with her humming.


Crunch. Hum. Crunch. Hum.


At first, the whispers grew louder, agitated. Who disturbs the frost? Who hums in the gray?


“It’s just me, Stella!” she sang out softly, turning her hum into words. “And Felix the Fox! We’re looking for the sun! We’re looking for the fun!”


She reached out and touched the rough bark of a massive pine tree. Instead of pulling away, she patted it gently. “You have beautiful needles,” she told the tree. “You’re very strong to hold all that snow.”


A remarkable thing happened. The tree shuddered, shaking a dusting of snow onto Stella’s hat. The whispering stopped. The branches lifted slightly, allowing a beam of sunlight to pierce through the canopy.


The light hit the snow in front of her, illuminating the golden sparkles once more. They had settled into a straight, clear path.


“Thank you!” Stella beamed at the tree.


Felix barked happily, his confidence returned. He bounded ahead, chasing the light. They ran past frozen brooks that looked like ribbons of glass and hopped over fallen logs covered in moss that sparkled with frost.


Finally, they reached a clearing. In the center stood an old stump, its roots twisted like knots. And there, resting in a hollow of the wood, was a glow that rivaled the sun.


It was the Amber Bell.


It was about the size of a large melon, made of crystal that swirled with oranges, yellows, and deep golds. It didn’t look cold; it looked like a drop of honey caught in time.


Stella approached slowly. The air around the bell felt cozy, like standing near a toaster. She took off her mitten and reached out. Her fingers brushed the smooth, warm surface.


DONG…


A deep, resonant sound vibrated through the clearing. It wasn’t loud, but it was powerful. It felt like a warm hug.


As the note rang out, the snow in the clearing








































