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Chapter 1 – The Midnight Heist
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I woke up to the sound of screaming.

Now, normally, screams in Brindlemark mean two things:

	Someone slipped on the icy hill outside Mrs. Potts’ bakery.

	Or less likely, but still possible, a dragon decided it was snack time.


This scream, however, was neither of those things. It was sharper. Darker. It prickled the tips of my pointed elf ears and made me sit bolt upright in bed.

Outside my window, the town was bathed in silver moonlight. Snow blanketed the rooftops, glinting like shards of glass. But the shadows... the shadows were moving. Not the ordinary kind you see when the wind shakes a lantern. No, these shadows were crawling. Slithering. Like inky snakes weaving through the streets of Brindlemark. 

I grabbed my axe; because let’s be real, if I’ve learned anything by 

now, it’s that mysterious nighttime shadows are never friendly, and bolted for the door. By the time I skidded into the square, half the town was awake. Mrs. Potts was waving a rolling pin at the darkness like it was going to help (spoiler: it didn’t). Finn was already there, wide-eyed and clutching a lantern. Lyra zipped down from above, her wings glowing like tiny stars in the gloom.

“Kaelen!” Lyra called, her voice sharper than the cold air. “They’re not just shadows. They’re taking things.”

And sure enough, as I squinted, I saw them: wisps of blackness curling into shops and houses, slinking back 

out with objects that shimmered faintly with magic.

The blacksmith’s enchanted hammer. The baker’s charm that kept loaves from burning.
Even Old Halloway’s weather stone, which predicted snow before it fell. The shadows weren’t random, they were stealing Brindlemark’s magic.
One of them darted close, brushing icy tendrils along my boot. My axe thrummed in my hands, glowing faintly blue. Without thinking, I swung. The blade cut through the shadow like slicing smoke, and it scattered with a screech that made my teeth ache.

Lyra zipped to my shoulder, wings buzzing furiously. 

“This isn’t ordinary shadow magic. Something’s driving them.”

“Wonderful,” I muttered.

“Because midnight shadow thieves are exactly what I hoped for tonight.”

Finn, who was braver than he gave himself credit for, lifted his lantern higher. His voice wavered, but his eyes were steady. 

“They’re heading toward the woods. Should we...?”

“Follow them?” I said, tightening my grip on the axe. “Of course we should. Because chasing

terrifying shadow-thieves into the dark forest is always a great idea.”

Lyra smirked. “Don’t worry, Kaelen. If it gets too scary, you can hide behind me.” 

I rolled my eyes, but truthfully, her glow was the only light cutting through the invading dark. 

The shadows slithered into the trees, carrying Brindlemark’s magic with them. The air seemed to hum with menace, colder than winter itself. Deep in my pocket, the shard we had taken from the Whispering Woods throbbed; hot, angry, alive. 

I didn’t know why, but in that moment, I understood: this was only 

the beginning. Somewhere out there, in the mountains beyond Brindlemark, something was calling
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