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Once upon a time...there was a lonely elf who lived in an old crate in a dingy alleyway. Every day he watched the shoemaker across the street, who once was so happy and vivacious, but now is heartbroken and despondent. As the Winter Solstice approaches, the elf is determined to help the forlorn shoemaker however he can, even if all he can do is stitch the shoes laid out every night in preparation for the next day's work.
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The shoemaker was dying.

Brandt had watched him for some time now, ever since he had been reduced to living in an alleyway after being betrayed, beaten, and robbed. The shoemaker, Alvin, always gave him coins when he saw him. A few times, he looked as though he'd wanted to say or do more, but always had withdrawn instead. Which was fine. Brandt would not be anyone's burden, and the shoemaker had been busy enough even before everything had gone so wrong. The kindness he showed was more than enough, and since that first time, when he'd given Brandt enough coin to eat for three days straight, Brandt had watched him when he could.

Brandt's home was a large wooden crate covered with scraps of cloth and pieces of old furniture and construction leavings to keep out the worst of the wind and rain. His hearth was an old, cracked cauldron he'd filched from a trash cart. His clothes were taken from trash heaps and the charity bin at the temple. His shoes were a size too big, full of tears and holes, patched with whatever Brandt could find and a needle improvised from a piece of metal found in the trash, and wrapped in rags to mitigate the snow. His days were spent begging for coin, begging for work, or spending the little coin he had on food and keeping himself and his clothes as clean as possible. If there was one thing he missed about home, it was that there'd been no shortage of water and it was free to everyone.

His view, as he sat in the cold begging people to show him pity, was the shoe shop across the street. He'd applied, not long after recovering from being beaten and robbed, but the proprietor he'd spoken to had taken one look at his sorry clothes, his sorrier shoes, and told him to get lost.

Not even a month later, that man had departed, taking the assistant with him. Brandt had seen them many a time, when Alvin the shoemaker was out, intimately embracing, despite the fact one was Alvin's partner and the other their employee and friend. He had wanted to tell Alvin, warn him he was being betrayed, but he didn't know how or if it was his place. If the cheating lover might find and beat him, leave him to die in the street. As it was the heart of winter now, instead of warm summer, he might not survive that happening a second time.

So he'd kept his silence and watched the traitors with contempt—and been relieved when their dirty secret finally came to light one gloomy, storm-soaked day when Alvin returned well before he was expected and caught them kissing in the workroom. As there was an enormous window there, mostly to provide light but also so people could see the effort that went into their shoes, Brandt had seen the entire terrible confrontation.
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