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A Festival in Peril

The small town of Oakhaven—home to fewer than 5,000 residents—was pulsing with unusual energy. Every first weekend of October, the air filled with the comforting aromas of cinnamon, brown sugar, and baked apples, drawing visitors from near and far. The Oakhaven Apple Pie Festival was more than just a culinary celebration; it was a cherished tradition, a source of community pride, and the town’s primary economic lifeline.

But this year, just two weeks before the festival, unease began to creep in, replacing the usual buzz of anticipation.

At the Anderson Apple Orchard—renowned for its crisp, sweet “Oakhaven Honeycrisp” variety—something impossible had occurred. Amid rows of healthy, fruit-laden trees, one ancient tree on the forest’s edge stood out like a misplaced holiday ornament. Its leaves shimmered with a metallic copper and gold—not the familiar hues of autumn—but a strange, almost artificial luster. And its fruit... the apples gleamed as if coated in real gold paint, their skins reflecting sunlight with an unnatural intensity. This wasn’t a natural golden-yellow—it was as if each apple had been dipped in a thin layer of molten metal. Even more unsettling, the apples showed no signs of rot or wilting. They were hard, cold to the touch, and completely odorless.

Aris Anderson, a third-generation orchard owner, was nearly beside himself with worry.
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