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      The Winberie Journals was born from a simple but undeniable truth: grief changes us. It reshapes the way we see the world, the way we move through it, and the way we try to rebuild ourselves in the silence that follows loss.

      This series grew from my own journey through grief and healing. Writing Danny’s story became a way to hold my sorrow in one hand and my hope in the other, to prove to myself that even when the world feels broken, something new and meaningful can be woven from the pieces.

      Danny’s path through Thistalyn mirrors the ways grief often feels in real life. It’s strange, unpredictable, sometimes terrifying, but also unexpectedly beautiful. The Hollow Lords represent that shadow of despair that seems endless, while the Elementals stand as reminders of the small but powerful forces that keep us grounded, breathing, and moving forward.

      I wrote these books for anyone who has ever carried sorrow quietly, for anyone who has ever asked themselves if they would ever find the strength to hope again. Through Danny, I wanted to explore not only the weight of loss but also the courage it takes to take a single step forward when the way ahead feels uncertain.

      At its heart, The Winberie Journals is not only a story about magic, but a story about resilience. It is about finding light in places where darkness has settled, trusting the small sparks of wonder that still exist, and learning that even when grief feels like it will consume everything, we are never truly alone.

      These books are my reminder to every reader, and to myself, that healing is not about forgetting. Healing is about remembering who we are, who we have lost, and who we choose to become in the wake of it all.

      Do not let grief claim you. Let it shape you, guide you, and teach you. But keep moving. Keep choosing forward.

      Thank you for supporting me on this amazing journey!

      Lynn Tincher
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      The wind, more than a mere storm, howled through the ancient standing stones, imbuing them with a life and fury of their own. It didn't just pass through the circle. It raged through it, alive with power, tearing across the clearing with the scent of cold iron and something much older than rotting logs. The sound clawed at the edges of the clearing, carrying whispers that felt too human to belong to air. There was a wrongness in the air, something that felt like a long forgotten secret that should have stayed buried, a wound in time reopening against its will. Screaming along the way.

      Kieran Finnegan's cloak caught in the gale and snapped violently behind him, flailing like a creature trying to escape. The fabric struck his legs again and again, yet he barely noticed. Every instinct told him to run, to leave this cursed place and its stones behind, but he stayed.

      Above him, the night pressed down on him. The sky was covered with an unnatural haze that rolled downward like smoke, wrapping itself around the trees, seeping into the cracks between the stones, smothering the stars until even the moonlight seemed reluctant to show itself. The shadows breathed with the storm, expanding and collapsing, as though the heavens themselves recoiled from what was gathering here.

      Kieran stood at the center of the stone circle, one hand resting flat against the largest stone. Its surface was rough and pitted from centuries of wind and rain, but beneath the weathered surface, something pulsed faintly. He could feel it, like the slow, steady heartbeat of a sleeping giant. It was a rhythm that didn't belong to this age or any other. It was older than language, older than the gods people had long since stopped worshipping. The pulse steadied him, though only slightly as a reminder that the world, even broken, still held secrets worth protecting.

      The ground beneath him was cold, and the grass had turned dry and brittle. Each time he shifted his weight, it crunched softly beneath his shoes. Even that small sound seemed loud in the stillness, like a candy wrapper in a sacred silence. His breath rose in white clouds, carried instantly away by the storm. Everything around him felt suspended, unmoving except for the wind and the sound of his cloak in it.

      He could feel it now. The weave of the world was coming undone. He didn't need a spell to see it or a vision to warn him. The threads that had once held all things together were loosening, thinning, fraying apart under forces that couldn't be reasoned with. Magic seeped through the tears, but it was no longer the warm, life-giving current it had once been. It had turned wild and bitter, sour on the tongue, thick in the lungs. The air around him was evidence of an incoming storm of destruction, pressing on his ribs, stealing the breath from his chest.

      And behind him, they gathered. The Hollow Lords. He didn't need to turn to know they were there. The wind stilled, and their presence pressed against his back like ice water poured straight through to the soul. Each one felt like a void, a silent, gaping wound in the world, an absence that devoured every bit of light and warmth it touched. The cold they brought wasn't the kind you could shield yourself from. It was the kind that made your bones turn to ice, the kind that made your brain stop working.

      "You could still join us," one of them said. The voice came from nowhere and everywhere at once, brittle and sharp, like dry leaves scraping across stone in the breeze. "You know the cost of your defiance."

      Kieran didn't move his hand from the stone. The warmth that had once pulsed there was almost gone now, slipping away like water through cracked fingers. He closed his eyes for a moment, just long enough to absorb what little remained. Even in its fading, the old magic offered something solid. Not power, not glory, just a comforting presence. Just the quiet, steady truth of the earth and all its history.

      "I know the cost," he said, his voice low but unshaken. He didn't need to raise it. They were listening. They always listened. It’s as if they lived in his head. "I have always known."

      The Hollow Lords shifted in the mist, and with their movement, the air around him grew colder and he thought that was impossible. Their forms rippled at the edge of his vision, cloaked in shadow that moved like fabric underwater. They had no skin on their  faces, but he could feel them watching. Their focus settled on him, heavy as stone, piercing through flesh and bone into his very soul.

      "You would give up everything," another said, this one quieter, more like a snake. "Your name. Your blood. Your family. For what? A crumbling world on the edge of nothing?"

      His hand now clenched into a fist against the stone. In the darkness behind his eyes, he saw Caitlin's face, bright with laughter, her bare feet dancing through the morning dew. He saw Danny, stubborn as ever, jaw tight, eyes full of fire as he stood his ground even when he was wrong. His freckles looked like they were on fire. He saw summer nights with fireflies in the trees, the smell of wildflowers on the breeze, and the soft hum of a world that still had something to offer. A world that deserved more than to be smothered in shadow.

      He opened his eyes and looked past the stone circle into the dark forest. The trees there stood tall and still, like they were afraid of the Hollow Lords too, their branches swaying gently as though bowing to the weight of the moment.

      "For them," he said, his voice unwavering. "I would give everything."

      The Hollow Lords moved forward. Where their feet touched the ground, the grass shriveled and turned to ash. The very soil recoiled. A low tremor moved beneath Kieran's shoes, subtle but profound, bracing for what came next.

      "You cannot stop us," the first voice said again. "The weave is already broken. This world belongs to us now."

      Kieran drew his hand away from the stone. Its warmth was gone, but something else burned brighter inside him. The pendant around his neck flickered, a small, steady blue flame that pulsed with each breath he took. It wasn't just decoration. It had never been.

      "No," he said. "Not while I still stand."

      He turned then, slowly, facing them at last.

      They stood just beyond the edge of the stone circle. Tall. Twisting. Half-formed shadows wrapped in cloaks that never stopped moving. Their outlines shimmered in the dark like something caught between one world and the next. Their presence scraped against Kieran's thoughts, whispering thoughts that were not of his own making.

      He didn't listen.

      He stepped forward and lifted the pendant in his hand. The light burst forth, blue and brilliant, stretching across the clearing. It threw wild shadows against the stones, and the Hollow Lords hissed, recoiling slightly at the sudden glow. But they didn't flee. They never fled.

      "You have no allies," one spat, voice sour with contempt. "No army. No sanctuary. No hope."

      "I have something better," Kieran replied. His voice was not loud, but it landed like stone. "I have a future."

      They laughed. The sound was dry and hollow, like bones snapping in two.

      He began to speak, not in any language still used in this world, but in the tongue of the first weavers. Each word came rough and sharp, tearing itself from his lungs with excruciating effort. The pendant answered. Light flared brighter, and from its core, slender strands of energy spun outward, twisting through the air into shapes no eye could fully follow. The runes etched into the standing stones sparked, their glow fragile at first, then steady, as they remembered what they had been made for.

      The Hollow Lords surged forward.

      Kieran did not step back. The light formed not just a barrier, but a wall of force, flame, and thunder woven together. One of them struck it and howled as it was flung away, its form splitting into smoke.

      Still, the others pressed on.

      A sharp pain tore into Kieran's side. It was sudden, hot, and profound, as if someone had driven a blade straight through him. He staggered but didn't fall. Blood spread across his side, warm and heavy, but he clung to the magic with every ounce of strength he had left. He had no sword. He had no army. But he had this.

      The spell anchored.

      One final weave spun itself outward from the center of the circle. It glowed like moonlight on water, a tether pulled tight. It was fragile and bright; a weapon, a shield, a promise of the future.

      The Hollow Lords hissed in fury.

      "You cannot hide him forever," one growled. "We will find him."

      Kieran smiled through the pain. It was not a kind smile.

      "Not today."

      The light surged in a final wave, tearing through the clearing with a force that ripped the mist apart and flattened the grass. The Hollow Lords were driven back, not defeated, but stalled. They would wait. They always did.

      His strength failed him then. Kieran dropped to one knee, and the world around him spun. The stars above swirled in dizzy arcs, blinking in and out behind the haze. His vision blurred, but he could still see the weave. He could still feel it humming in the bones of the earth.

      He lowered his head, his voice barely a breath.

      "Danny."

      The pendant dimmed. The light faded from the stones. The weave vanished into the night.

      The Hollow Lords stepped forward, slow and silent.

      Kieran Finnegan did not resist. He had already done what he came to do.

      Somewhere far beyond that place, the magic remained. A thread was still pulled tight through the dark, carrying with it everything he had left behind.
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      He didn't know why, but every step toward home felt like a mistake.

      Danny Finnegan had walked the path home from school a hundred times, but today, he hesitated at the forest's edge. Something felt off with the way the shadows stretched longer than they should, the way the usual forest sounds seemed muffled and distant.

      I could take the long way around, he thought, shifting his backpack to his other shoulder. Walk along the main road instead. But that would add another twenty minutes to his walk. He was already late due to football practice, and his mom would worry if he was late. She'd been so jumpy lately, checking the locks three times each night, watching the tree line from the kitchen window when she thought he wasn't looking.

      With a deep breath, Danny stepped onto the dirt path. It felt different, like something in the woods had been waiting for him.

      Earlier, everything had been normal. Danny's science teacher had droned on about ecosystems, Jamie Parker had shared his candy during lunch, and Mrs. Wilcox had assigned yet another book report, which would be due the following week. But everything changed when Danny stepped onto the forest path that led home.

      He paused, tugging at the sleeves of the gray hoodie his mom had tried to replace three times already, but Danny refused to give up. The familiar fabric, worn soft at the elbows, made him feel safe. He brushed his messy light brown hair from his eyes, the sun catching the almost-blonde strands that his mother was always trying to get him to comb. He adjusted his backpack, the weight of his history textbook digging into his shoulder. Probably just nerves from being called on in class today. Or maybe it was the weird conversation he'd overheard this morning of his mother on the phone, voice hushed, speaking about "signs" and "protection."

      The late afternoon sun bled through the treetops, streaking the dirt path in bands of dull gold. Usually, the woods hummed with life, with birds chirping, crickets starting their early evening song, and the occasional rustle of something unseen in the underbrush.

      But today, the forest felt wrong.

      The air carried a charge, alive but unnatural. Wind curled through the trees, lifting the edges of Danny's hoodie, but instead of the crisp autumn cool, the air felt too warm, too heavy, pressing down on him like an invisible weight.

      A metallic taste coated his tongue like pennies or blood, like when he fell and busted his lip skateboarding at Jimmie's house. The skin along his arms prickled beneath his sleeves. He ran his fingers through his hair again, the messy strands standing on end in the static of the air.

      Danny rubbed at his face, confused by a weird tingling sensation across his nose and cheeks. His freckles felt warm, almost itchy. He'd never felt anything like it before.

      "What the heck?" he muttered, touching his cheeks again. It was like someone was gently poking each freckle with a tiny pin. He tried to see his reflection in his phone screen, but the screen was too dark to tell if they looked different.

      This isn't right, he thought, his heart beating faster. Something's watching me. I can feel it.

      He quickened his pace and continued, focusing on the bend in the path he knew was about a mile ahead. Once he rounded that curve, he'd be able to see home. Just a few more minutes and he'd be at the cabin.

      What if there's something out there? The thought made him shiver. His fingers curled tighter around his backpack straps.

      Somewhere deeper in the woods, a branch snapped. Danny froze, straining to hear. Normal sounds shouldn't make his heart race like this, but nothing felt normal today. And the silence, save his own footsteps, a few snaps and rustles. That was what set his nerves on edge.

      No birds. No distant REEE sounds of cicadas. The sounds of leaves shifted overhead, though the wind was barely strong enough to stir them.

      Danny swallowed, his gaze flicking through the trees as unease took over. He didn't see anything, but that didn't stop the sensation of being watched. Again, he picked up the pace.

      At twelve years old, Danny took pride in not being scared of much. Not the dark, not the older kids at school, not even the horror movies his friend Eli smuggled into sleepovers. This was different. This wasn't fear of the unknown but something evil and dangerous. Not like anything he had felt before.

      Then he saw her, and he almost cried in relief. His mother stood at the edge of the path, just beyond the clearing where their cabin was nestled against the trees. She wasn't just waiting; she was pacing, her arms wrapped tightly around herself. The second her gaze landed on him, she rushed forward, too quickly, crossing the distance in a few hurried steps.

      Danny slowed. "Mom?"

      She grabbed his wrist. Her fingers were too tight, her grip firm in a way that set off alarm bells in his head. The silver bracelet she always wore; the one with Celtic knots that matched the pendant around her neck pressed cold against his skin.

      "Come on," she said, voice too light, too forced, like she was trying to keep something from slipping. "Let's get inside."

      Danny's stomach twisted. "Why?"

      She didn't answer. Instead, her head snapped to the side, scanning the woods as if looking for Bigfoot or a werewolf.

      Danny followed her gaze, but the trees looked the same as always except for the shadows that stretched long in the fading sunlight, swaying in the breeze.

      The tingling in his freckles intensified, almost burning now. Danny touched his face again, wondering if he was having some kind of allergic reaction. His mom had mentioned that the pollen count was high today.

      "Hey Mom, my face feels weird. My freckles are all…"

      But his mother's grip tightened. "Inside. Now."

      Danny didn't argue this time.

      A low rumble rolled across the sky as they stepped onto the porch. It was not the deep, distant boom of thunder, but something that seemed to echo through the trees, shaking the leaves without touching the trees, causing birds to take flight and head toward the sun.

      "Mom," Danny said, digging his heels in. "What's happening?"

      The words hung between them. After Danny's dad "went away on business" three years ago, his mom always said they'd made a pact. Just the two of them against the world, with nothing but honesty between them. The look of guilt and fear that flashed across her face told him everything he needed to know. She was hiding something big.

      "Some secrets protect us," she whispered, her green eyes the same shade as his, darting back to the treeline. "Some secrets keep us alive."

      Then she hesitated as something shifted in her expression. She knelt, gently taking his face in her hands, her touch soft now.

      "But you deserve to know the truth, Danny. Tonight…" Her voice caught. "Tonight I'll tell you everything. I promise. When you feel lost, always follow the blue light. It will guide you to safety." She said as she took a pendant from her jeans pocket and thrust it into his hands. "Put this on. Don't ever take it off. Promise me!"

      He blinked, confused by her words. "Mom, you're scaring me."

      "I know, sweetheart. I'm scared too." She brushed his hair from his forehead and kissed him lightly. "Remember, trust your instincts. They're stronger than you know. Promise me you'll never take it off!"

      "I promise," Danny said as he hesitated and glanced back over his shoulder. The sky had darkened too fast. Storm clouds churned above the treetops, streaked through with eerie veins of green lightning that flickered but never quite touched the ground. Danny swallowed hard and quickly put the pendant around his neck, tucking it into the neck of his hoodie. Lightning wasn't supposed to be green. It reminded him of when a tornado blew through and took out part of Blanton's barn and cornfield.

      His mother pushed him inside, bolting the door behind them.

      

      The moment they were inside, Caitlin let out a shaky breath. She didn't look at Danny as she moved through the cabin, her steps too quick and sharp, like she needed to be doing something… anything… to keep herself busy.

      Their home was small. One main room with an old stone fireplace, a wooden table where Danny usually did his homework, and a short hallway leading to their bedrooms. The place always felt warm, like the walls held onto every fire they had ever lit.

      But tonight, it felt too small. Fragile.

      Danny hovered near the door as his backpack fell to his elbow. "Mom, what's going on?"

      "I'll tell you in a moment, first, I… " she said quickly. Too quickly. She ran her hands over the table's surface, then straightened a chair that didn't need straightening.

      Danny narrowed his eyes, the freckles across his nose scrunching together.

      "You're acting weird," he muttered.

      She exhaled sharply. "Danny, just sit down and get started on your homework, okay?"

      He blinked. "Are you serious?"

      "Yes!" She didn't look at him. Instead, she moved to the fireplace, brushing her fingers along the mantle, where a row of smooth stones sat. Stones they'd collected together from the stream behind their house, each chosen for what his mother called "special energy."

      Danny hesitated. His mother was never like this. She worried, sure. She triple-checked the locks at night, constantly reminding him to call when he arrived at school, but this was different. She was frantic, her movements quick and restless. And she still wouldn't stop looking at the windows.

      He went to the table, dropped into the chair, and pulled his math book from his backpack. He wasn't planning on doing any actual work, but if pretending made his mom talk, he'd play along.

      His pencil barely touched the page before he noticed something. She was drawing.

      Danny froze.

      She wasn't using a pen, or chalk, or anything normal. Her fingers moved through the air, tracing invisible lines, and the moment she did, something shimmered. Barely visible, like heat waves on pavement. Light blue lights started to form.

      Danny's stomach twisted. "What are you doing?"

      His mother flinched. "Nothing," she said, but her voice had gone tight. "Just focus on your work."

      She moved faster now, circling the room, pressing her fingers against the wooden beams that ran along the ceiling, whispering under her breath. "Shielded by light, hidden from sight," she murmured, her voice taking on a rhythmic quality that Danny had never heard before. The blue threads grew brighter with each word, forming intricate patterns and swirls of what appeared to be ancient symbols that somehow looked familiar. However, Danny knew he'd never seen them before.

      The collection of stones on the mantle began to glow with the same soft blue light. The dried herbs hanging from the kitchen rafters, which Mom claimed were for cooking, trembled and released scents of sage and lavender into the air.

      "How long?" Danny demanded, his voice cracking. "How long have you been...  whatever this is?"

      His mother didn't answer, but her hands never stopped moving, weaving a protective spell into the air.

      Danny's heartbeat picked up. He rubbed his face again. His freckles were practically burning now, almost like they were responding to whatever his mom was doing. The sensation reminded him of how his skin felt when sunburned last summer, only concentrated in tiny dots across his face. Like he had been hit in the face with a Fourth of July sparkler.

      "Mom, what's happening to me?" he asked, his voice cracking. "My face feels weird!"

      She glanced at him, and something like recognition flashed in her eyes. "It's beginning," she whispered, more to herself than to him.

      Something was very, very wrong. Outside, the wind howled. A flash of green lightning split the sky, illuminating the windows. Curtains might not have even been hanging there for all the good they did blocking the light.

      Danny turned back to his mother as panic rose in his throat. He couldn't say a word.

      She was still moving, her fingers sketching something in the air faster now, the shimmer growing stronger, like blue threads weaving through the space around them, creating a shield.

      And then, the door exploded inward. A blast of frozen wind tore through the cabin, knocking over chairs and sending loose papers flying. The herbs that were hanging in the kitchen now blew across the room. The storm outside wasn't just wind and rain; it was alive, pulsing, and so cold that Danny immediately saw his breath. Suddenly, the wind stilled, and a figure stepped through the shattered doorway. Tall. Shadowed. Unreal. Danny could barely make out its features, which were totally black with deep hollows where eyes should be; its body was a shifting mass of darkness that refused to stay still. But he felt it, deep in his bones, like the tingle in the air before lightning struck.

      His mother threw out her hands. The light blue shimmer Danny had seen before flared brighter, forming a crackling barrier between them and the figure.

      Danny's chest seized. His mother was… no, that wasn't possible. Magic wasn't real. But the blue light was right before him, holding back the storm, flickering as yet another shadowed figure stepped into the cabin.

      "Not him," his mother said, voice steady despite the chaos tearing through the room. "You're not taking him."

      "The boy carries the bloodline," the second figure said, its voice like rustling leaves. "He belongs with us."

      "The weave must be destroyed completely," the taller shadow said. "The worlds are bleeding together. We need the boy's power."

      The words struck Danny like a physical blow. Something in their tone, a sense of ownership, stirred half-remembered dreams of blue light and ancient trees with faces.

      His mother's face hardened. "He belongs nowhere but with me." She threw her head back, the blue light surging from her palms, her Celtic pendant, the one she never removed, the one just like what she had just given Danny, cracked open to reveal a pulsing blue stone.

      The taller of the figures tilted its head, voice like grinding stone. "You know how this ends, Caitlin. Just like it did for Kieran. You won't survive this."

      Kieran, his father's name. Danny felt his world tilt. "Dad?" he whispered, the word almost lost in his mouth before he could get it out. "What happened to Dad?"

      A roar of wind surged forward. Danny felt it in his ribs, something pulling at him, pressing against his skin. His mother braced herself, hands glowing so brightly now that Danny had to squint.

      He reached for her. "Mom!"

      The blue light flared again, but the shadows pushed harder. Danny was falling. Not onto the floor. Not into the darkness. He was falling somewhere else.

      The last thing he saw before the world vanished was his mother. Her face was tight with concentration, her arms raised, her body collapsed to the floor. Still. Lifeless.

      "Mom!" The scream tore from his throat as reality fractured around him. "MOM!"

      Tears burned hot down his cheeks as he reached for her, but his fingers found only empty air. His chest heaved with sobs that he couldn't control, grief washing over him in a wave so powerful it felt physical. Not his mom. Not her either. First, Dad disappeared, and now…

      The cabin walls dissolved like smoke, the shadowy figures became blurs of darkness, and even the floor beneath him lost substance.

      As he fell through nothingness, Danny felt something inside him respond. A warmth built in his chest, spreading down his arms to his fingertips, which had begun to emit the faintest light blue glow. Just like his mother's. And then, everything shattered into a world he'd never seen before.
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      Danny didn't remember hitting the ground. One moment, he was reaching for his mother, watching in horror as her body collapsed, unmoving. Next, he was falling, ripped from reality, tumbling through a void of blue light and endless darkness. Then, impact. Not hard, not jarring. More like being swallowed by something soft and alive, like a thousand unseen hands had caught him before he hit the earth.

      For a moment, he lay still, blinking up at a star-filled sky that looked all wrong. It wasn't the normal dark blue but some weird purple color, and the stars were too bright, arranged in patterns he'd never seen before. Danny loved to look at the stars and wonder what life may be out there, but he’d never seen anything even close to this. So many stars. He took a deep breath, thinking about his mother, the creatures, the woven barrier, and the way she fell in front of him. Lifeless.

      Danny squeezed his eyes shut, his chest tightening. She can't be gone. She can't be. But she had collapsed, her body limp. Her eyes opened and fixed on him. He had seen it. He saw the blue light fade from her eyes.

      "Mom," he whispered, her name caught in his throat. A memory flashed, her laughter as they collected stones by the stream last summer, the sun catching in her hair. "Please don't be gone. You can’t be gone!"

      His hands curled into fists, fingernails digging into his palms. The shadowy figures had spoken about his father. Kieran. They had said he belonged with them. What did that mean? His dad had left, disappeared, when Danny was nine. How was that connected to this?

      He remembered his father's Celtic pendant, identical to his mother's, identical to the one he mother just gave to him. He thought about how his mother and father had never taken it off and how his mom told him not to take it off. He also remembered how his dad would sometimes stand at the edge of their property, staring into the trees with a faraway look in his eyes. Had he known about this?

      A pit formed in his stomach, rage twisting with confusion. His mother had kept secrets. His father had kept secrets. And now, he was alone in a place he didn't understand. Both parents are gone. Both parents were gone even though they wore the pendant. Danny touched the pendant that was tucked into his hoodie.

      The burning sensation in his freckles had faded, but they still felt different, warmer than the rest of his skin. Danny touched his face, running his fingers across his cheeks and nose. Were they always raised like this? He couldn't remember them ever feeling bumpy before.

      He wished he had a mirror. Before, he'd mostly ignored his freckles and sometimes even complained about having so many of them when kids at school called him "connect-the-dots." Now they felt important somehow.

      Slowly, he sat up and wiped the tears from his eyes. Everything around him felt too big. Towering trees stretched impossibly high, their trunks wide enough to house entire rooms inside them. Their bark shimmered faintly in the fading light, like veins of silver ran through them, and their enormous leaves rustled despite the barely-there breeze.

      The forest floor was soft and damp, with moss and thick, curling vines. Small, glowing red fungi pulsed dimly near the roots of trees, casting eerie pools of pale blue light through their white spots. The air smelled of rich earth and something else that was spicy and sweet that reminded Danny of the incense his mother sometimes burned during summer thunderstorms.

      The sounds were wrong, too. Instead of crickets chirping or the rustle of small animals, he heard what sounded like distant bells, chiming in no particular pattern. A low, rhythmic hum came from somewhere deep in the forest, as if the trees themselves sounded like they were breathing.

      Danny's breath quickened. He wasn't in his forest. He wasn’t home. Where am I? He wondered.

      He looked around for anything reflective, desperate to see what was happening to his face. Finding a small puddle nearby, he knelt down and peered at his blurry reflection. He could just make out his face in the dim light, and gasped.

      His freckles seemed to be... glowing? Just barely, with a faint blue light, like tiny stars scattered across his skin. Danny touched his face again, tracing the familiar pattern of dots that had always been there, but never like this.

      "What's happening to me?" he whispered, his voice shaking.

      He pushed himself up, instinctively reaching for his backpack only to realize he didn't have it.

      His stomach dropped.

      Of course, I don't have it. I didn't grab it when…

      He swallowed hard, pushing the thought away. He had nothing. No food, no water, no flashlight, not even his sketchbook, the one thing that made him feel like he still had a piece of home. What he wouldn't give to draw this place, to make sense of it through his pencil. His chest tightened. He needed to figure out where he was.

      He touched his cheek again, confused. They had been tingling back in the woods near home. They felt different, as if they were somehow more a part of him than before.

      

      Danny stood and took a cautious step forward, trying to ignore how wrong the ground felt beneath his shoes. It was too soft, too springy, almost as if it were responding to his weight. He noticed movement out of the corner of his eye. He turned sharply, heart hammering.

      A tiny, glowing fox-like creature darted between two massive roots, disappearing before he could fully process what he had seen. Its tail had left a trail of orange sparkling dust that hung in the air for a moment before fading.

      "Whoa!" Danny gasped, running over to where it had disappeared. He crouched down, peering between the roots. "Did that fox just... glow? And leave sparkles behind?" he said aloud. He looked around frantically, hoping to see it again. This wasn't like any animal he'd ever learned about in science class. It was nowhere to be seen.

      A few moments later, a bird with four wings and silver feathers glided overhead, making a sound like his music teacher's flute. Danny's mouth fell open. "Four wings? That's impossible," he whispered to himself, but there it was, right above him. He stood frozen, staring up until his neck hurt.

      A stag with glowing antlers stood watching him at the edge of a clearing. Danny stepped toward it, curious despite his fear, but it vanished into the mist. "Wait!" he called after it. "Come back!"

      Danny rubbed his eyes. Maybe he'd hit his head when he fell? But the slight ache in his palms from where they'd scraped the ground felt real enough. Danny's breath came faster. This wasn't a dream.

      He kept walking, trying to push through the fog of confusion and grief. Somewhere in this strange place were answers. He understood what the “spell” was about. He knew his mother sent him here and she sent him here for a reason.

      "I'll figure this out, Mom," he whispered, determination cutting through his fear as he wiped away tears that wouldn't stop coming. His throat felt raw from crying. "I promise."

      His fingers brushed against the spot where her hand had last touched his face and then where she kissed his forehead. Some of her final words echoed in his mind: Trust your instincts. They're stronger than you know. But how could he trust anything when his entire world had shattered?

      His stomach twisted. Hunger. He hadn't eaten since lunch, and whatever had happened to him had stolen all sense of time.

      Carefully, he plucked one of the berries from a bush nearby. Each one was the size of his fist, with a dusty purple skin that seemed to shimmer. "These look like giant blackberries," he murmured to himself. His mom always said not to eat strange berries, but he was so hungry, and they looked kind of familiar. Danny sniffed it first. It smelled sweet, like the blackberry jam his mom made every summer. His stomach growled loudly.

      He took a small bite, ready to spit it out if it tasted weird. The skin was soft, bursting with dark purple juice that was super sweet and way more intense than normal berries.

      "Mmmm," he mumbled through a mouthful. The berry tasted amazing, making him realize just how hungry he really was. He quickly took another bite, juice dribbling down his chin.

      Then there was movement. A branch snapped behind him. Danny froze.

      A low rustling followed, something shifting through the underbrush. His pulse kicked up, breath catching. The freckles on his arms and face began to tingle again, a warm sensation spreading beneath his skin. Then, a voice.

      "Eating a winberie, are ya?"

      Danny spun around, nearly choking on his berry, and immediately stumbled backward.

      A massive toad, easily the size of a small pony, sat a few feet away, its bulbous golden eyes blinking at him slowly. Its skin was a deep mossy green, slick and dotted with dark, uneven spots. With each breath it took, its throat swelled and receded with a soft, gurgling sound. And on its back sat a man… no, a creature, maybe.

      A small figure with broad shoulders, a thick gray beard that hung just lower than his chin, and piercing, dark eyes set deep beneath bushy eyebrows. His cloak was tattered, the edges frayed and muddy, his shoes covered in dried mud and what looked like glowing moss. In one hand, he held a gnarled staff, the end of it dug into the soft ground, small mushrooms sprouting where it touched the earth.

      Danny stared. His mind scrambled for words, but all he could manage was, "What? Who?"

      The stranger scowled deeply, the lines in his weathered face deepening.

      "Oi. What's with the gawking? You got berries in your ears?" He gestured at the half-eaten winberie in Danny's hand, his accent rough and gravelly, like rocks tumbling down a hillside. "Eating a winberie, plain as day. Makes naming you easy, at least."

      Danny swallowed. "What?"

      The stranger pointed at him with his staff. "Winberie. That's your name now."

      Danny choked. "That is absolutely not my name." He straightened his shoulders, trying to look braver than he felt. "My name is Danny Finnegan, and I want to know where I am and how to get home."

      "Ah, a demanding one," the stranger muttered, running a hand through his gray beard. "Sure, sure, and I'm the King of the Moon. Names don't work the same here, boy." He gestured to the berries. "And I'm not callin' ya 'Lost Fool,' though I suppose that fits just as well."

      Danny's face flushed with frustration. "Hey! I'm not a fool! I just want to go home!" His voice cracked on the last word.

      The stranger shrugged. "Most things are." He patted the toad's side, and it let out a deep, reverberating croak that Danny felt in his chest. "If ya don't want to be named after berries, maybe don't eat 'em in front of me."

      Danny had no response to that. His confusion and frustration warred with the flood of emotions already swirling in him. He had so many questions.

      "Where am I?" he asked, stepping closer. "What is this place? Did my mother know about it? The shadowed things that attacked us? What were they?"

      The old man eyed him warily, gripping his staff tightly. The small crystals embedded in the wood gleamed with a faint blue light, the same color Danny had seen in his mother's pendant.

      "You fell in, didn't ya?" the old man’s expression changed, something like recognition flickering in his eyes. "Through the weave. Not many do that anymore."

      Danny hesitated. "I, yeah. I think so."

      "And ya survived," he murmured, studying Danny's face more intently. His gaze lingered on Danny's freckles. "Interesting."

      The man’s expression darkened. "Those shadows ya mentioned, they try to break through sometimes. The Hollow Ones, we call 'em. They want to tear down the weave between our worlds completely." He shook his head grimly. "They need someone with power in their blood to do it. Been hunting your kind for centuries."

      Danny swallowed hard. "My... kind?"

      "Folks with the old magic," he said, his voice dropping lower. "Them with freckles like stars."

      Danny's hand shot to his face, touching the spots that had been bothering him since the forest. "My freckles? What about them?"

      Grundle leaned closer, squinting at Danny's face. "They're glowing, boy. Can't you tell? Marks of the starblood, they are."

      "Starblood?" Danny repeated, feeling a chill, raising the hair on his arms. "They've never glowed before today. I just thought... I don't know, maybe I was having an allergic reaction or something."

      "No allergy," he grunted. "It's your blood waking up. Happens when you are ready to cross the weave." he turned, squeezing the toad’s side with his knees. The creature let out a deep croak, shifting its massive body. The old man looked over his shoulder. "My name’s Grundle and this here’s Juniper. Come on, then."

      Danny frowned. "Come on, where?"

      "You want answers, don't ya?"

      "How do I know I can trust you?" Danny demanded, standing his ground. "I don't even know what this place is or why I'm here."

      Grundle's laugh was like stones grinding together. "Trust? Who said anything about trust? But those berries you're eating will turn your insides to mush if ya don't know how to prepare 'em properly." He gestured to the forest around them. "And night's coming. Trust me or not, you'll be food for something worse than me if ya stay out here alone."

      Danny stared at him, hesitant. This Grundle was gruff and unpredictable and clearly thought he was in charge. But he was also the only person Danny had seen and seemed to know about the shadows.

      "Fine," Danny said, tossing the rest of the berry aside and wiping his sticky hands on his jeans. "But I need to know everything about this place, about those shadow creatures, about how to get home."

      Grundle's expression softened slightly. "One thing at a time, Winberie. One thing at a time." He hesitated, then added, "When ya feel lost in these woods, always follow the blue light. It'll guide ya to safety."

      Danny froze. The exact words his mother had said just before... everything happened.

      "What did you say?" he asked, his voice barely a whisper.

      Grundle blinked, confused by Danny's reaction. "Just some old advice. Been guidin' folks through these woods for a hundred and sixty years, I have. Lost my family to the Hollow Ones when I was younger than you. Been a guardian of the weave ever since."

      Danny studied Grundle’s face, looking for any sign of deception. After what happened to his mother, trusting anyone felt impossible. But his mother's words echoed in his mind: Trust your instincts. And something about Grundle's eyes was sad, weathered, but clear. It made Danny think he might be telling the truth.

      

      With a determined sigh, Danny followed, pushing himself onward despite the doubts that tugged at him, his resolve hardening with every step he took.

      

      Danny squinted, unsure if his eyes were playing tricks on him. Grundle was ahead of him on the path, but he wasn’t walking. He was riding Juniper. The massive, lumbering toad’s legs worked in slow, awkward hops, jostling Grundle with each bounce, but Grundle held on like this was perfectly normal. He sat upright, one fist wrapped around what looked like a vine looped over the toad’s head, the other hand bracing against his knee like a very tiny, very serious knight on a mission. For a second, Danny didn’t move. He just stared, mouth half open, trying to process whether he was witnessing something magical or ridiculous. Possibly both.

      

      Danny then glanced up at the strange, looming trees and the darkening sky as they walked. The stars were super bright now, forming patterns he'd never seen in his astronomy books at school.

      His fingers brushed against his freckles, still warm to the touch. What was happening to him?

      He looked around for another puddle or anything reflective, wanting to see if they were still glowing. Finding nothing, he used his phone screen in his pocket, which had no signal, of course, to look at his reflection. It was dark and blurry, but he could still make out faint blue dots across his nose and cheeks. Besides the pendent, the phone was the only possession he had from home and it was useless.

      "They're still glowing," he whispered, a mixture of fear and fascination washing over him. He'd always thought his freckles were annoying, but now they felt like... something special? Something dangerous? He wasn’t sure which.

      He took a deep breath and thought about his mother's hands glowing with that strange blue light, her Celtic pendant cracking open to reveal a blue stone. The same blue that he'd seen in Grundle's staff, in the glowing fungi on the forest floor. He still didn't know where he was. But one thing was clear, his mother had fought to send him here.

      "She knew," Danny whispered to himself, new determination rising through his grief. "She knew about this place." And that meant he needed to survive long enough to find out why.

      Behind him, one of his footprints in the soft moss began to glow, faint at first like starlight pressed into the earth. A tiny blue shimmer spread outward in delicate threads, curling along the edges of the impression as though the ground itself remembered his passing. The light lingered for only a breath, pulsing once like a heartbeat, before fading back into the quiet darkness of the forest floor.
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