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Chapter 1: The Bun Also Rises











In the quiet woods up north, where the trees
are old and tall, there is a little cabin made of logs. It sits
between flowers and trees, waking up in the early spring. The roof
is soft with moss, and a wooden porch wraps around it like a big
hug. A swing hangs from a crooked oak tree, making a creaking sound
in the morning breeze.

On the swing sits a petite hobbit lady named
Athinia Tandino. She wears black leather that fits just right and
keeps her warm. Her long strawberry-blonde hair shines like fire in
the sunlight. She holds a warm mug of coffee and looks out at the
forest. Her blue eyes are sharp like a hunter’s but kind like a
poet’s.

At her feet is a big white wolf named Shadow.
He is almost as big as a Falabella pony. He’s quiet but always
listening, his ears twitching to sounds far away.

All around them, forest animals appear.

A proud deer steps out of the trees. An owl
watches from a branch. A red fox peeks from behind the cottage. A
raccoon hides in a hole by the tree roots. A bunny sits by the
lake, unsure if it should run or stay.

The lake shines like a mirror, showing the
colors of the sunrise.

Athinia takes a sip of her coffee. The porch
creaks again like it’s saying good morning. She stands up and walks
to the edge of the porch, her bare feet cold on the wet wood. Her
cloak hangs off one shoulder like it’s sleepy, too.

It smells like wet moss and warm stone. Mist
floats over the glade like steam from a teapot. In the distance,
she sees her bakery, Arkadia. It’s short, round, and looks like a
warm bun waiting to be eaten.

She drinks her coffee even though it’s too
strong. Leaves dance in the wind. The swing squeaks again. The wind
must have been awake all night.

Behind her, something makes a loud sound on
the porch. Then it stops. Quiet. Sneaky. Like only a cat can
be.

“Tibbins,” she says.

A grey blur jumps onto the porch railing.
Mrs. Tibbins, her cat, drops a red ribbon into her coffee with a
splash.

“That,” she says, “was not an
improvement.”

Mrs. Tibbins looks at the sky like she didn’t
hear her and sits with her tail curled, very proud.

“Did you steal this?” she asks, blinking. “I
will take that as a yes,” Nia states.

She pulls the ribbon from the mug. The coffee
turns a bit pink. She sighs, turns to look out again, and then
freezes. Something moved at the edge of the forest. Not wind. Not a
bunny. Something else.

Just a dark shape. Then gone.

She holds her breath. The coffee cools in her
hand. Shadow hasn’t noticed. Or maybe he has and doesn’t care.
That’s worse.

She stares. But the mist closes like a
curtain. Maybe it was nothing.

Then she hears Shadow walking behind her. The
first parts. He ambles, wet and calm, with a long twig in his fur.
He carries something in his mouth. Not food. It’s parchment.

“Is that a napkin?” she asks.

She takes it. It’s old and burned a little.
There’s a symbol. It looks like wings or a floppy hat. It smells
like smoke and flowers.

“You’re supposed to bring me birds,” she
says. “Not puzzles.”

Shadow sits. He’s very proud.

She hears the oven hissing inside.

“Oh no,” she says and runs inside, dropping
crumbs and dragging the mist in with her.

The kitchen was warm and smelled like
cinnamon and something almost burning. Nia’s eyes went wide as she
opened the oven door. Inside, the cheese danishes were puffed up
and golden brown, just a little too golden.

“Not ruined!” she said with relief, quickly
pulling the tray out with her mittens that looked like bear
paws.

Shadow sat in the doorway, his tail sweeping
the floor like a broom.

Mrs. Tibbins jumped onto the windowsill and
watched Nia place the tray on the cooling rack. She gave a soft
meow that meant: You’re welcome, that I didn’t knock that over.

Nia giggled. “Thank you, your majesty.”

Then, knock knock KNOCK!

Someone was at the front door.

Nia peeked outside. The village courier was
standing there, all wrapped in a red scarf. He had wild curly hair
and a bag bursting with letters.

“Morning, Miss Tandino!” he said, grinning.
“I bring scrolls, bills, and at least one mysterious flyer!”

“You’re cheerful,” Nia said, opening the door
wider. “Too cheerful for someone awake this early.”

He laughed and handed her the mail. One
letter was stamped with a goat hoof. “The usual chaos, I see?”

Nia opened the flyer. “Goat yoga? Again? No
thanks. The last time a goat climbed me like a mountain.”

Just then, a loud baaaa! Echoed from behind
the house.

“Oh no,” Nia whispered.

Shadow stood up. Mrs. Tibbins bolted. And
down the hill came a group of four goats, charging like tiny woolly
warriors.

“MERYL!” Nia shouted. Meryl was the boldest
goat of them all. She was wearing a flower crown and a stolen
scarf.

Behind them ran Cobbin, the baker’s
apprentice, waving a wooden spoon. “Stop them! They retook the
sourdough starter!”

The courier stepped aside just in time. The
goats galloped past, one of them carrying a tea towel like a
flag.

Mrs. Tibbins poked her head out from behind
the curtain. She blinked. Slowly.

“That’s your idea of morning fun, isn’t it?”
Nia asked her.

Shadow sniffed the porch. Then, from under a
bush, he pulled out something. It was the same old piece of
parchment he had earlier. Only now, it was folded differently, and
a map was on the back!

Nia squinted. The map showed a path leading
to the orchard. And near the trees, a big X was marked.

She looked at Shadow. “Do you think someone
buried a treasure?”

Shadow wagged his tail.

The courier leaned in. “Did someone say
treasure?”

“No,” said Nia quickly. “I said... pressure.
I feel pressure.”

The courier narrowed his eyes like he didn’t
believe her, then smiled. “Well, if you need help with pressure or
treasure, I know a guy.”

Mrs. Tibbins leapt onto the table, knocking a
spoon off.

The courier caught it mid-air. “Nice
try.”

Nia looked out the window. The goats were now
climbing on the bakery’s roof.

“Why do I even get up early?” she asked.

Mrs. Tibbins purred.

Shadow let out a quiet huff.

And the smell of slightly overcooked cheese
danishes filled the air.

Somewhere in Riverpoint Glade, a typical day
was beginning.

Which, for Nia, meant anything could happen
next.

She sighed, wiped flour off her apron, and
turned back toward the baking bench. There was still work to do.
She shaped a new batch of dough into neat little rounds and placed
them on trays lined with parchment. Each roll had a swirl of
cinnamon and honey in the middle, and she dotted them with crushed
nuts. She liked making them look like snail shells, cute and
tasty.

Outside, the village had fully woken up.

Roosters were crowing from Old Granny
Fenwick’s coop down the lane. The clucking of chickens echoed
through the fields, and the mooing of cows waiting for milking time
rumbled low and steady. Sheep baaed in their pen behind the
weaver’s guild, and a lazy brown pig snored loudly under a shady
tree by the general store.

Across the road, Orlan the blacksmith was
already hammering at his anvil. Sparks flew as he worked on
horseshoes. He paused only to sip his black and bitter tea and
shout cheerful insults at anyone passing by.

The smell of roasting meat drifted from the
butcher shop. Jerik the butcher was already hanging sausages on his
drying rack, whistling as he worked. The leather shop had its doors
wide open, and Embrida the leatherworker was oiling a new set of
saddlebags for a merchant’s pony. Her cat, a hairless beast named
Nubs, hissed whenever a goat walked by.

The village square bustled. The baker’s cart
was already set up beside the fountain, piled high with warm
loaves, tarts, and apple pockets. Next to it, a group of kids
pointed at Mrs. Tibbins, who was now lounging on the cart like it
belonged to her. One brave girl offered her a piece of bread. Mrs.
Tibbins sniffed it, sneezed, and flicked her tail in refusal.

Down the path, the weavers’ guild flapped
open its shutters. Bright cloth banners hung from the windows.
Spools of thread rolled across the counters. Hilda, the head
weaver, yelled, “No goats allowed!” as Meryl poked her head through
the door again.

The Ox & Ember Inn had just posted the
breakfast board: porridge, honey toast, eggs, and something
mysterious labeled “Morning Mush.”

Nia smiled at it all. She loved her village.
Every clatter of hooves, every giggle of children, every goat
mischief made Riverpoint Glade feel like home.

She looked down at the strange parchment
again. The little X on the map seemed to wink at her.

“Well,” she said to Shadow, “after breakfast,
we’re going to the orchard.”

Shadow barked once.

Mrs. Tibbins opened one eye and stretched
like she had no interest in adventuring, but she would follow them
anyway.

And so the buns were placed in the oven, the
windows were opened wide, and the scent of cinnamon and fresh
adventure filled the morning air.

But before they could head to the orchard,
Nia needed to stop by her bakery, Arkadia, to ensure all was well.
She tied her apron, grabbed her satchel, and gave Shadow a pat on
the head. Mrs. Tibbins followed, tail high, like she owned the
path.

The front door was already open as they
approached the bakery, and the smell of fresh bread and chocolate
filled the air. Inside stood a tall man with arms like tree trunks
and a beard like a storm cloud. He wore an apron that looked two
sizes too small and held a tray of scones like a sword.

“Morning, Boss,” he said in a voice that
could knock down a tree.

“Good morning, Boulder,” Nia said with a
grin. That was his name, Boulder. She never asked if it was his
real name, because it made sense. He was her manager, head baker,
occasional door-fixer, and full-time pastry whisperer.

He set the tray down with care. “Had a little
trouble with the mixer this morning, but I fixed it with a spoon
and a stare.”

Nia chuckled. “You mean brute force.”

Boulder shrugged, and his muscles rippled
like dough rising in fast-forward. “Same thing.”

He knelt down and scratched Shadow behind the
ears. “And how’s my second-in-command?”

Shadow wagged his tail.

Mrs. Tibbins leapt onto the counter and
meowed, clearly offended.

Boulder laughed. “Sorry.
First-in-command.”

Nia walked behind the counter, checked the
pastry case, and then peeked into the pantry. As usual, everything
was neat, warm, and just a little flour-dusted.

“Looks great,” she said.

“Thanks,” Boulder rumbled. “You heading
out?”

She tapped her apron pocket where the
parchment was tucked. “Just a small walk. To the orchard.”

Boulder nodded. “Bring back something
sweet.”

Nia winked. “Only if you save me a honey
twist.”

“Deal.”

Before she left, Boulder reached over to the
counter and handed her a paper-wrapped bundle. “You forgot your
travel snack,” he said.

Inside was a soft bun, still warm, with a
swirl of sweet cream and blackberry jam. Nia raised her eyebrows.
“Did you just invent this?”

"Yup,” Boulder grinned. “I call it a ‘Twist
of Fate.’ Thought you might need one.”

Nia tucked it into her satchel. “You’re
secretly a poet.”

"Don’t tell the dough. It’ll rise too
fast.”

They laughed. Boulder stood at the door,
watching her go, arms folded like twin loaves of bread, smiling
under his thundercloud beard.

With Shadow at her heel, Mrs. Tibbins
trotting ahead, and the mystery parchment folded tightly in her
pocket, Nia headed toward the orchard trail.

The morning was cool, the air full of
birdsong and the far-off baa of goats already in trouble.

The path to the orchard wound past the edge
of the village, where tall grasses waved and the trees grew closer
together. Wildflowers nodded sleepily, and a squirrel with a bright
red acorn chattered hello before racing up a tree.

As they crossed the wooden bridge over
Creekling Brook, Nia looked down at the clear, fast water full of
tiny silver fish. She paused, took a deep breath, and let the peace
of the moment soak in.

Shadow sniffed something ahead. Mrs. Tibbins
narrowed her eyes at the trail.

A crow landed on a low branch.

And in the distance, the orchard waited,
golden trees standing like old guardians, the grass below soft and
quiet, and somewhere among them... an X.

Nia stepped between the trees, brushing her
hand along the bark. The orchard felt older than the rest of the
forest. The sunlight fell through the branches in gentle beams,
lighting the dew on the grass like glitter. The trees were heavy
with early fruit, round plums, tart green apples, and golden pears
that shone like lanterns.

She picked a few of each, slipping them into
her satchel carefully. “These will make Boulder smile,” she
whispered, and Shadow huffed in agreement.

Mrs. Tibbins hopped onto a low branch and
stared into the distance, her tail twitching.

They followed the map’s simple trail, a
crooked row of stones, a twisted stump shaped like a sitting owl,
and a mossy log with carvings too old to read.

Then, Shadow stopped.

Nia looked down. Beneath his paw was a patch
of bare earth, darker than the rest, soft and disturbed.

She knelt and began to dig with her fingers,
the soil cold and crumbly. Not far down, her hands hit something
hard.

A box.

It was wooden, small, and bound in cracked
leather. The clasp had a symbol, the same one from the parchment: a
pair of wings or maybe a floppy hat, depending on how you
squinted.

Nia opened it slowly.

Inside was a tiny vial filled with silver
liquid, a single blue feather, and a folded note.

The note said only: “The orchard keeps its
secrets best at dawn.”

She blinked.

Shadow growled low.

Mrs. Tibbins hissed.

And somewhere deep in the orchard, a breeze
whispered through the branches like a voice saying: Go.

But Nia didn’t go just yet.

Instead, she stood and looked around the
orchard. The trees stretched out in all directions like friendly
giants leaning over to share secrets. Bees buzzed between blossoms,
and a woodpecker knocked a funny rhythm on a hollow trunk
somewhere.

Mrs. Tibbins leapt gracefully from one tree
to another, tail high and proud, like she claimed the orchard as
her royal domain. “Don’t go too far,” Nia called, but Mrs. Tibbins
only flicked her tail like, I do what I want.

Meanwhile, Shadow had discovered a
suspicious-looking clover patch and was digging furiously. Dirt
flew. Nia shielded her face. “You’re going to reach the center of
the world at that rate!”

Shadow stopped and sneezed, dust puffing out
around him.

Nia walked farther down the path, past a tree
that had twisted into the shape of a hook. Hanging from one branch
was a very old swing, the ropes nearly turned to moss. She gave it
a gentle push, and it creaked just once.

Behind her, Mrs. Tibbins gave a soft trill of
alarm.

Nia turned. The cat had stopped in front of a
tree with bark so dark it was almost black. A small round hole had
opened at its base, where roots curled like claws. Just wide enough
for a hand.

Nia stepped closer. Shadow growled again.

“It’s just a tree,” she said, more to herself
than anyone else.

She crouched down and reached into the hole.
Her fingers brushed something smooth, cold, and round. She pulled
it out slowly.

An old bronze acorn. Hollow. With a tiny seam
around the top.

She twisted it, and it clicked.

The acorn popped open.

Inside was a curled scrap of parchment, no
bigger than a leaf. On it was a single line written in curling,
careful ink:

“The one who plants shall return.”

Mrs. Tibbins sneezed.

Shadow sat down, staring at the acorn like it
had offended him.

Nia tucked the acorn away next to the vial
and feather.

“Well,” she said. “This orchard is weirder
than I thought.”

They explored a little farther. The deeper
they went, the quieter it got. The air smelled of sweet blossoms
and damp bark. Nia could hear the buzzing of bees in the apple
trees, the flapping wings of birds chasing each other overhead, and
the occasional rustle of Mrs. Tibbins leaping from limb to
limb.

Shadow stopped near a crooked pear tree. He
pawed gently at the ground. Nia looked down and noticed several
stones in a pattern, like a tiny path leading nowhere. She crouched
down and cleared away a patch of moss, uncovering a carved word on
one of the stones: “Return.”

“What is this place?” she whispered.

No one answered, not even the wind.

Eventually, Nia stood up and dusted off her
hands. “Alright, enough mystery for one morning.”

She turned toward the village, fruit in her
satchel and questions in her mind.

In Arkadia, Boulder was wiping down the
counter and humming something cheerful and off-key. When Nia
entered, Shadow beside her and Mrs. Tibbins slipping through the
door like a shadow, he looked up with a grin.

“Find anything good?” he asked.

“Fruit,” Nia said, placing the bundle on the
counter.

Boulder unwrapped it. “Golden pears. And
plums! You spoil me.”

“Consider it payment for being brilliant with
buns.”

He gave a low chuckle. “I’ll make something
amazing. You’ll see.”

Nia nodded, her fingers brushing the folded
parchment in her apron.

She didn’t mention the acorn.

Not yet.

Boulder handed her a fresh apron. “Stay a
bit? It’s been a wild morning. Could use a second pair of
hands.”

“Alright,” Nia said, tying it around her
waist.

Soon she was behind the counter, pulling
espresso shots, frothing milk, refilling tea, slicing bread, and
helping Boulder deliver pastries and coffee to waiting customers.
Things got even funnier when a customer asked for a ‘half-foam
lavender caramel drizzle cloud with a whisper of cinnamon, stirred
counter-clockwise.’

Nia blinked. Boulder stared.

“Is that... a drink?” Nia asked.

The customer nodded enthusiastically. “Yes! I
had it in a dream!”

“Did you also dream what it tastes like?”
Boulder muttered.

They tried to make it. The foam exploded, and
the caramel dripped onto a muffin. Shadow licked the cinnamon off
the counter, and Mrs. Tibbins pawed the stirring spoon and launched
it into someone’s hat.

The customer sipped the final product, which
was made entirely from Nia’s improvisation.

“This is incredible,” they whispered.

Nia and Boulder exchanged glances.

“I call it the Sleepy Cat Surprise,” Nia
said. Mrs. Tibbins purred smugly from the windowsill. One customer
dropped a tray of jam tarts trying to pet Shadow, who politely
ducked under a table. Another tried to bribe Mrs. Tibbins with
sausage, and she responded by curling up in the bread display like
a queen refusing tribute.

A young boy asked for a pastry “with the most
sprinkles ever.” Boulder handed him one that looked like it had
been dipped in a rainbow storm. The boy’s delighted squeal nearly
toppled a jar of honey. Nia caught it, barely, and laughed so hard
she snorted flour.

Later, a grumpy old man who never smiled
declared the new honey twist was “not bad,” which Boulder took as
the highest praise of his career.

The hours passed in a blur of crumbs, warm
smiles, and sticky fingers. Nia wiped her hands and hung up her
apron when the sun began to dip below the hills.

“I’m heading home,” she told Boulder.

“You earned it,” he said, sliding a wrapped
honey bun into her satchel. “For later.”

She returned home through the quiet village
streets. The sky turned pink and gold, and the air smelled like
baked apples and woodsmoke. Her cabin welcomed her with a warm
glow.

Inside, she fed Mrs. Tibbins, who sniffed her
bowl, licked once, and walked away dramatically. Shadow curled up
by the fireplace with a huff.

Nia lit a candle, ran a warm bath, and sank
into the water with a long sigh. The steam rose like dreams, and
she leaned back, watching the fire flicker in the hearth. The
parchment and acorn sat on the windowsill.

“I’ll figure you out,” she whispered.

And later, after drying off and climbing into
bed under a quilt stitched with stars, she drifted to sleep with
the mystery tucked safely beneath her pillow.







Chapter 2: The Pear Plot Thickens











The next morning arrived
with a symphony of birdsong and the lingering aroma of yesterday’s
jam, creating a tranquil atmosphere in the kitchen.

Nia stirred beneath her
quilt, nose twitching at the scent of jam, coffee grounds, and
something suspiciously like goat. She blinked, groaned, and rolled
over, only to be met with a heavy paw to the face. Shadow had
claimed the left half of the bed and wasn’t keen on surrendering
it.

“Move your giant leg,” she
muttered, nudging him. Shadow huffed, dramatically shifted his
weight, and proceeded to snore louder.

Mrs. Tibbins had wedged
herself in the crook of Nia’s knee, curled in smug
victory.

Nia squinted toward the
window. Early morning light filtered through lace curtains. Her
breath formed a puff in the air. Spring hadn’t yet warmed the
cabin, but the hearth had died sometime at night.

She kicked back the covers
and padded over the creaky floorboards, each step greeted with a
sleepy moan from the wood. In the kitchen, she fed kindling into
the hearth and lit it, rubbing her arms as flames licked up the
chimney.

The shelves were lined with
dried herbs and jam jars, a few of which now sported small sticky
pawprints, evidence of late-night theft by someone whiskered. She
narrowed her eyes at Mrs. Tibbins, who had now sprawled over Nia’s
pillow.

She opened the pantry and
muttered to herself, “Oats? Too early. Scones? Already gone.
Cheese? Probably hidden under a floorboard again.”
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