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This story is about the adventure of brave children from a small town on the edge of an ancient forest and their unexpected protector, a prince of the elves from a long-extinct lineage. Perhaps there are still those who read bedtime stories to their children or nieces and nephews. This is exactly such a tale.
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It was one of those days when the kind old Mrs. Cormick treated everyone to tea with pumpkin pies. And Mr. Healing, as on other days, was trimming the grape leaves in his garden.
Outside, it was a beautiful summer day. It was the day of the solstice. Which meant the weather promised to remain just as lovely and undisturbed until the end of the day.
It was on this very day that little Billy was playing right at the edge of the Forest of Gritflandia, called by some residents the Hervin Forest, not even imagining what astonishing and frightening adventures awaited him today.
Billy’s older brother, Robert, was playing in the garden by the house. At nine years old, Robbie already knew grammar, could read and write, and, like all boys his age, considered himself an all-knowing person. The brothers had a sister, Rosie. She was older than Billy but younger than Robert; she stood between two future men, her protectors. Yet this in no way diminished her girlish qualities. Rosie, a sweet five-year-old girl, could not stand dirt. She could not bear to see her brothers or her mother wearing dirty clothes; she would take them herself and wash them. She always made her bed and brushed her teeth before going to sleep.

The children’s mother worked at the agency “Sam Reimage & Co.”: she was the head of the printing department. And since this agency was more like a provincial post office than a real distribution agency for printed goods, the printing department consisted of just one unit and was made up of two small rooms with two desks and two printing machines on them. At one of these desks the children’s mother worked all day long together with her assistant. The mother of these little angel-children was named Marian, but everyone simply called her Mary. Mary Hallgood.

On this beautiful and wonderful day, Mary was not working, as it was a day off, and there was very little work scheduled for Monday. And after saying goodbye to her assistant, Hallie Morzet, Marian went to visit Mrs. Cormick. She knew the children were playing at home at the moment, so she decided to relax and take a break from household chores.

Meanwhile, Billy could not manage to tear the remaining ivy off himself. He had climbed into it when his favorite plush Teddy Bear fell into a rosehip bush entwined with ivy.

— Mishka, where did you gooo! — Billy cried in his childish little voice, sobbing and straining. His crying was heard by Robbie.

When he ran up to the edge of the ancient Hervin Forest, little Billy had already scrambled out of the bush and was tearing off the remnants of ivy wrapped around him. The older brother helped the younger one, and then they began pulling Mishka out of the clutches of the bush. For this feat, they needed their sister’s help.

— Rosie, come here quickly, we need your help! — Robbie called to his sister.
Hearing the word “help,” the girl dropped the dishes she was washing and ran across the lawn to her brothers.
Together, the three children managed to defeat the evil rosehip bush; they pulled out Mishka, who was all scratched and torn, but Rosie promised Billy that she would definitely sew the toy back up, and Billy instantly stopped crying.

The weather was wonderful! The forest edge was bright, light flooded everything around. The trees stood lush and green. Birds built nests in their branches: woodpeckers, colorful and beautiful, hammered out their hollows, magpies flitted from branch to branch. Above the flowers — daisies and dandelions — various butterflies fluttered. The forest edge bloomed in all its beauty, creating an indescribable carpet of flowers, dazzling with splendor and a variety of colors. If there was a paradise, then at that moment it was this forest edge, in the middle of which stood three little angels, three children, the chief creations of nature.

— Babashki! — Billy rejoiced, chasing the elusive butterflies.

— Butterflies fly over flowers to drink their nectar, — Robert said in a businesslike tone, knowing that his little brother and sister were now looking at him with admiration.
They watched him, and then Billy laughed.
— Babashki flyyy!

— You’re too smart, Robbie! — Rosie protested.

— No, I’m smart in moderation. And you, stop mimicking me, you little bully!

— Robbie! — Rosie took offense.

Thus, arguing, they drew closer and closer to the forest itself, which stood as a bright yet impassable wall. It was as if it invited the children to visit its glades, to gather mushrooms and berries. It beckoned them, but slyly, for the forest had its own terrible secrets. It was not without reason that the Hervin Forest had been nicknamed the Forest of Horrible Deeds. Last year, the daughter of Mrs. Corridge, the owner of the flower shop, went missing there. No one knows what the girl was doing in the forest for so long, but she never returned home. The town elders organized a search, but found only a basket of honey mushrooms. And quite recently, children said they had seen Ellie, that very daughter of the florist, at the forest edge: she was covered in blood, her clothes were torn, and the girl herself looked like a ghost. With a piercing scream, the apparition vanished and was never seen again, but people say it still wanders along the edge of the old forest. A terrible story also happened to two woodcutters. They arrogantly went to cut trees deep in the thicket. They chopped for a long time and did not return by sunset. And afterward, every night one could hear how piercingly and pleadingly their souls cried, forever imprisoned in the depths of the dreadful forest. Mr. Ullord, the town elder, said of this.

— It’s all an evil curse. The trees in that damned forest are enraged at people! And the animals have turned into monsters to better defend themselves from guns, swords, and pitchforks! Everything in that forest breathes hatred toward humans, who over hundreds of years have managed to cut down and pollute most of it. And those legends about the Hervin elves...

But neither the fearsome beasts, nor the vengeful trees, nor the omens of disaster troubled the minds of the three young darlings who were playing at the forest edge, near the very first trees of the Hervin Forest.

— Mishka wants to go into the forest! — Billy said, hugging his toy and pointing toward the forest.

Only then did Robert and Rosemary notice how close they had come to the страшный forest. They knew all the legends the adults had told them, and so fear arose in them.

— No, Billy, we are strictly forbidden to go into the forest, — Robert said firmly.

Billy frowned and turned away from his brother and sister. Then Rosie came up to him and said.

— Let’s gather some flowers for Mom here at the edge, — and, smiling, she took Billy by the hand.

— Flowers for Mom! — Billy shouted cheerfully, already forgetting his intention to go into the forest. And they began gathering flowers. Billy jumped and raced about the flower meadow as if wound up by a key. Where does so much energy come from in little ones? Because they are surrounded by love: a mother’s love, stronger than all others, but a child is also endowed with love by the sun, giving him the energy of life; water does this too, and fresh air. And the creation of angels, the glorious little one, becomes a vessel that holds an inexhaustible energy of life.

The three children played in the meadow, frolicking, running, and gathering flowers. Robbie lay down on the grass and began looking at the sky.

— How wonderful! Not a single cloud!

— Yes, — Rosie agreed.

She sat down beside Robbie and began weaving a wreath from the daisies they had gathered. And Billy, meanwhile, was waging war on the butterflies. One of them landed on the little one’s forehead, and he immediately slapped himself on the forehead, trying to catch the offender. The butterflies lured him closer and closer to the forest. When Billy caught up with one of the butterflies, he saw, on a tree growing at the forest edge, a raven — black as night and as big as a dog. But Billy was a curious and fearless toddler. He immediately forgot about the butterfly and began examining the new object. The raven pretended not to notice the child. It was so enormous that it could easily carry Billy away on its wings to a faraway land. And the little one did not lose his composure: he came closer to the tree and, squinting against the sun, looked at the raven with curious childish eyes.

Rosie and Robbie were still lying in the meadow and did not see that Billy had returned to the edge of the Hervin Forest. The toddler, like all three-year-olds, was full of the desire to touch everything, pick it up, and обязательно put the object into his mouth. But the raven was out of reach. Billy kept examining it, and then shouted.

— Raven!

At that moment, the enormous bird took off from the spruce branch, grabbed the little one by the scruff with its talons so that Billy squealed in surprise, then with a powerful sweep of its jet-black wings soared high above the forest at once and carried the boy into the depths of the thicket. Billy’s journey took him by surprise, but then he settled in and began to look around, not at all astonished by such an unusual occurrence.

In the meadow, Robert jumped up at Billy’s cry, and then he and Rosie saw the enormous raven holding their little brother in its talons.

— Robbie, look, it has Billy! — Rosie screamed.

Robert did not lose his head — he was the older brother, after all. He grabbed Rosie by the hand and said.

— Let’s run, we have to save Billy!
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They ran for a very long time; there were only trees all around. The air grew denser, heavier; the weather began to worsen abruptly: through the trees, though only slightly, one could see the sun being veiled by dark clouds swollen with gloom. The wind rose. The children slowed to a walk. All around stood terrifying, shaggy trees, resembling monsters from the most dreadful nightmares. The children looked about in fear: the branches of the trees turned now into horrible clawed paws, now into thick fingers of hands. It inspired terror. The shadows lengthened the tree trunks, and they seemed to merge with the black clouds bloated with darkness.

— Robbie, wait for me, I’m tired! — Said Rosemary.

— We have to run, we have to catch up with that raven and save Billy! — Robert replied.

— Please, let’s rest for a bit! — Rosie pleaded with her brother. She was terribly tired, her heart was pounding hard, the hem of her dress was soiled, her snow-white little hands were scraped: the trees would not let the little ones pass, and they had to force their way through the branches. Robbie looked into his sister’s eyes and agreed to a short halt.

— I’ll climb that fir tree and see if Billy is in sight, — he said, as Rosie sat down on a stone beneath a tall tree.

— All right, just be careful, Robbie, — his sister answered. She always obeyed him, for in their mother’s absence Robbie was the head of the family. Both Rosie and Billy followed his instructions, though at times they had to be coaxed.

Robert began to climb the trunk: the branches started only three yards above the ground. And the trunk was all covered in moss, rough, and wet. It was a difficult tree to conquer. But Robert tried: now he had already caught hold of the lower branches of a large fir, hung with big cones and long sharp needles. Robbie pulled himself up and finally climbed
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