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Chapter 1: The Idea is Born
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The bench had someone's initials carved into it — deep cuts, made with real intent — and Lily had been tracing them with her fingertip for ten minutes without realizing it. J.H. + someone whose second initial she couldn't make out. The wood was warm from the afternoon sun and slightly rough under her nail and focusing on the texture was easier than focusing on the sick, tight feeling sitting in the middle of her chest.

Across the park, the swing set stood empty.

The little boy had stopped crying about five minutes ago. His mother had arrived, crouched down to his level, and pressed his face into her shoulder. Lily had watched the whole thing from here — the fall, the older kid's smirk, the way he'd glanced around to check who'd seen before walking away with his hands in his pockets like nothing had happened.

Mrs Betterson had been there. She'd kept walking her dog, its lead wrapped twice around her wrist, her eyes fixed on the middle distance with the determined blankness of someone choosing not to see.

Lily's fingernail dug into the carved wood.

Max sat beside her, his sneakers — the ones worn down to almost nothing at the left heel — scuffing slow patterns in the dirt. He hadn't said anything since it happened. His jaw was set in a way that made him look older than twelve. Emily was on Lily's other side, her foot tapping its familiar rhythm against the packed earth — the one she'd done since third grade whenever she was working something out, rubber sole against ground, steady as a metronome.

Above them, the oak tree shifted. Not much — barely a tremor through its upper branches. Lily glanced up. The air was almost completely still.

The tree was old in a way that most things in Sunflower Springs weren't. Its trunk was wider than two of them standing with arms outstretched, its bark so deeply furrowed it had developed its own geography — ridges and valleys, two knot-holes that sat at eye level like a pair of half-closed eyes, and below them a long split in the wood that looked, if you were in the right mood, uncomfortably like a mouth. She'd sat under this tree hundreds of times. She was fairly sure the face had always been there.

She was not entirely sure it had always looked quite this attentive.

"Did you see what happened?" Her voice came out lower than she'd intended.

Max looked up. "Yeah." He rubbed the back of his neck — his father's exact gesture, though Lily had never told him that. "The kid couldn't have been more than five. Hit the ground hard."

Emily's foot stopped tapping. "And nobody did anything." She pulled a loose thread from her sleeve, worrying it between two fingers. "Mrs Betterson just — kept walking."

Lily knew that feeling. The frozen uselessness of watching something wrong happen and not being able to locate the moment when you could have stepped in. She'd felt it two weeks ago in the school corridor — a group of eighth graders moving in a loose, laughing pack. Then a girl with braces suddenly fell to the floor, her books fanning out across the linoleum, her face doing that terrible thing faces do when they're deciding whether to cry in public. The eighth graders hadn't even broken stride. They'd just laughed, and kept walking, and the girl had gathered her books with shaking hands while everyone else looked away.

Lily had looked away, too. She'd been three metres away, and she had looked away, and that fact had been sitting in her stomach like a swallowed stone ever since.

"It's getting worse," she said. "It's not just today. It's — all of it. The whole town feels different lately."

Max nodded slowly. "Meaner."

It was the right word. Not louder or rougher or more dangerous — just meaner. A smallness that had crept in around the edges of things, the way cold crept under a door. Mr Chen's corner store, with its window boarded up now, the plywood already tagged with something Lily hadn't been able to read from a distance. The library wall. There was a general, low-level sense that fewer people were meeting each other's eyes on the street.

Her grandmother had said something about it last Sunday, her voice dropping the way it did when she meant something seriously. The town's losing its heart, Lily girl. Sometimes that happens to places, just as it does to people. They forget how to be kind. She'd been looking out the window when she said it, toward the tree line where the old forest began, and then she'd added something that had snagged in Lily's memory and stayed there: The roots remember, though. They always remember.

Lily had thought she was being poetic. She was less sure of that now, sitting under a tree that seemed to be paying attention.

"What if we did something?" Max's voice had shifted — quieter, but with something underneath it. He was sitting up straighter. "Not just today. Something bigger. What if we actually — on purpose — went around making things better?"

Lily turned to look at him. "What do you mean?"

"I mean —" He pulled out his notebook, the one covered in skateboarding stickers, and clicked his pen three times. His thinking ritual. "Small things. Specific things. Help Mrs Smith with her garden. Clean something up. Actually talk to people instead of walking past them." He paused. "My foster brother Danny used to say the best way to fight darkness was to light a candle. I used to think that was a bit corny."

"And now?" Emily asked.

Max looked across the park at the empty swing set. "Now I think he might have had a point."

Something shifted in Lily's chest — the stone still there, but something else arriving alongside it. Warmer. Less certain of its edges.

Emily's hands came together in a single sharp clap. "A kindness club. We go around town, deliberate acts, no waiting to be asked." Her eyes had gone bright. Hearts United. Like — the heart of the town. United against the meanness."

The words landed and sat there, and for a second, nobody spoke.

Then the oak tree moved again — a slow, full-body shiver through every branch and leaf, though the air around them remained perfectly still. Lily felt it in her back teeth, a vibration that wasn't quite sound. The goosebumps on her arms were up before she'd registered feeling cold.

"Did you feel that?" she asked.

Max was already uncapping his pen. "Feel what?"

She looked at the tree. The knot-hole eyes looked back. Just knots, she told herself. Just bark.

"Nothing," she said. "Never mind."

But she kept one hand flat on the bench beside her, feeling the faint warmth of old wood in the afternoon sun, and she had the distinct and inexplicable sensation that something had just heard them make a promise.
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They went to Mrs Smith's the following afternoon.

Lily had cut daisies from her mother's garden that morning, their stems cool and sticky in her palm, and carried them in a wicker basket that bumped against her knee the whole walk over. Max brought gardening gloves that smelled of rubber and old soil. Emily had packets of seeds — zinnias, marigolds, petunias — their paper envelopes soft from being handled.

The sky was that specific shade of blue that made Emily always reach for the same crayon. The air smelled of cut grass and, underneath, something warmer, like sun on dry earth.

Mrs Smith was on her porch when they arrived, a cup of tea steaming in both hands, and her face when she saw them coming up the path did something complicated — surprise first, then something that took longer to arrive and sat deeper when it did.

"Well," she said. "Hello, dears."

Her garden had gone quiet with neglect. Not dead — just withdrawn, like something that had stopped being tended and was waiting to see if that was permanent. The rose beds were overgrown, the paths almost invisible under a slow creep of moss. Lily pulled on her gloves and pressed her fingers into the soil; it was cool and faintly damp, releasing a smell like rain on a warm day.

Mrs Smith settled on a low wooden stool near the beds and watched them work, her tea cooling in her hands. She talked as they dug — slowly at first, then with more momentum, the way a tap runs cloudy before it runs clear. Her husband, Harold and the tomatoes he'd grown the summer of 1987, big as his fist and red as a fire engine. The dog that had slept across the foot of their bed for fourteen years and left a dent in the blanket she still hadn't been able to bring herself to wash out. The roses — he called them his summer stars- said they were just small suns that had come down to live in the garden.

Lily was deadheading a rosebush when Mrs Smith reached over and touched the back of her hand. Her skin was thin as paper, her grip firm and warm.

"Harold used to say kindness was like planting seeds in sacred ground," she said quietly. "That the old earth remembers every good thing and makes it grow in ways you can't predict or plan for." She paused, looking down at the turned soil. "I used to think he was being sentimental."

Lily looked at the earth under her fingers. For just a second — half a second, less — she thought she saw something. A faint shimmer, low to the ground, the colour of new leaves. There and gone before she could focus on it.

She blinked. Turned soil. Just turned soil.

The roots remember, though. They always remember.

By the time they finished, the garden looked like itself again — or the beginning of itself. The turned beds were dark and ready, the new plants standing in careful rows, the old paving stones Harold had laid one by one now visible again under cleared paths. Mrs Smith stood at the garden's edge and looked at it with an expression that made Lily's throat tight.

She pressed a small bag of oatmeal raisin cookies into each of their hands as they left. Still warm. The raisins are plump and sweet.

They walked back along the street in the late afternoon light, eating cookies and not saying much, and Lily felt the satisfaction of it settle into her like a solid thing. Real, in the specific way that only things that actually mattered ever were.

Emily found it first.

She'd stopped at the bottom of Lily's porch steps, head tilted. "Hey. What's that?"

Lily followed her gaze. Under the doormat — the one with the faded sunflower pattern — the corner of something was visible. Cream-coloured. The wrong kind of ordinary.

Lily climbed the steps, crouched, and pulled it free.

The envelope was addressed in handwriting she had never seen — fountain pen, she thought, the ink slightly raised from the paper, with loops and flourishes that looked less written than grown. The letters shimmered faintly as she tilted the envelope, green and gold, colours that existed in nature but not usually in ink.

To the few who would be of United Hearts.

Her mouth had gone dry. Behind her, she heard Max make a small, uncertain sound.

She opened it.

The paper inside smelled of oak leaves and something older underneath — the smell of very old forests, of things that had been growing long before anyone thought to name them. The same handwriting continued, deliberate and unhurried, as if time was not something it had ever needed to worry about:

To the few who would be Hearts United,

I have watched your circle beneath my branches. I have felt your words root themselves in sacred ground. You have declared yourselves for a purpose, and the earth has heard you. What you have named yourselves, I now confirm: you are the Hearts United Crew, bound by oath spoken under my boughs.

You have brought light to a withering soil. But a greater challenge awaits you — one that requires courage, compassion, and unwavering friendship. The town's heart grows cold, and the roots that remember kindness grow weak. If you are willing to tend what has been neglected, meet me at the old oak — you know the one — by the lake at sunset tomorrow.

Bring only your hearts and your willingness to help, for the path ahead will not be easy. But know this: you will not walk it alone. The ancient ways are waking, and they have chosen you.

I remain, as I have for three centuries, the Keeper of the Oak

Nobody spoke.

Lily was aware of Max trembling slightly beside her. Of Emily's hand finding hers, cold and tight. Of the evening sounds of the neighbourhood — a dog barking two streets over, a car turning somewhere, a television on in someone's house — all of it suddenly seeming to come from very far away, as though the three of them had stepped sideways into a different version of the street they'd always lived on.

The ink began to fade.

They watched it happen. The elegant loops and flourishes dissolving like morning mist on glass, the paper itself going translucent, until Lily was holding nothing — her fingers still curved in the shape of something that was no longer there.

A pins-and-needles sensation travelled slowly up both her arms.

"Did that just—" Emily couldn't finish.

"Yeah," Max said. His voice had gone very quiet. "It did."

"Trees don't send letters," Emily said carefully, as if she were testing the words. "They don't watch people. They don't have keepers who've been around for three hundred years."

"No," Lily agreed. Her voice sounded strange in her own ears. Steadier than she felt. "They don't."

She thought of the bench that afternoon. The shiver through the branches with no wind to cause it. The vibration in her back teeth. The knot-hole eyes that were just knots, that were just bark, that she had told herself twice now were just bark.

She thought of Grandma Rose at the dinner table, looking out toward the tree line. The roots remember, though.

"We have to go," Lily said. "Tomorrow. At sunset."

"That's—" Emily stopped. Started again. "That's an insane thing to agree to."

"I know."

A long silence. The street carried on around them, ordinary and unhurried, completely unaware.

"Together?" Lily asked.

Emily's hand tightened around hers. Max let out a long, shaky breath.

"Together," they said.

That night, in three different houses across Sunflower Springs, three twelve-year-olds lay awake staring at their ceilings. Outside their windows, the same stars kept watch. And in the park, beneath the sprawling branches of the oak — the one with the face in the bark, the one that moved when there was no wind — something patient waited for sunset tomorrow, its roots reaching down into the dark, into the sacred ground where every act of kindness had ever landed and been quietly, carefully kept.
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Chapter 2: The First Mission
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Saturday morning arrived with a sky so blue it made Lily's eyes water just looking at it.

She'd been awake since six, too restless to stay in bed. The fuzzy, electric feeling in her chest — the one that had started the moment Emily said kindness club — hadn't faded overnight. If anything, it had grown, the way a fire grows when you stop smothering it and let it breathe.

She'd spent Friday afternoon in her mother's garden, cutting daisies with the old kitchen scissors, their stems cool and slightly sticky between her fingers. Now they sat arranged in a wicker basket on the kitchen counter, their petals still carrying that faint dewy smell, like the morning hadn't quite decided to let them go.

Max appeared at the front door at seven sharp, hair uncombed, freckles bright in the early light. Kenneth from the pet shop trailed behind him, cradling something wrapped in his jacket — something that wriggled.

"French Poodle," Kenneth announced, pulling the jacket open. "Ten weeks. Sweet as anything."

The puppy blinked at Lily with enormous dark eyes, its white fur sticking up in every direction. It sneezed. Then it licked Kenneth's chin and seemed very pleased with itself.

Emily arrived moments later, slightly breathless, notebook tucked under one arm and a pen already clipped to her shirt pocket. She'd worn her good sneakers — the white ones she normally saved for school photos. Lily didn't mention it.

They set off down Maple Street in a loose, chattering knot. The morning
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