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  For everyone who has ever stood at the edge of a forest

  and felt certain that something in there was listening.


  It was.






  About This Book

  There are places in the world that feel older than time. Ancient woodlands where the trees have been growing for centuries and the roots run so deep they touch the foundations of things. Places where the light falls differently, where the air smells of earth and moss and something you cannot name, where you walk softly without anyone telling you to.

  The Enchanted Forest is one of those places.

  And at its heart is the Heartree — the oldest tree of all, whose amber flame has never gone out, whose roots connect to every living thing in the forest, whose presence is the reason the foxes bow and the rivers sing and the mushrooms glow blue after dark.

  Pip and the Enchanted Forest is a story about what happens when the flame goes out. About the courage it takes to go looking for something you have never found before. About the gifts that exist in the world around you if you know how to look. And about the simple, profound truth that the greatest magic is never carried alone.

  Read-Aloud Tip: When you reach the three quests — the song from the river, the tear from the moon, and the laugh from a friend — pause after each one. Let your child feel each gift being found before moving to the next. These are the heart of the story.

  [Illustration: The Enchanted Forest at dusk — ancient trees with silver trunks, blue-glowing mushrooms at their roots, golden light filtering through the canopy, a sense of deep and watchful magic]






  The Enchanted Forest

  Beyond the last fence post, past the mossy stone wall where the ivy had been growing for longer than anyone could remember, and through the particular gap in the old oak hedge that only appeared to those who were looking for it — there was a forest unlike any other.

  Other forests had trees and undergrowth and the usual assortment of birds and beetles and small rustling things. The Enchanted Forest had all of those, but it had something else too — a quality of aliveness that went beyond mere biology. The trees whispered to each other through their roots in a language made of slow chemical pulses and deep vibration. The rivers did not simply flow; they sang, each with its own distinct note, harmonising into something that could stop you in your tracks if you were quiet enough to hear it. The mushrooms at the base of the oldest trees glowed faint blue at night, like earthbound stars.

  And the foxes knew how to bow.

  Not all foxes everywhere — just the foxes of the Enchanted Forest, who had learned long ago that there were older and more patient things than themselves in these woods, and that acknowledging this took nothing away from being a fox.

  Right at the heart of all of it lived a small wood sprite named Pip.

  Pip had pointed ears that caught the wind like small sails. Bark-brown skin and eyes the colour of new leaves in April — that particular bright, almost-yellow green that only lasts for a few days before settling into something darker. And a laugh like a woodpecker’s knock: short, sharp, and full of life.

  The forest was Pip’s home and Pip was the forest’s keeper. It was a good arrangement that suited both of them perfectly.

  [Illustration: Pip perched on a mossy log in the heart of the Enchanted Forest — pointed ears, green eyes bright, surrounded by glowing mushrooms and ancient silver-barked trees, looking entirely at home]






  The Heartree

  At the very centre of the Enchanted Forest, at the place where all the root-paths of every tree eventually led if you followed them far enough underground, stood the Heartree.

  It was the oldest tree in the forest — older than the forest itself, if the old stories were right, which they usually were about this sort of thing. Its trunk was the silver-grey of moonlight on still water, wide enough that six grown people joining hands could not encircle it. Its bark was furrowed deep with the history of everything that had ever happened nearby, every storm weathered, every season passed, every small life lived and ended in its shade. Its canopy spread so wide that the circle of sky it enclosed was a room unto itself, its own particular piece of the sky, framed in gold leaves that caught the light differently at every hour of the day.

  And at its very core — visible through a crack in the bark at roughly the height of Pip’s head — burned an amber flame.

  Not a fire. Not a candle. Something older than either. A flame that had been burning since before the first tree in the forest was a seed, that had never flickered, never guttered, never once gone out. The flame was the source of the forest’s magic: the reason the mushrooms glowed, the reason the rivers sang, the reason the foxes bowed.

  Every morning, without fail, Pip visited the Heartree. Pressed both palms flat against the warm silver bark. And said, in a voice just above a whisper: “Good morning, old friend.”

  And every morning, the Heartree’s leaves rustled overhead in a way that had no relationship to the actual wind, and Pip understood it as a reply.

  [Illustration: The Heartree in full majesty — enormous silver trunk, golden canopy, the amber flame glowing through a crack in the bark, roots spreading in all directions, Pip tiny but happy at its base]






  The Flame Goes Out

  But one grey morning — a morning that felt wrong from the moment Pip woke, a morning with a strange flatness to its light and a peculiar silence where the usual forest-sounds should have been — Pip ran to the Heartree and stopped.

  The amber flame was gone.

  The crack in the bark was dark. Not just unlit — dark, in the particular way that places look when something that was always there has been removed. The silver bark had gone grey, ash-grey, the grey of something that has lost its warmth. And as Pip stood there, one golden leaf detached itself from the canopy overhead and drifted down — then another, then three more — falling not with the easy grace of autumn leaves but with the slow, heavy resignation of things that know they are losing something essential.

  Beyond the Heartree, through the trees, Pip could feel it: the change spreading outward like ripples from a stone dropped in still water. The blue glow of the mushrooms — gone. The song of the nearest river — silenced. A fox, passing at the edge of the clearing, stopped and looked around with confused amber eyes, then moved on without bowing.

  The magic was draining out of the forest like water from a cracked vessel.

  Pip pressed both palms against the cold bark of the Heartree. It did not reply.

  “I’ll fix this,” Pip said. The words landed flat in the still air. No leaf rustled, no bird responded. But Pip said it again, more firmly, because sometimes you have to say things twice before they become true. “I promise.”

  [Illustration: The Heartree greyed and dimming, leaves falling, mushrooms dark, the forest behind Pip losing its colour, Pip pressing hands to the cold bark with determined eyes]






  The Stone Fox

  Pip ran east, along the root-paths, toward the Eastern Brook. This was where Ember lived — the Stone Fox, the oldest living creature in the Enchanted Forest, who had been sleeping on the same flat grey rock for longer than Pip had been alive and who was, according to universal forest consensus, the wisest thing in the woods after the Heartree itself.

  Ember was not asleep when Pip arrived. She was sitting up, which meant she had been expecting this visit.

  She was silver-grey all over — the grey of old granite, of driftwood, of smoke. Her eyes were the amber of the Heartree’s flame, which Pip found both comforting and slightly eerie under the circumstances. Her tail wrapped neatly around her paws. She regarded Pip with the unhurried attention of someone who has nowhere else to be and all the time in the world to get there.

  “I’ve been waiting for you,” she said.

  “The Heartree’s flame is out,” said Pip. “The magic is fading. How do I relight it?”

  Ember was quiet for a moment. When she spoke, each word was placed carefully, like stones across a stream. “The flame can only be relit with three gifts. They cannot be bought or borrowed or taken. A song from the river. A tear from the moon. And a laugh from a friend.”

  “Where do I find them?”

  “You follow the forest,” said Ember simply. “It has not stopped being your home just because it has gone quiet. Listen

  
  [Illustration: Ember the Stone Fox on her grey rock — silver-grey, composed, amber-eyed, beside the quiet Eastern Brook. Pip crouching before her, listening with total attention]



