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Chapter 1: The Girl Who Listened
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Saffi Alderwind was not like other children in the village of Elderfell. While the others skipped stones by the stream or raced down dusty roads, Saffi wandered through the edges of the forest, barefoot and quiet, listening.

It wasn’t that she didn’t like people, she just preferred the company of trees. They didn’t ask her to speak. They never interrupted. And sometimes, only sometimes, they whispered.

At first, the whispers were like wind through leaves, soft and curling, like lullabies sung from the ground up. But over time, she began to understand their rhythms, their feelings, their warnings. The trees spoke not in words, but in pulses and pauses, in the creak of bark and the hush of moss underfoot.

No one else seemed to notice. Her classmates teased her gently, calling her “Forest Feet” because of her habit of walking shoeless in the grass. Her teacher once asked her to stop “daydreaming at the window.” But Saffi wasn’t dreaming. She was listening to the rustling language of the birch, the sleepy hum of willows, and the watchful silence of the pines.

The only person who believed her was her grandmother, Maela.

“The world hums with more voices than we’re taught to hear,” Maela would say, handing Saffi a sprig of sage or a jar of blackberry jam. “You just have the ears to catch them.”

Their cottage sat near the edge of the Elderwood Forest, a wild, breathing place older than the village itself. Some said it was haunted. Others said it was enchanted. But Saffi just knew it was alive.

One morning, she felt something was different. The wind had shifted. The usual playful rustling of the trees was gone, replaced by a strange stillness, as though the forest were holding its breath.

She slipped on her worn satchel and crept into the woods, her feet knowing the way even when her eyes did not. Birds flitted silently overhead. The ferns no longer danced in the breeze. 

When she reached her favourite tree, an old silver oak with a hollow knot that looked like a sleepy eye, she stopped. This was the tree that always greeted her first. Sometimes it let fall a golden leaf onto her hair, or let squirrels chatter as she rested beneath.

Today, it was silent.

She placed her hand against its bark. It was cool. Still. No rhythm pulsed beneath. No soft creak of greeting. Nothing.

“Are you... tired?” she whispered, pressing her cheek against the trunk.

The tree said nothing.

A knot tightened in her chest. Something was wrong. The forest was whispering less, not more.

She stayed there until dusk, hoping for a sound, a shiver, a single falling leaf. But the air remained still, and the shadows grew long and lean. Reluctantly, she turned back toward home, her heart heavier than her satchel.

That night, as rain tapped softly on the roof, Saffi lay awake in her small attic room, staring up at the beams above. The silence of the trees echoed louder than thunder.

She didn’t know it yet, but this silence was the beginning of something. Something ancient, something sacred. And it had chosen her to hear it.
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The Girl Who Listened
Barefoot she walked where the whispers grew.
Hearing the trees as they hummed and blew.
One silver oak stood silent and still.
Its quiet sent her a shivering chill.
A strange new hush wrapped the Elderwood deep.
A silence the forest had never let keep.
She left at dusk with a shadow of dread.
Not knowing where this stillness led.
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Chapter 2: The Sickening of the Forest
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The next morning, a thin mist curled along the hills like a pale ribbon. Saffi pulled on her green cloak, took a piece of honey bread from the kitchen, and slipped out the door before the sun had fully risen. Her grandmother gave a small nod as she passed, already knowing where Saffi was going.

The air smelled different.

Not the usual scents of damp earth and wild mint. This was sharper, like old iron and smoke and something faintly bitter underneath. Even the birds were quiet. No warble. No trill. Just the hush of branches too still for morning.

She entered the forest slowly, brushing her fingertips along the undergrowth as she walked. Ferns that usually sprang up with playful resilience now drooped, yellowing at the edges. Mushrooms had turned a strange grey. A patch of ivy she once braided into crowns was brittle and brown.

At the base of the silver oak, she saw something that stopped her completely.

Black beetles, dozens of them clung to the bark like a crawling shadow. Their shells were shiny and too smooth, like something not meant to belong in nature. They chewed methodically, carving into the bark, leaving trails like burn marks. The tree’s leaves above had gone dull.

“No,” Saffi whispered, reaching out, but not touching. She remembered what Maela always said: Let nature speak before you act.

She knelt to the ground and closed her eyes, placing both palms on the soil. Beneath the surface, the hum she used to feel the warm, slow thrum of roots and minerals and memory was faint now. Thin. Disrupted.

A rustle made her turn. From the undergrowth came a flash of red fur, the colour of rust and autumn fire. A fox, slight and quick, with one white paw like a brush dipped in snow.

The fox stared straight at her.

Saffi held her breath.

Animals often ran from her, but this one didn’t. It stepped closer. Its eyes, a deep amber, looked both wild and familiar.

“I won’t hurt you,” she said gently.

The fox tilted its head, then turned and darted into the trees.

“Wait!” she called.

It paused, just long enough for her to catch up, then bounded ahead. Saffi followed, heart pounding, over gnarled roots and under low branches, deeper into the forest than she’d ever gone alone.

After several turns, the fox stopped in a small clearing. In the centre stood a tree unlike the others. Massive, ancient, with bark that spiralled like rivers frozen in time. Moss cloaked its roots. It gave off a faint golden light, though no sunlight reached here.

Saffi stepped forward.

And that’s when she heard it. A voice, deep and slow and worn like river stones.

“You are not here by accident, Listener.”

Saffi froze. Her lips parted, but no sound came.

The fox sat beside her now, tail curled neatly around its paws.

“You feel it, don’t you?” the voice continued, like the groaning of old timber. “The forest forgets how to sing. The roots weaken. The breath of the earth shortens. We are unwell.”

Saffi looked up at the ancient tree.

“You’re... talking to me,” she breathed.

A long pause. Then, gently: “I always have.”

She stepped closer and placed her hand against the bark. Unlike the other trees, this one pulsed warmly beneath her palm. Slow, steady, sad.

“What’s happening?” she asked softly.

“Poison creeps in slow ways,” said the tree. “Axes fall. Pipes are buried. Creatures vanish. Balance is broken, and when the roots suffer, so do the leaves.”

“I want to help,” she said, barely more than a whisper.

The tree’s branches swayed, though no wind moved them. A single acorn dropped to the ground at her feet.

“Then listen deeply, Saffi Alderwind. Listen with your heart. The forest is calling.”
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The Sickening of the Forest
Mist curled low with a bitter trace.
Leaves hung limp in their yellowed grace.
Black beetles gnawed at the silver oak’s skin.
The forest’s warm heartbeat was wearing thin.
A fox with a white paw led her away.
To a glowing tree where the shadows lay.
The voice of Grandroot spoke slow and true:
“The forest is fading, it calls to you.”
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