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			Dedication

			
		
    I remember that morning—my tenth birthday.
I'd been wondering how my family would mark the day.
I'd seen my Mam quietly baking a cake and stayed silent, letting her think I hadn't noticed.
At dawn, Grandpa and Granny led me through to the living room.
I thought I knew what was waiting for me.
I was wrong.
 
"Happy Birthday to you!"
 
My younger sister and brother were already there, their voices bright with joy. I blew out the candles, and with a gentle click, Dad switched on the lights.
 
And there it was—my real birthday surprise.
 
In the newly lit room, I saw my first library—three wooden shelves lined with books, the racks built by Grandpa and the stories chosen by Mam and Dad— the finest gift of all.
Through those books, I learned the quiet power of kindness and the quiet courage of curiosity. They taught me to ask questions, to care deeply, and to find joy in discovering what lies beyond what I know. Each story shaped my thinking and my heart—building a steady confidence, a gentleness toward others, and a belief that the world can be made kinder through understanding.
Book by book, they planted a truth I still carry: that learning and compassion do not end with us—they grow when shared.
Those early lessons became the foundation of how I see the world, and they continue to guide my greatest hope: that the children who come after us will grow curious, caring, and brave enough to imagine, and to create, a brighter world of their own.
With heartfelt gratitude, I dedicate this book to my grandparents, parents, and younger siblings, who filled my childhood with love, learning, and the wonder of shared stories.
 
Isla Claire Hartwell

      

    



  	
        
            
            Even the smallest voice can guide a forestwhen it speaks with kindness, courage, and truth.
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​Chapter 1: The Forest Council
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Something strange was happening beneath the cliffs, something no one had seen before. Not in their lifetimes. Not here in the Elarin Forest.

The sun hung low in the sky, spilling golden light across the fresh spring growth. Maple and oak branches shimmered with new green leaves. Along the woodland edges, dogwoods and redbuds scattered soft blossoms like drifting snow. A gentle breeze set the ferns swaying, while loose petals settled on mossy stones. The whole place felt calm—almost magical.

Near the cliff’s edge, Bakur the Buffalo grazed slowly, enjoying the crisp, cool grass. He wasn’t in a hurry. He only wanted a full belly before heading to the forest council later that evening. It was the night of the full moon, and all the animals would soon gather deep in the woods.

High on the meadow, the Alvara lay calm and still—far above the busy sounds rising from the valleys below. This narrow rim at the very edge of the Elarin Forest Kingdom rested on deep cliffs that marked the forest’s boundary. The animals of Elarin called this cliff-top rim the Alvara.

Far below, in the land they named Shanak’thara, rolling hills and small villages spread like gentle waves beneath drifting clouds. From this high place, the sky seemed endless, stretching over everything—above fear, above worries, above all the noise of the world.

Then, something broke the silence.

A soft rustle.

Bakur froze. His ears flicked.

He looked around—left, right, even behind him—but saw nothing unusual. A squirrel darted across a branch in the distance. A robin chirped once, then went quiet. The air felt still, but something wasn’t right.

The forest fell silent again.

Bakur lowered his head, ready to continue eating.

But then—there it was again.

Another sound.

This one was louder. Clearer.

A rough cry—like someone had slipped, or cried out in pain.

It didn’t come from the trees.

It came from the cliffside.

Bakur stepped toward the edge, his heavy hooves soft on the grass. He leaned forward, peering down the rocky slope where sharp stones met thick clouds. But he saw nothing—only a wide, white sea of mist swirling far below.

The wind whistled up from the canyon, cold and strong.

He stood there, staring into the silence.

No birds.
No bugs.
Only the wind.
Then he heard it.

Breathing.

Not his own. Not the wind. Another creature’s breath—noisy, labored, rising from below.

The bushes below the ledge shook.

Bakur blinked. His chest tightened.

Something was coming up.

He couldn’t see it—only the wild shiver of branches and the scrape of claws on rock. Something was climbing, fast and desperate.

A chill rippled through him.

He turned sharply and ran—heavy hooves pounding the earth—as far back as he dared. His heart thudded. His breath rose in pale wisps against the cool spring air.

Then he stopped. Curiosity made him turn.

The sounds were closer now—panting, struggling. Then a paw rose over the edge.

A dusty paw, trembling, claws cracked and muddy.

Another ragged breath.

Bakur stepped back.

Then, with a final groan of effort, a second paw clawed onto the Alvara. The creature’s shoulders and head rose into view, heaving with exhaustion. Then its hind legs flopped over, scraping against stone.

It barely stood—swaying—before locking eyes with Bakur.

Bakur stared. So did the stranger.

He was coated in dirt and leaves, skin patchy with rash. His chest moved like a bellows, and his eyes were wide with pain.

And then, in a dry whisper, the creature spoke a single word.

“Koda.”

He collapsed.

Unmoving. Unbreathing. Face-first on the forest floor.

***
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By morning, the mist still hugged the treetops, but the Elarin Forest was restless. Birds chirped in bursts, and small animals peeked from their burrows. Something important was about to happen.

That afternoon, in a wide clearing deep in the forest, animals gathered. Daranu the Deer trotted beside Rilko the Rabbit, his steps light, his eyes alert.

Murkha the Boar stood alone, sniffing the air and pawing the ground. Tinku the Squirrel chattered with Lord Mokaya, the wise elder monkey. Above them, young monkeys tumbled through willow branches, full of giggles and wild energy.

Crack! A twig snapped.

Heads turned.

Lord Balari the Bear entered, broad and powerful, brushing branches with his shoulders. Beside him walked Lord Elukar the Elephant, each step soft but heavy. The two moved slowly, deep in quiet talk.

Before they entered the clearing, they shared a glance—one that spoke of deep friendship, shaped by many seasons of serving the forest together.

As they stepped inside, the crowd hushed. Wherever these lords went, calm followed.

Under a shady tree, Amaura the Doe stood with Bellara the Buffalo and other forest mothers. They chatted softly while waiting for the council to begin.

“Where’s Bakur?” someone asked, noticing Bellara stood alone.

“I’m wondering too,” she said, scanning the trees. “He’s usually here by now.”

At the far edge of the clearing stood a rocky den. Vines curled around its entrance, and a small stream trickled past. This was King Layan the Lion’s den—and today, the council would meet before it.

Before King Layan’s den, the high rise served as the forest’s stage. At its center stood the throne, built from two broad stones. One lay low for a seat. The other rose tall as a backrest. Simple and strong, it had long been the symbol of kingship. Its story stretched back through many ages.

It stood before the Aurethar’el, the Great Pact—a promise of peace and unity made by animals from all the great forests. It reached even farther, to the earliest Taymaqa, the Fire and Hunger Era. That was a harsh time long ago, when drought, famine, and war troubled the forest. Now, the same throne stood in the light of a new age. Prince Lioran the Lion sat quietly beside it. Opposite him sat Lord Kallun the Elk and Lord Taykhan the Tiger—both powerful leaders of the forest.

Beside them was Lord Sarwina the Horse, her calm gaze and bright, intelligent eyes shining warmly in the council light.

There were fifteen lords in the Elarin Forest Council.

Each one spoke for their own clan—and sometimes for a few others, as Elarin’s ways had grown and changed through the ages.

The oldest among them was Lord Runkari.

Her wisdom was sought whenever the council faced questions of the forest’s long memory. She had lived through countless seasons, her eyes witnessing more of Elarin’s story than any other.

She remembered many councils, great challenges, and the times of change that shaped the forest through the ages.

A hush settled as the forest council prepared to begin. Then, with calm authority, Lord Balari stepped forward.

“Everyone, please be silent. His Majesty, King Layan the Lion, will soon take his seat.”

Even before he finished, the King appeared. He stepped onto the stage, his golden mane glowing in the light of the setting sun. He didn’t speak; he didn’t need to. His calm steps and steady eyes brought silence over the clearing.

Even little Lanuya the Fawn, eldest of the deer family, froze in place. She darted into Amaura the Doe’s side and hid, wide-eyed.

King Layan saw her fawn and gave a gentle smile. Then he sat on the stone throne, proud but peaceful. One by one, the others on the stage took their seats.

Lord Mokaya stepped forward. In his hands rested the Crown of Elarin, Sairalin Thorya. Forged at the time of the Great Pact, it was a golden circlet, its band engraved with oak leaves and curling fern fronds. At its center blazed a brilliant emerald, green as the forest canopy, while tiny diamonds sparkled along its rim like drops of morning dew.

With steady hands, Mokaya lifted the crown high, then placed it on King Layan’s bowed head. The emerald glowed with a quiet pulse, as though the forest itself breathed through it. The tradition had stood unchanged since the Great Pact.

Prince Lioran rose next and gave the opening speech. He welcomed everyone and reminded them of the council’s duty—to listen, guide, and judge fairly.

Lord Balari stepped forward again.

“The first matter before the council, the dispute between Daranu and Murkha.”

Two weeks ago, Daranu had gone to the lower pond for a drink. Just as he bent to sip the water, Murkha had jumped in with a loud splash, sending muddy water everywhere. Daranu was annoyed and had asked for justice.

King Layan looked at Murkha kindly but firmly. “Do you admit to disturbing Daranu at the pond?”

Murkha nodded slowly. “Yes, Your Majesty. But I didn’t mean to offend anyone. I like the mud. It’s how I enjoy the pond.”

The King nodded thoughtfully. “It may be your nature, Murkha, but we all share this forest. Sharing means thinking about others too.”

The clearing grew quiet.

“I won’t punish you too harshly,” King Layan said gently. “But to help you remember to be more thoughtful, you will clean the path around the lower pond each morning for seven days. Finish before sunrise so the area is clean for all.”

He looked around and added, “Fairness doesn’t mean we all get the same. It means we each get what is right, and we all show respect.”

Murkha bowed his head. “Yes, Your Majesty. I’ll do it.”

Next came a more serious matter.

Lord Balari stepped forward once more, his tone heavier. “Now to the second matter. Zayako stands accused of shouting at and threatening Rilko near the berry bushes two days ago.”

A ripple of murmurs moved through the clearing.

Rilko stepped forward slowly, ears low and paws shaking. “I was picking berries for my little ones,” he said softly. “Then Zayako came and growled at me. He said the berries were his and told me to leave.”

All eyes turned to Zayako.

He flicked his tail and lifted his chin. “Your Majesty, I may have spoken loudly, but I meant no harm. Rilko misunderstood me. I was only gathering berries for my family.”

The clearing fell quiet.

Then Lord Mokaya stepped forward. His voice was calm but clear. “With respect, Your Majesty, I saw the whole thing from a tree nearby. Zayako did more than speak loudly. He barked and snapped. Before I could climb down to help, poor Rilko got so frightened he ran off. Zayako didn’t stop him. He just helped himself to the berries and strolled away.”

A heavy silence followed.

King Layan’s gaze returned to Zayako. “Is this true?”

Zayako’s eyes darted toward the ground. He hesitated, then gave a slow nod. “Yes, Your Majesty. I suppose I did lose my temper. I shouldn’t have done that.”

The King’s expression grew firm. “What disappoints me most is that you tried to hide the truth. This is not the first time, Zayako. Twice before you’ve caused trouble—once by tricking the Squirrel family, and once by starting a quarrel with Saqraja, our Hedgehog, at the riverbank. I let you off lightly, hoping you would change. But today, you tried to twist the truth. That is not the way of a trusted member of this forest.”

The crowd watched silently. Some looked down; others nodded in quiet agreement.

“To remind you of kindness and honesty, you will spend the next seven afternoons working under Lord Mokaya. You will repair the paths near the berry bushes. In addition, you will gather and deliver a basket of berries each day to Rilko’s family. And at the next gathering, you will stand before this council and share one lesson you’ve learned about respect.”

Zayako’s tail drooped, and for a moment he looked truly ashamed. “Yes, Your Majesty,” he said softly. “I understand.”

He walked away quietly—his steps calm, his face unreadable. No one could see the anger burning beneath, for such emotions had no place when faced with the King’s will. His heart carried a weight far heavier than obedience. Open defiance was never accepted among the animals of the kingdom. Everyone respected the King—and the council that guided him.

Even so, those who felt unsure—wondering if the punishment was too harsh—could not deny one thing: the King had never shown favoritism or given an unjust ruling.

Lord Balari addressed the gathering once more. “If any among you has a proposal, concern, or thought to offer for the good of our forest, now is the time.”

At first, the clearing was still.

Then Prince Lioran rose to his feet. “I would like to speak, if I may.”

The animals turned to him with curiosity. Though young, the prince always spoke with care and a thoughtful heart.

He stepped forward. “Earlier today, we judged the matter between Murkha and Daranu at the pond. This isn’t the first quarrel there. Maybe it’s time we find a way for all animals to enjoy the pond—without disputes.”

Ears perked. The forest grew quiet again.

“Some animals like to splash in the mud. Others prefer still water. I believe we can have both. If we keep the upstream part—the cleaner end—for drinking, and the downstream side for play, we can all be happy. The water flows naturally that way, so the clean side stays fresh. A simple fence will mark the space.”

Approval spread through the clearing.

Lord Balari stepped forward. His deep voice was calm and kind. “The prince’s idea shows great wisdom. Fairness is not giving all the same. It is giving each what suits them best. That is exactly what our King emphasized earlier.”

“No doubt Yakilu and his clan are best for this,” Prince Lioran added with a smile.

The crowd murmured in agreement. Many turned toward Yakilu the Beaver, known for building the strongest fences and sturdiest dams.

Yakilu noticed the attention. With a quiet nod and a small, toothy smile, he stepped forward.

King Layan turned to him. “You shall lead this task with your clan. To ensure the work is fair and thoughtful, I appoint Prince Lioran to guide and assist you. Work together, and let the pond become a place that all may enjoy.”

Yakilu lifted his head with quiet pride, chest swelling slightly as he nodded.

A wave of cheerful approval rippled through the crowd.
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​Chapter 2: Stranger at Alvara
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Once the excitement finally quieted, Lord Balari stepped forward again.
His deep voice carried across the circle.
“If anyone has more news, a proposal, or a concern for the forest,” he announced, “this is the time to speak.”

The council clearing was full. Birds watched from the branches above. Squirrel and chipmunk families perched quietly in smaller trees. Every animal sat still as golden light spilled over the Great Elarin.

Many had noticed that Bakur the Buffalo arrived late. He looked like he carried heavy news. From the moment he appeared, he seemed eager to speak.

But he waited, honoring the council’s order. The forest followed its agenda. He would speak only when the time was right.

When the moment came, Bakur stepped forward. His frame was tense. His hooves shifted on the dirt. His breath still caught in his throat.

There was no ceremony in his voice.
No greetings.
Just shock.
“A dog! Your Majesty—a dog! I swear it!” he burst out, eyes wide.

Animals near him looked confused by his words to the Lion King.

Bakur blinked and shook his head.

“No—truly, a dog, my lord,” he said again, steadier now but still shaken.

King Layan the Lion raised a calm paw, signaling silence.

“Take a breath, Bakur. Tell us exactly what you saw.”

Bakur drew in a deep lungful of forest air.

“Something climbed the Alvara cliffs today. I saw it with my own eyes.”

He swallowed hard.

“It was a dog. Dust-covered. Wounded. He reached the top, looked at me, and collapsed.”

Silence swept the gathering like a gust of cold wind.

Then—softly, uncertainly—

“A dog?” someone whispered.

Bakur gave a slow, heavy nod.

“His fur was patchy. Rashes across his side and leg. He was barely breathing. I heard a sound—only a whisper—and then he dropped.”

The whole forest seemed to lean in.

Lord Balari the Bear rose slightly, voice deep and grave.

“And then?”

“I rushed to him,” Bakur said, the memory bright in his eyes. “I gave him water. Tried to lift him. He trembled. He couldn’t stand. But after a few sips and a bite of fruit, his eyes opened.”

The clearing held its breath.

King Layan’s voice broke the stillness.

“And what did he say?”

Bakur hesitated. A beat passed.

Then, slowly, “He said... he came from the land below.”

Gasps.

Eyes widened.
Tails stilled.
Ears lifted.
A voice rose from the crowd, clear and sharp.

“From the Shanak’thara.”

It hit like thunder.

A single word.

Even the birds in the canopy went silent.

“The Shanak’thara?” someone breathed. “He climbed all the way up here?”

“That’s not even possible!” another cried.

Lord Kallun the Elk turned to Lord Elukar the Elephant. “Have you heard of anyone climbing from there?”

Lord Elukar shook his head. “Many have fallen from there. No one has ever climbed to the Alvara through the cliff. Never.”

King Layan raised his paw gently. Silence returned.

“Tell us everything,” he said. “Why was the dog there? What did he say?”

Bakur nodded.

“He wasn’t speaking Elarish,” he explained. Elarish is everyone’s language here in Elarin Forest. “I understood him partly by signs. Partly by how he looked at things. We spoke... enough.”

A thoughtful silence followed.

“He said he lived with humans in Shanak’thara. They cared for him at first. Then he got a rash. After that, they stopped petting him. They left him outside.”

King Layan’s eyes narrowed.

The King closed his eyes, deep in thought.

Bakur drew a slow breath and spoke the dog’s quiet plea.

“Your Majesty... as I understood it, he wishes to stay. To live among us—here.”

A hush swept the forest.

Hope flickered in Bakur’s eyes as he looked toward the King. Some animals nodded quietly. Others looked around, thinking. Even the birds had stopped chirping.

King Layan looked to Lord Balari, who gave a thoughtful nod.

Then the Lion turned back to Bakur and spoke firmly.

“Bring him here.”

His voice rang clearly.

“Anyone who climbed from the Shanak’thara to the Alvara deserves to be heard.”

Bakur’s eyes lit as a memory returned.

“Oh—Your Majesty,” he said, “I had forgotten the word, but now I remember. Right before the dog fainted, he whispered ‘Koda.’ I didn’t have the chance to ask what it meant.”

King Layan studied Bakur for a moment, then nodded.

“Let’s see,” he said.

With that, he gave final approval to bring the stranger before the council.

Without another word, Bakur turned and trotted down the trail toward the meadow, where the dog lay resting under the gentle spring sky.

“I’m coming too!” shouted Takir, the young buffalo calf. He wriggled free from his mother, Bellara, and hurried after his father. A few curious animals followed as well, eager to see the stranger.

Before this, Bakur had guided the dog close to the council grounds, then slipped away alone to join the council gathering and seek the king’s advice.

After a little while, Bakur returned —walking slowly beside the newcomer. The dog’s fur was dusty and tangled, and each step he took seemed heavy. Yet in his weary eyes shone a quiet strength—gentle, steady, and brave.

The forest fell silent.

“This is him, Your Majesty,” Bakur said softly.

The dog stepped forward and bowed his head low before the council. He didn’t speak at first, but his respectful silence said plenty.

King Layan stepped forward, regal and composed, his golden mane rippling in the breeze. His eyes fixed on the newcomer with calm authority.

“Dog,” he said in Elarish, the common language of the Elarin Forest, “why have you come to our forest?”

The dog blinked and tilted his head. His ears twitched, but he gave no reply.

The King paused, then tried again in the language of lions. His voice rolled in a deep, resonant growl, shaped by pride-born breath. Still, the dog only watched, confused but attentive.

A murmur rose among the animals.

King Layan shifted his tone once more, speaking in Congorish—the shared tongue of the forest realms. It was spoken across Elarin, Dalthara, Varnashar, Soltheria, Thandoril, and Velmara. It bound the animal kingdoms of the great Congorin Forest.

Still, the dog did not answer in words.

When he finally lifted his head, the words that followed were not in any language they knew. His voice was soft, halting, and broken—like broken words spilling into the air.

A hush fell across the clearing. Some leaned in. Others exchanged puzzled glances.

Makaru the Wolf’s ears twitched. He caught the rhythm of something familiar as the dog stirred and tried again, trembling.

“I once... had home. With humans. But... sickness came. Red skin... they no want me. Say I... dirty. They... leave me.”

The words came in broken beats, shaped by a hidden rhythm.

Makaru stepped forward, eyes narrowing.

“That way of speaking...” he murmured. “It matches how we wolves speak—blended with another tongue. I can understand it.”

As the dog spoke, Makaru noticed Zayako listening too closely. Wolves’ and foxes’ tongues were almost the same. Whatever Makaru understood, Zayako understood as well. But this was not Zayako’s day. He had already been punished by the King. The sting of that rebuke still clung to him.

Makaru bowed toward the Lion King.

“Your Majesty,” he said, voice steady, “this dog’s speech follows the
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