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Noah Greystone and the 31 acre Forest. By Don Campbell

[image: A plant with leaves and a light in the middle of the forest]

Twelve-year-old Noah Greystone lived with his family in a cheerful old farmhouse nestled at the edge of a 31-acre forest known as Whispering Woods by the animals that live there. Locals claimed the forest got its name from how the trees seemed to murmur secrets whenever the wind passed through them.

Noah lived with his parents, Graham and Iris Greystone, and his spirited six-year-old sister, Lila. Graham was a quiet man who fixed old tractors and told stories about the stars, while Iris filled the house with the scent of fresh bread and the colors of her paintbrush. Lila believed daisies could talk if you asked them nicely and always ran barefoot through the clover.

For as long as Noah could remember, the woods had been his place of peace and wonder. Every afternoon, after chores were finished, he'd wander beneath the canopy of green, listening to birdsong and the rustle of unseen creatures. He’d always talk to the animals—even if they never talked back.

Until one day.

It was a crisp spring morning, and Noah followed the path he knew better than the lines on his hand. But just beyond the bend, something new caught his eye: a turtle, sitting quietly on a moss-covered log, basking in a beam of golden sunlight.

Noah stepped carefully off the trail and crouched beside the log.

“Hell-o,” he said softly, mostly out of habit.

To his shock, the turtle slowly opened one eye and replied, “Hell-o.”

Noah fell backward onto the forest floor. “You—you can talk?”

The turtle looked slightly amused. “Yes,” he said. “And I see you can speak as well.”

Noah stared. “Who... what... are you?”

“My name is Tiberius,” the turtle said, straightening his neck with quiet pride. “And I've been waiting for you, Noah Greystone.”

Tiberius watched Noah carefully. “There is something I need you to find, something long hidden beneath the roots of this forest. A silver feather. You’ll know it when you see it—it hums like music when the wind touches it. Bring it to the Hollow Oak.”

Noah furrowed his brow. “What’s the Hollow Oak?”

Tiberius blinked slowly. “You’ll find it when you stop looking for it.”

Before Noah could ask more, the turtle closed his eyes and tucked in his head. A breeze stirred the branches overhead, and Noah turned to follow the winding deer trail deeper into the forest.

He’d never gone this far before.

The deeper he walked, the stranger everything felt. Birdsong faded into silence. The light shifted, then dimmed. And then—darkness, sudden and full.

Noah spun around. The path he knew by heart was gone.

“Hello?” he called softly, but the forest offered no answer. Panic tingled at his fingertips.

A sudden flutter broke the silence, and Noah ducked, throwing his hands over his head just as a bat zipped past him.

His heart pounded. “They get caught in your hair,” he whispered to himself—something his cousin once swore had happened at summer camp.

The bat swooped around again, then gracefully landed on a branch above and hung upside down, wings folded neatly like a velvet cloak.

“What are you doing?” the bat asked in a smooth, slightly amused voice.

Noah stared up, wide-eyed. “So... you can talk too?”

“Of course,” said the bat. “You’ve entered the magic land of the 31 Acre Forest. Most of us can speak here—some more politely than others.”

Noah lowered his arms and tried to calm his breathing. “Sorry... I’ve just always heard bats get caught in your hair.”

The bat gave a short laugh. “That old tale? Nonsense. We've been blamed for that for centuries. In truth, we’re far more interested in insects than hairstyles.”

“Oh...” Noah glanced around the thick night. “How can you even see in this?”

“I can’t,” the bat replied with pride. “I use echolocation. It’s like painting pictures with sound. I make tiny clicks, and when the sound bounces off things, I can tell where they are.”

“That’s amazing.”

“I’m Umbra, by the way,” the bat added with a slight bow, still hanging. “Which way were you trying to go?”

“Back to the path. But I’m... lost.”

“Well then,” said Umbra, unfurling his wings with a flourish. “Let’s click our way out of this together.”
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Chapter Two: Back to the Path
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Umbra fluttered ahead, his sleek shape almost invisible against the deep blue shadows of the forest canopy.

“This way, Noah. I’ll lead you by sound. Stay close—your feet, not your eyes, will guide you tonight.”

Noah followed, listening to the gentle clicks Umbra made as he flew. The bat’s voice echoed now and then, bouncing off bark, stone, and branch, shaping an unseen map in his mind.

After several careful minutes, the trees thinned, and familiar moonlight touched the trail.

“The path,” Noah breathed, relief pouring through him.

“Indeed,” said Umbra, gliding in a lazy circle before landing on a crooked twig. “I told you, click by click.”

“Thanks,” Noah said. “You helped me find my way. I didn’t get the feather, but... I’ll come back. When I have more time, I’ll try again.”

Umbra chittered and chuckled. “Don’t worry. I’ll tell that lazy turtle you gave it a solid go.” He gave a wink before disappearing into the canopy with a flurry of wings.

Noah turned toward home, walking the familiar trail. As he reached the forest’s edge, he noticed the sky was not as dark as he'd feared. Twilight had settled gently over the trees, casting everything in a soft golden hue. There was still time to get his chores done.

Back at the farmhouse, Noah fed the chickens, swept the porch, and helped his father close up the barn. Supper—hot stew, warm bread, and fresh greens from the garden—was waiting on the table when he came in. They called it dinner, but to Noah, it always tasted like home.

Later that night, after the dishes were cleaned and the lamps turned low, Noah sat at his desk, working through his math homework when a soft knock tapped on his door.

Lila poked her head in. “Can I sit with you? Just for a minute?”

“Sure,” Noah said, sliding his notebook aside.

She perched on the edge of his bed, swinging her legs. “You were gone a long time today. I didn’t see you at all.”

“I went deeper into the forest,” Noah said quietly, voice filled with wonder. “I met a turtle named Tiberius... and a bat named Umbra.”

Lila’s eyes lit up. “See? I told you the forest is magic! Everyone laughs when I say daisies talk to me, but they do—only in the mornings, when the dew’s still fresh.”

Noah smiled. “I believe you, Lila.”

“Really?”

“There’s magic in the air around us,” he said. “Some people just don’t take time to notice.”

She beamed, gave him a quick hug, and skipped back to her room.

The next morning, they had breakfast together—scrambled eggs, toast, and blackberry jam—and rode the school bus down the dusty road toward town. Neither said a word about their secrets. Not to their classmates, not to their teachers. They knew they'd be laughed at. But they also knew the truth.

And that truth was more real than anything found in textbooks or morning announcements.

That afternoon, as the bus rumbled to a stop in front of the old white farmhouse, Noah stepped down, changed into his work clothes, and headed back outside. The chores wouldn’t wait—but neither, perhaps, would the forest.
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Chapter Three: A Golden Guardian
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With his chores finished and the sun still lingering above the horizon, Noah pulled on his boots once more and slipped quietly out the back door.

Two hours until dinner, he thought. That’s enough time to try again.

He made his way along the familiar trail, the one that wove like a ribbon through the trees. He passed the log where he first met Tiberius, glanced around for any sign of the silver feather—but saw only green shadows and golden light.

That’s when a soft rustling came from the brush beside the path.

A golden Labrador stepped out into the clearing, tail wagging gently. His coat shimmered like sunlight through honey.

“Hi, Noah,” the dog said, his voice calm and clear.

Noah blinked, still adjusting to the strangeness of talking animals. “Hell-o,” he said, drawing out the word. “What’s your name?”

“My name is Cooper,” the dog replied, sitting politely. “And I’ve come to walk with you.”

“To... walk with me?” Noah tilted his head. “Why? What can you do?”

Cooper smiled, tongue lolling slightly. “A dog stands for many things: unconditional love, loyalty, devotion, and protection. I’m here for all those reasons, Noah. May I walk with you?”

Noah’s surprise softened into a grin. “Sure. I’d like that.”

Together, boy and dog ventured deeper into the woods, searching for the silver feather beneath rustling leaves and old stones. For an hour they wandered, Cooper sniffing at logs, Noah lifting moss and
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