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Once upon a time, there was a vast and ancient forest. The trees in Greenhelm forest grew tall and proud, untouched by the local woodsmen. They would only cut down the smaller trees on the outskirts of the forest, fearful of traversing too far into the dark woods in case something happened to them. The local villagers would hunt and gather resources with extreme caution, keeping a sharp eye out for any potential threats. 

Nobody dared venture too far into the deep woods, as they feared the monsters that lurked within. Often times, the local villagers would hear piercing screams, and they would speak in hushed tones about the unusual mythical creatures that would roam in the woods – especially late at night. They would share stories about the creatures they claimed to have witnessed – winged monsters, some with sharp talons, and horns. There were whispered tales of shapeshifters, talking animals, mimics, and giant creatures that could camouflage as gnarled tree trunks. 

Everybody knew to err on the side of caution when it came to Greenhelm forest, because it wasn’t just the monsters that kept the locals on edge. Occasionally, villagers would venture too far into the woods, and they would quietly disappear – never to be seen again. And there had been tales about lost travelers – curiosity would get the best of them, as they ventured too far into Greenhelm forest. The woods held a certain amount of mystique, and everyone in the country had heard the stories about the mysterious woods. Tourists would flock to the area, eager to see the strange creatures with their own eyes – and this would often lead to their own detriment. 

Ten-year-old Dodie Whitaker lived in the village with her parents, and younger brother. All her life, she had always been curious about the woods – and the vast world beyond her tiny village. Late at night, as she sat around the fire with her family, Dodie would sleepily listen to the stories of the enchanted woods, whispered stories about the monsters, and the people who went missing. It was all so mysterious and peculiar, and her imagination would run wild. 

Dodie desperately wanted to run off into the woods, and see these monsters for herself. However, her parents had made Dodie and her brother swear that she would never step foot past the outskirts. It was clearly marked off, with signs warning people not to venture too far out. She knew the rules, and she followed them for her own safety. But oh, how she yearned to walk out into the woods. 

One crisp autumn morning, Dodie woke up with a slight fever. Her cheeks were warm, and pink, and she felt terrible. As soon as Dodie’s mother realized that her daughter was sick, she insisted that Dodie needed to stay home from school and rest until she felt better. 

Both of her parents worked in the village, and so after they left for work, and her brother walked to school, Dodie had the house to herself. At first, she lay in bed, and tried to get some sleep. Dodie’s mother had instructed her to get as much sleep as she could. But when she was feeling up for it, Dodie would need to drink some bone broth throughout the day, and have some tea. This would help her feel better until her fever broke. 

When Dodie woke up at lunchtime, she sat down at the table, and drank a generous amount of bone broth. And she did start to feel better. Once she was done, Dodie started to wander through the house, trying to find something to do. She was bored, and wanted to find something to distract herself from her high fever. 

She poked around in her parents’ things, looking at all their books, and small trinkets. Her father loved to carve small wooden animals, filling the bookshelf with little carved deer, and rabbits, and the occasional sparrow. And her mother loved knitting. She had a great deal of brightly coloured balls of yarn, and knitting needles of various sizes. 

Eventually, Dodie found herself exploring the attic. This was where her parents kept a lot of really interesting things – mostly her grandmother’s belongings, and family heirlooms collected over the years. There were all sorts of old pieces of furniture, and a few trunks of family photos, and dresses. Grandma’s old birdcage was hanging from a hook, from when she’d had a few pet finches. And Great-aunt Janie’s childhood dollhouse was in the corner of the attic – which was Dodie’s favourite family heirloom. It was filled with tiny porcelain dolls, and miniscule furniture. 

But today, Dodie didn’t want to play with the dollhouse. She wanted to explore the contents of her grandmother’s large dust-covered steamer trunks. She loved pulling out the contents, studying the old photos, and documents. She liked spreading everything out, and looking at everything. This was her family history. 

Dodie pulled open one of the trunks, and peered inside. For the next hour, she stared down at the old documents. When she finally made her way to the bottom of the trunk, Dodie saw that there was a slim document tucked away in the side pocket of the trunk. She carefully unfolded it, and stared down at it. 

To her surprise and delight, it was a tattered old map. Dodie’s attention was immediately piqued. The map was very old, and the paper was torn in a few places. Dodie had explored the old trunk quite a few times over the years, but this was the first time that she’d ever seen this map. She thought that it was one of the coolest things she had ever discovered amongst her grandmother’s things. 

Dodie smiled, taking in the small intricate drawings of marvelous creatures drawn in the margins. There were smudged notes scrawled beside the drawings, though the ink was too smudged to properly read them. As Dodie studied the map, she realized that her village was in the bottom right-hand corner – and the rest of it was the Greenhelm forest. A few of the narrow pathways were marked off with bright red X’s, marking them as dangerous. But as she traced her finger along the faded map, Dodie couldn’t stop grinning. In the very center of the map, there was a purple heart marked off. She read the words out loud, muttering them under her breath. ‘The Heart of Greenhelm Forest.’ 

Dodie’s heart raced with excitement. In all the stories about the local woods, nobody had ever mentioned this secret map, or the heart. But she knew that it must be something incredibly important. Otherwise, her grandmother would never have hidden this map away, tucking it secretively in the old chest. She wished that her grandma was still alive, so that she could talk to her about it. But the old woman had died when Dodie was very young. 

While she sat there, staring down at the map, Dodie heard someone come into the house. And then, she heard her mother call out for her. Oh, no! Her mother was already home from work! Dodie scrambled to fold up the map, until it was a tiny square again. She quickly started to shove all the photos and documents back into the chest, slamming down the lid. 

“Dodie?” Mom called out. “Where are you?” 

“I’m in the attic!” Dodie called out. 

She could hear her mother approach. With just a small amount of time left before her mom came up to the attic to check up on her, Dodie went and hid the old map inside the dollhouse. It was the perfect hiding place, because nobody else in the household liked to play with the dollhouse. It would be safe there, until she could come back for it. 

It took Dodie about a week, before she was able to go back up to the attic. The map was just about the only thing that could think about. She was drawn to it, and its secrets, and Dodie wanted to follow the path all the way to the center of the Greenhelm forest – and bring back the heart of the forest. Every time she thought about venturing out into the woods, into the unknown. It was her secret – something that she kept even from her little brother. And definitely a secret that she kept from her parents, because she knew that they would immediately confiscate it from her. And she didn’t want that to happen. 
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Dodie decided that she would need to be extremely secretive about her plans to explore the deep and dangerous Greenhelm woods. She had heard the stories, knew about people disappearing over the years. Clearly, it would be a potentially dangerous mission. But she had an intense curiosity about the woods, and the heart that was shown on the map – one that wouldn’t just go away on its own. Dodie knew that she needed to do this. 

One of the first things that she did, was make her own copy of the map. The original map was quite old and fragile, and she was worried that it would become damaged. So, she painstakingly copied it onto a large piece of paper, drawing as many details as she could with her colored pencils. 

Dodie thought long and hard about when she was going to sneak into the woods. During the weekdays, she had to walk with her brother to and from school.  And on Sundays, her family would go to church. Afterwards, they would pick apples in the nearby orchard, and they’d do some baking together. So, Dodie realized that the only day she could sneak off into the forest, was on Saturday. On Saturday mornings, Dodie would normally walk over to her choir director’s house, for choir practice. It wasn’t too far from the woods. Dodie knew that she could easily sneak into the woods, and follow the path to the center of the forest. 

Dodie got
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