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Chapter 1: The Idea is Born
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The sun hung low in the sky, casting a warm golden glow over Sunflower Springs. A small town nestled between rolling hills and lush forests. The air was filled with the familiar scent of freshly cut grass and the distant sound of children’s laughter.

In the heart of this tranquil setting was the town’s central park, a place where the community gathered and where Lily, Max, and Emily spent countless hours enjoying the simple pleasures of small-town life.

Lily sat on a worn wooden bench beneath a sprawling oak tree, her dark hair cascading over her shoulders. She traced her fingers along the bench’s weathered surface, feeling the initials carved deep into the wood by decades of visitors. The golden light filtered through the leaves, casting dancing shadows on the ground. She had always loved this time of day, when the world seemed to slow down and bathe in a soft, amber glow. But today, something felt different—a thickness in the air that made her throat tight, that made swallowing difficult.

Her two best friends, Max and Emily, were seated beside her, their expressions mirroring her concern. Max, with his sandy hair and freckled face, stared at the ground, his usually bright eyes clouded with thought. His sneakers—worn from years of running through these very paths—scuffed absently at the dirt. Emily, her hair tied back in a neat ponytail, tapped her foot in that familiar rhythm, the rubber sole of her shoe making a steady thump against the packed earth. She’d done it since third grade whenever Mrs Henderson called on her in class.

The old oak tree above them creaked, though there was barely any wind. Lily glanced up, noticing for the first time how the trunk seemed to have a face in its bark—two knots like eyes, a split in the wood like a mouth. She’d sat here hundreds of times. Had that always been there?

“Did you see what happened earlier?” Lily’s voice broke the silence, pulling her gaze from the tree. She could still hear the echo of the little boy’s crying, still see the smirk on the older kid’s face.

Max looked up, his eyes looked troubled. He rubbed the back of his neck the way his father always did. “Yeah. That boy pushing the little kid off the swing? It was hard to miss. The kid couldn’t have been more than five years old. He hit the ground so hard.”

Emily nodded, picking at a loose thread on her sleeve until it came free in her fingers. “I can’t believe how mean he was. And no one did anything to stop it. Mrs Betterson just kept walking her dog like nothing had happened.”

Lily’s chest felt heavy, like someone had placed a stone there. She thought of her mother, who’d been twelve once too, sitting at this very park before life had gotten so complicated, before her mum’s parents’ divorce had split everything in two. Would her mom have known what to do? “It just feels wrong. Like... we should help, but I don’t know how.”

The three friends sat in silence. A crow cawed overhead, its shadow briefly darkening the ground at their feet. Behind them, the oak tree creaked again—three times in quick succession, like knuckles rapping on a door.

They had seen their share of playground squabbles and childish pranks over the years—the usual twelve-year-old drama of stolen lunches and whispered gossip—but lately the town seemed to change. There was a harshness in the air, a meanness that was new and unsettling.

Just last week, someone had spray-painted cruel words on the library wall—words Lily’s dad had made her look away from. Yesterday, she’d watched a group of eighth graders deliberately trip a girl with braces, her books scattering across the hallway while they laughed. Even Mr Chen’s corner store had its window smashed, the glass glittering on the sidewalk like scattered diamonds. Nobody knew who had done it. Or if they did, nobody was saying.

Her grandmother had mentioned it last Sunday at dinner, her voice dropping to a whisper: “The town’s losing its heart, Lily girl. Sometimes that happens to places, same as people. They forget how to be kind.” Grandma Rose had looked out the window then, toward the old forest, and added something strange: “The roots remember, though. They always remember.”

Max broke the silence, his voice barely above a whisper at first. “What if we did something? Not just about that kid today, but something bigger.” He sat up straighter, his words coming faster. “Something to make things better around here.”

Lily turned to him. A breeze picked up, carrying the scent of honeysuckle from Mrs Morrison’s yard and something else—something green and ancient, like wet moss and old wood. “What do you mean?”

Max hesitated, then continued, building momentum. “What if we started doing kind things for people? On purpose. Little things that could make a big difference.” He thought of his foster brother, Danny, who’d moved away to college last year. Danny always said the best way to fight darkness was to light a candle.

Emily’s eyes caught the fading sunlight, turning them almost gold. “Like a kindness club!” Her hands came together with a sharp clap. “We could do random acts of kindness for people all over town.”

Warmth bloomed in Lily’s chest, pushing outward like hot chocolate on a winter day. “I love that idea. We could be like... kindness crusaders. Going around town, spreading kindness wherever we go.” She imagined herself as a knight from the stories her grandmother used to read her before bed, before Grandma Rose’s memory started fading like old photographs in sunlight.

As soon as the words “kindness crusaders” left her mouth, something shifted. The air seemed to hum—not audibly, but in a way that made her teeth vibrate slightly. The oak tree’s leaves rustled all at once, though the breeze had died. Lily’s arms prickled with goosebumps.

“Did you feel that?” she asked. “Feel what?” Max had already pulled out his worn notebook—the one covered in skateboarding stickers—and was clicking his pen three times, his thinking ritual.

“Nothing. Never mind.” But Lily couldn’t shake the sensation that something had heard them, had responded to their declaration.

Max grinned, his earlier gloom lifting like morning fog. “Kindness Crusaders. Yeah! We could start small, maybe just with our friends and neighbours.” He counted on his fingers. “And then, who knows? Maybe it could grow into something bigger.”

Emily twisted her ponytail around her finger, her mind clearly racing. “We could help Mrs Smith with her garden. She’s always struggling to keep up with it since her husband passed away.” Emily remembered Mr Smith teaching them to whistle through grass blades two summers ago, his patient hands showing them how to position the blade just right. “Or we could organise a park cleanup day. There’s so much trash around here that no one seems to care about.” Empty soda cans glinted from beneath the bushes, candy wrappers tangled in the fence.

Lily’s words tumbled out faster. “We could do all that and more. And we don’t have to do it alone. We could get other kids involved as well. Make it a genuine community effort.” She pictured Sarah from art class, who was always drawing hearts in her notebook margins. And David, who’d shared his lunch with the new kid last month without anyone asking.

Max leaned back against the bench, and the wood creaked beneath his shifting weight. “Kindness Crusaders. I like the sound of that.”

The friends spent the next hour planning their first mission, their voices growing animated as dusk deepened around them. Fireflies began to emerge, blinking their Morse code messages in the gathering darkness. But Lily noticed something odd—they seemed to cluster around the oak tree, more than anywhere else, like tiny stars orbiting a planet.

They decided to start by helping Mrs Smith, the elderly woman who lived two doors down from Lily. Mrs Smith had always been kind to them, offering warm chocolate chip cookies—the kind with extra chips—and cold lemonade that made their lips pucker whenever they passed by her house. The cookies always tasted of cinnamon and butter, melting on their tongues. Lately, she had been spending more time indoors, and her once-beautiful garden, which used to burst with roses the colour of sunset, was wilting from neglect.

“We could go over there tomorrow after school,” Emily suggested, already making a mental list. “Bring some gardening tools and offer to help. I’m sure she’d appreciate it.”

Lily nodded, the warmth in her chest growing, pushing away the earlier heaviness. “Let’s do it.”

As they stood to leave, Lily glanced back at the oak tree. In the dimming light, she could swear those knots in the bark—those eye-like formations—were watching them. She blinked, and they were just knots again. Must be tired.

But as they walked away, Max said quietly, “My dad told me once that the Oak tree’s been there since before the town was founded. Says the first settlers built around it on purpose. Called it something... the Guardian Tree? No, the Keeper’s Oak. Something like that.”

“That’s just a legend,” Emily said, but her voice wavered. “Probably,” Max agreed. Yet they all looked back one more time.

––––––––
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At Lily’s house the next day after school, the trio assembled, equipped with gardening gloves that smelled like rubber and dirt, metal trowels that clinked together in the cloth bag, and packets of flower seeds—zinnias, marigolds, and petunias. The sky was clear, a perfect blue like the crayon colour Emily always looked for the sky in her drawings. The air was fresh with the scent of blooming flowers as they made their way to Mrs Smith’s house, their sneakers crunching on the gravel path.

The old woman was sitting on her porch, a cup of tea in her hands—Lily could see the steam rising in delicate spirals—when she saw them approaching. Her face, mapped with wrinkles like the dried creek beds behind the school, softened with surprise.

“Well, hello there, kids!” she called out, her voice warm despite its quaver. “What brings you by today?”

Lily’s heart hammered against her ribs as it had before every oral presentation. She stepped forward, forcing the words out. “Hi, Mrs Smith. We noticed your garden could use a little help, and we thought we’d come by and see if you’d like some company.”

Mrs Smith’s eyes—the same pale blue as faded denim—softened, and she smiled, though a shadow never quite left her expression. “That’s very kind of you.” Her voice caught. “I’ve been meaning to get out there, but it’s been hard lately. These old knees don’t bend like they used to. I would love the help.”

Max and Emily set to work immediately, pulling weeds that came up with satisfying ripping sounds, their roots trailing dirt. They turned the soil, which released an earthy smell that reminded Lily of rain. The dirt was cool and slightly damp beneath their gloved fingers. Emily discovered a fat earthworm, pink and wriggling, and showed it to Max, who pretended to be grossed out even though they’d both handled plenty of worms while fishing at the lake.

Lily chatted with Mrs Smith, who sat on a small wooden stool near the garden, her hands wrapped around her teacup for warmth despite the mild weather. As they worked, the elderly woman shared stories from her youth, her voice growing more animated as she reminisced about the days when her garden had been the pride of the neighbourhood. She spoke of victory gardens during the war, of the first tomato she’d ever grown—"Big as my fist and red as a fire truck," she said, her eyes distant with memory.

“You know,” Mrs Smith said, watching as Emily planted a row of marigolds, carefully spacing each one exactly four inches apart like the packet instructed, “my husband and I used to spend hours out here.” She paused, her fingers trembling slightly as she set down her teacup with a soft clink. “He loved those flowers, said they were like little suns shining in the garden. Called them his ‘summer stars.” Her voice grew thick. “It’s been hard without him. Two years next month.”

A sharp pang went through Lily’s chest. She thought of her own grandfather, who’d died when she was eight, how his absence still felt like a missing puzzle piece. “We can come by more often if you’d like. Keep the garden going for both of you.”

Mrs Smith reached out and patted Lily’s hand, her skin paper-thin and spotted with age, but her grip surprisingly strong. “That would mean the world to me, dear. Thank you.” Her eyes glistened with tears she didn’t quite shed. Then she added, more quietly, “You know, Harold used to say the strangest things about kindness. He said it was like planting seeds in sacred ground—that the old earth remembers every good deed and makes them grow in ways you can’t imagine.”

Lily felt that same strange humming sensation from yesterday, starting at the base of her skull and travelling down her spine. She glanced at the soil beneath her fingers and thought she saw something—a faint shimmer, like heat waves on pavement, but green and alive. She blinked, and it was gone.

By the time they finished, the garden looked transformed—tidy and ready to bloom once more. The turned soil formed neat rows, the new plants stood at attention like small soldiers, and the cleared pathways revealed paving stones Mrs Smith said her husband had laid himself, each one chosen for its unique colour. Mrs Smith insisted on giving them each a small bag of cookies—oatmeal raisin this time, still warm from the oven, the raisins plump and sweet—as a thank-you, though they assured her that her smile was reward enough.

As they walked back to Lily’s house, munching on the cookies that left crumbs on their shirts, Emily turned to the others. A spot of dirt smudged her cheek, and her ponytail had come half loose. “That felt amazing! We really made a difference today.”

The words made Lily’s chest feel full, almost too full, like a balloon stretched to capacity. Max nodded, tossing a pebble that skipped twice before disappearing into the grass. His freckles were more pronounced in the afternoon sun. “And it’s just the beginning. Imagine what we could do if we keep this up.”

Lily’s smile felt different—deeper somehow, rooted in something more than just happiness. “Kindness Crusaders. I think we’re onto something big.”

Their journey had just begun. Little did they know that this minor act of kindness would be the first of many, each one rippling out to touch the lives of those around them in ways they never could have imagined. The Kindness Crusaders were ready to take on the world, one good deed at a time.

As they reached Lily’s front yard, something caught Emily’s eye—a flash of cream-colored paper that didn’t belong. “Hey, what’s that?” she asked, pointing toward the porch with a dirt-stained finger.

Lily squinted and noticed a small, brightly coloured envelope tucked under the doormat—the one with the faded sunflower pattern her mother had bought years ago. But something was wrong with it. The envelope seemed to glow faintly, as if lit from within, and the surrounding air wavered like heat shimmer. “I didn’t see it there earlier.”

The hair on the back of Lily’s neck stood up. Her mouth went dry.

Lily hurried up the three wooden steps, which creaked under her weight, and grabbed the envelope. The moment her fingers touched it, a sensation rushed through her—warm and cool at once, like diving into a lake on a hot day. The paper felt alive somehow, thrumming with a pulse that matched her own heartbeat.

The envelope was addressed simply: “To the Three Who Would Be Crusaders” in neat, swirling handwriting—the kind done with a fountain pen, with elegant loops and flourishes that seemed almost too perfect, too deliberate. The ink shimmered green and gold in the fading light, colours that didn’t quite exist in the normal spectrum. Her friends gathered close, their breathing shallow. She could feel Max trembling slightly beside her.

With fingers that shook, Lily opened it. Inside was a letter written on thick, cream-colored paper that smelled of oak leaves and something else—something ancient and forest-deep that made her think of Grandma Rose’s stories about the old woods, about things that lived in the spaces between tree roots. The elegant handwriting continued:

“To the three who would be crusaders,

I have watched your circle beneath my branches. I have felt your words root themselves in sacred ground. You have declared yourselves for a purpose, and the earth has heard you. What you have named yourselves, I now confirm: you are the Kindness Crusaders, bound by oath spoken under my boughs.

You have brought light to a withering soil. But there is a greater challenge awaiting you, one that requires courage, compassion, and unwavering friendship. The town’s heart grows cold, and the roots that remember kindness grow weak. If you are willing to tend what has been neglected, meet me at the old oak—you know the one—by the lake at sunset tomorrow.

Bring only your hearts and your willingness to help, for the path ahead will not be easy. But know this: you will not walk it alone. The ancient ways are waking, and they have chosen you.

I remain, as I have for three centuries, the Keeper of the Oak”

The silence that followed felt thick enough to swim through. Lily’s pulse throbbed in her temples. Emily’s hand found hers, squeezing tight enough to hurt. Max’s face had gone pale beneath his freckles.

“That’s... that’s the tree we were sitting under yesterday,” Emily whispered, her voice barely audible. Her hand was cold and clammy. “The one in the park. The one with the face in the bark.”

“Three centuries?” Max’s voice cracked. He cleared his throat. “That’s... that’s not possible.”

But Lily was remembering: the humming in the air when she’d first said, “Kindness Crusaders,” the fireflies clustering around the tree, Mrs Smith’s words about sacred ground, the shimmer in the soil. Her grandmother’s warning: The town’s losing its heart. The roots remember, though. They always remember.

“What if Grandma Rose wasn’t just talking?” Lily said slowly. Her chest felt tight, her breathing shallow. “What if she meant it literally? What if something in this town—something old—is dying?”

The letter in her hands began to fade as they watched, the ink dissolving like morning mist, the paper itself becoming translucent. Within seconds, they held only empty air. Lily’s fingers tingled where the paper had been, a pins-and-needles sensation that travelled up her arms.

“Did that just—” Emily couldn’t finish. “Yeah,” Max breathed. His eyes were wide, pupils dilated. “It did.”

They stood frozen on the porch, the normal sounds of the neighbourhood—a dog barking, a car passing, someone’s television through an open window—suddenly seeming impossibly distant, as if they’d stepped sideways into a different version of Sunflower Springs.

Lily’s throat felt raw. Her hands wouldn’t stop trembling. “We must go. Tomorrow. To the lake.”

“That’s crazy,” Emily said, but she didn’t let go of Lily’s hand. “Trees don’t... they don’t send letters. They don’t watch people or confirm names or have keepers who’ve been around for three hundred years.”

“No,” Lily agreed. Her voice sounded strange in her own ears. “They don’t. But what if this one does?”

Max pulled out his notebook with shaking hands, then put it away again, as if realising that there was no way to plan for this, no checklist that could prepare them. “After today, I think we’re ready for anything,” he said, but his voice lacked conviction. He tried for a smile and almost managed it.

The three friends looked at each other, really looked, and Lily saw her own fear reflected in their faces. But she saw something else too—the same determination that had driven them to Mrs Smith’s Garden, the same spark that had made them want to fight the meanness creeping through their town.

“We face it together?” Lily asked, her voice steady despite the electricity still coursing through her fingertips.

“Together,” Emily and Max said in unison.

As they parted ways that evening—Max heading left toward Maple Street, Emily turning right toward Cherry Lane, Lily climbing her own front steps—none of them looked back. They were afraid of what they might see watching from the shadows. The Kindness Crusaders were about to embark on a journey that would test their friendship, their resolve, and their very understanding of what it meant to be kind—and what ancient powers might depend on that kindness to survive.

That night, in three different houses across Sunflower Springs, three twelve-year-olds lay awake in their beds, staring at their ceilings, thinking of mysterious keepers and old oak trees, of gardens that shimmered with impossible green light, of letters that dissolved in their hands like morning mist. Outside their windows, the same stars watched. And in the park, beneath the sprawling branches of an ancient oak—the one with knots like eyes and a split like a mouth—something old and watchful waited for sunset tomorrow, patient as only trees can be, its roots reaching deep into the sacred ground where every kind deed had ever been planted, drawing strength from what these three children had begun to grow.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2: The First Mission
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Morning sunlight poured through Lily’s bedroom window, so bright she could see dust particles dancing in the air. She bounced down the stairs two at a time, nearly colliding with Max at the front door.
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