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Maya skipped into the forest behind her house, her red boots

splashing through puddles. She wore her mustard-yellow

raincoat and carried a green canvas satchel full of treasures.

The air smelled of wet leaves and something sweet. She loved

adventures, but she never waited to hear the whole plan.

Today, she promised herself, she would listen better.
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Deep among the trees, a russet-orange fox with a white chest

and bright amber eyes sat on a mossy log. One ear was

notched, and a small acorn charm hung from a braided grass

cord around his neck. "Hello, little traveler," he said. Maya

gasped. A talking fox! "I know a secret," he added with a

playful flick of his bushy tail.
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"A spring has been forgotten," said the fox, whose name was

Rowan. "Its water once woke the forest in springtime. Now it

sleeps under leaves and stones. I speak only in riddles, but I

can guide you. Solve my clues, and you will find it." Maya

clapped her hands. "I love riddles!" she cried. "I'm very good

at guessing."
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Rowan's eyes twinkled. "Then listen closely," he said. "I have a

face and two hands, but no arms or legs. I tick and tock, yet I

never walk. What am I?" Maya shouted, "A clock!" without

thinking. "Follow the sound of ticking," Rowan said. She ran

off toward a tick-tock noise, but it was only a woodpecker

drumming on a tree.
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Maya hurried back, her cheeks flushed. "I guessed too fast,"

she admitted. Rowan nodded. "Riddles reward careful

listening. Try again. I have a bed but never sleep. I have a

mouth but never speak. What am I?" Maya opened her mouth

to guess, then stopped. She repeated the words slowly. "A

bed... a mouth..." She looked around and saw the river. "A

river!" she said.
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"Good," said Rowan. "Now follow the river upstream, but do

not rush. The next clue hides along its bank." Maya walked

beside the rushing water, watching and listening. She noticed

smooth stones, ferns uncurling, and a small blue butterfly. She

felt proud of herself for not guessing. The forest seemed to

whisper as she passed.

6



Soon Rowan appeared beside her. "You are learning," he said.

"Here is your next riddle: I am tall when I am young and short

when I am old. What am I?" Maya thought about her birthday

candles. "A candle!" she said, but then she frowned. "No, that's

not right for a forest." She looked at the trees and saw a tiny

sprout and a huge old stump. "It's a tree!"
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Rowan's tail wagged. "Yes! And look—the oldest tree in the

forest marks the next turn." They walked to a giant oak with

roots like sleeping dragons. "Now," said Rowan, "I have keys

but no locks, space but no room. You can enter, but you can't

go outside. What am I?" Maya tapped her chin. "A keyboard?"

she guessed. Rowan shook his head.
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Maya felt frustrated. "I keep getting it wrong!" she said.

Rowan sat beside her. "Do not guess. Listen to each word.

Keys... space... enter..." Maya closed her eyes. She imagined a

keyboard, but that wasn't in the forest. Then she thought of a

map. "A map has keys and space," she said slowly. "But enter?"

She opened her eyes. "A book! You can enter a story!"
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"Exactly," said Rowan. "And books are hidden in the hollow of

that oak." Inside, Maya found a small leather journal. Its pages

were blank. "The spring's story is written in water," Rowan

explained. "Now solve this: I am not alive, but I grow. I don't

have lungs, but I need air. I don't have a mouth, but water kills

me. What am I?"
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Maya remembered a campfire with her family. "Fire!" she said.

"Fire grows with air and water puts it out." Rowan nodded.

"Yes. And fire's old home is the chimney rock. Go there." Maya

walked to a tall rock shaped like a chimney. At its base, she

found a small stone basin, dry and cracked. "Is this the

spring?" she asked. "It's empty."
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"The spring is not here," said Rowan. "It is hidden under the

ferns where the stream begins. But first, one last riddle: I have

a heart that doesn't beat, a home but no door. I can be

cracked, but I can't be broken. What am I?" Maya thought of a

nut. "An acorn!" she said, looking at Rowan's charm. "Like the

one on your cord."
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Rowan's amber eyes shone. "Yes. And acorns fall where new

springs are born." He led her to a thick patch of ferns. "Now

listen." Maya stood still. She heard a tiny trickle, like a

whisper under the leaves. She pushed the ferns aside and saw

water bubbling up from the ground. "The spring!" she cried.

"We found it!"
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Clear water flowed over the stones, and the dry basin filled. As

the water spread, tiny green shoots pushed up through the

soil. Flowers opened, and the whole forest seemed to wake.

Birds sang, and the air smelled sweet again. "You did it," said

Rowan. "Not by guessing, but by listening." Maya smiled her

gap-toothed smile, proud and happy.
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Maya knelt and cupped her hands in the cool water. "Thank

you, Rowan," she said. "I learned that listening is the best way

to solve any problem." Rowan bowed his head. "And you

learned to be patient. That is a gift for life." He touched his

acorn charm. "The forest will remember you, Maya."
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Maya walked home through the blooming forest, her satchel

full of spring flowers. She knew she would return to visit

Rowan and the spring. But she also knew she would carry his

riddles in her heart. Whenever a problem seemed too hard,

she would stop, listen carefully, and think about each word.

And that, she discovered, was the best way to find any answer.
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