
FAIRY TANGLE
by
Martyn X Brown



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      FAIRY TANGLE

    

    
      First edition. May 20, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Martyn X Brown.

    

    
    
      Written by Martyn X Brown.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Fairy Tangle (The Face of the World, #14)

~ 1 ~ | So Must All Passing Life Unfold

~ 2 ~ | In Search Of Chocolate Joy

~ 3 ~ | Dark And Fearsome Greenery

~ 4 ~ | Exotic Wonders Of The Flowery Tribe

~ 5 ~ | Perfecting Of Young Minds

~ 6 ~ | A Slight Frisson Of Megalomania

~ 7 ~ | Everything Had Certainly Gone Awry

~ 8 ~ | And So The Flower Died

~ 9 ~ | The Rawness Of A Flayed Soul

~ 10 ~ | An Inevitable Force For Good

~ 11 ~ | Applied Crunchy Numbers

~ 12 ~ | Empty Spaces Of Innocence

~ 13 ~ | A Programme Of Extermination

~ 14 ~ | Taking From The Future

~ 15 ~ | A Timeless Moment Full Of Memories

~ 16 ~ | With Such Casual Insouciance

~ 17 ~ | An Aerial Plague Of Beauty

~ 18 ~ | Forty Shades Of Green

~ 19 ~ | A Continual Ecstasy Of Discovery

~ 20 ~ | Hunger Is Not Intelligence

~ 21 ~ | A Detached Piece Of Night

~ 22 ~ | They Are Forgiving Creatures

~ 23 ~ | Like Cobwebs Held Together By Dust

~ 24 ~ | Woven By Fairy Magic

~ 25 ~ | Like Leaves In A Whirlwind

~ 26 ~ | A Handful When Unleashed

~ 27 ~ | Whispering In The Sunlight

~ 28 ~ | A Mournful Keening Noise

~ 29 ~ | Searching For Far Horizons

~ 30 ~ | Past And Forgotten Things

~ 31 ~ | The Soul Of A Troubled Man

~ 32 ~ | The End Of All Happy Thoughts

~ 33 ~ | Watching Life Being Born

~ 34 ~ | The Instrumentality Of Fairy Assassins

~ 35 ~ | Waiting To Say Goodbye

“...where eternal
beauty is the presiding
spirit and gentleness
the master plan”

License Notes:

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your favourite ebook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

~ 1 ~
So Must All Passing Life Unfold
[image: ]


——
[image: ]


THE TOWERING WALL of light and energy rumbled and muttered with a seeming fit of the belly aches. To affirm this impression three shapes darkened the plasmic ripplings, solidifying into curiously dressed men who were then spat out as indigestible. 

They dusted off their fluttering robes a moment to allay tongues of fire which still enveloped them. One had to snatch his pointed hat from a snaky coil of purple lightning that tossed it about mischievously and another to retrieve a dropped staff made of some wood no tree ever birthed. The third looked mirthfully at his two companions and thrust his beard out contemptuously at such bumblings. 

“Are we quite settled?” he asked in superior tones that rose above the nearby thunder while polishing his own staff complacently with a silky sleeve. The action seemed to add a varnish of smugness to the knotty wood. 

“Bloody storm barrier,” the shortest of the three said. “Bit gippy this time of year, what with the moon being so far off minding its own business.” 

“Well,” the superior one replied disdainfully from beneath the tallest and pointiest of the three hats on display, “we can’t always time the future to match our past fixings, can we, eh Tinker Bobbin?” 

“No we flaming can’t, Tinker Jinket,” came the sour reply. Bobbin glared over his shoulder at the lethal glitter of electrical discharges mere feet from his smouldering hat and waved his staff at the menace. The gesture had the desired effect, reddish sparks shooting from its rounded tip to smother the purple light and push back the energy wall a little with a satisfying roar of protest. 

Meanwhile the third Tinker had moved away from the storm barrier across the dry scorched earth towards rising ground, his staff now firmly gripped in a sure hand. He paused after this short hobble and pale blue eyes surveyed distant rolling hills that only five miles away from the devastating barrier already showed hints of the luxuriance that covered much of the land. 

“I am so glad to be back in Greenvale,” he observed with a satisfied chuckle. The other two figures joined him on the ridge where dry grass had somehow managed to survive random stabs of electric force. 

“Ah yes,” Tinker Jinket sighed. “A land of flowers and trees and more flowers and, let me think, that’s it, more trees.” 

“Jolly farmers and their jollier wives too, and turnips, barley and fruit, plus some very nice frothy ale if I remember correctly from last time I was here,” Tinker Bobbin added, licking his lips between words and memories. Many things in Greenvale tended to remain the same even after thirty years. Yet a change had come to this land, a subtle, ominous change that not even cunning spores, vanity dressed up in petals and that other display of extravagance he preferred to ignore, had somehow failed to prevent regardless of their best Tinkering efforts over the past century. Tinker Dozen inevitably reminded him, prefacing his words with another chuckle. 

“Fairies,” he simply said. “Let’s not forget the fairies.” Standing either side of him, his two fellow Tinkers gave the distant horizon a weary look. 

“Harrumph! Yes well, we know who to blame for that little business,” Jinket eventually spluttered, turning a stern eye upon his colleague. “Bit of a romantic, eh? Never ends well, that sort of thing. Onward!” 

“Not yet,” gasped Tinker Bobbin, his rotund form quivering with distress. “We gotta do the thing first, you know, the Tinker Pledge. It’s tradition, start of every pilgrimage.” 

“You certainly know how to put the grim into pilgrimage,” Jinket replied, rolling watery eyes this way and that. Six hundred miles of dewy fields, meandering tracks and mouldy woods were ahead of them, and they had to recite the bloody pledge first. Always made his teeth rattle it did. “Oh well, let’s do it then.” 

They faced one another in a circle and pressed their left hands together while planting their staffs firmly upon the ground, thus tying themselves to the soil and to each other in an unbreakable bond, or so The Affinity Guide to Tinker Oaths, Pledges and Power Posing insisted. “We are Tinkers,” they recited in unison, “and we fix things!” 

A silent flash and billowing clouds enveloped the clustered figures, hiding them from view and it was as if the world stood still a moment. Then a small, still voice seeped through the residual fog of potency. 

“Except the outcome of armchair races.” 

“Never did,” another voice denied with a quiet chuckle in the concealing mistiness. 

“Well someone must have,” came a sullen rejoinder. “Lost three grub screws and a wing nut on a sure thing last Conclave, I did.” 

“May I remind you that gambling is against the Tinker Code,” a somewhat superior admonishment helped the vapour disperse. 

“Ain’t that what we’re about to do here in Greenvale?” 

“There’s a risk certainly.” 

“But the odds are still in our favour.” 

There was a bout of coughing that cleared away the last of the vapour and fleeting glances passed between the three bearded individuals, each searching for sincerity in the gaze of the other. Then the circle was broken with a spark of latent energy. 

“Onward!” Tinker Jinket commanded without further comment and the three began toiling up a rise and over the other side, ignoring a renewed crackling of primordial power behind them. It blasted a shrub that had strayed too close to the storm barrier, leaving a carbonised skeleton where once life had flourished as a reminder that some parts of Greenvale were not so green and pleasant. 
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IT IS A WELL-ESTABLISHED fact that all roads lead, eventually, to road-works. However, before then many a curious destination might be reached, misleading detours negotiated, mysterious bifurcations challenged and crossroads resolved that might otherwise result in cross words. 

The three Tinkers bustling along the one true path in silence soon found their progress halted by a need to make choices. Three tracks within a shallow valley spread before them as if tempting a division. Tinker Jinket stepped forward and flourished his sinister staff at the scattering of the ways. A flock of birds in nearby woods suddenly took flight, as if trained up to dramatic effect, and remembered just in time to veer away from the deadly storm barrier beyond the hill. 

“So must all passing life unfold,” Jinket intoned impressively, taking in the rich surroundings with a sweep of his robe. “A wrong step could be fatal, a poor choice irredeemable. What say you brother Tinkers? Our choices lie before us in this most significant of pilgrimages to the Monoreen Shrine.” He gathered himself up to his full towering height and glared down at his companions. “Left, right or middle?” he coughed. 

“The most picturesque,” Tinker Dozen sighed. 

“The most rewarding,” Jinket suggested. 

“The shortest. I’m nursing a bunion,” Bobbin added a dash of sympathy to a spoonful of practicality. 

“We are at odds this time it seems,” Jinket declared after favouring his companions with a withering look. “Is our fellowship to sunder so soon?” 

“Well, as I recall,” Bobbin opined with devastating honesty, devastating for it was perhaps a rarity, “it’s not as if you’re particularly good company on a long journey. When we volunteered in the Tinker Conclave in Affinity by a sort of random surprise selection I was hoping Sister Tinker Merryhop might have come along for a change. Among her more appealing qualities were a good set of stories and a distinct lack of a beard. She could knit the softest of socks too, double-layered in the right places.” 

“Well,” Jinket mimicked, “Sister Tinker Merryhop got Arbornica and its moon spiders. Lots of feet there for her to knit cushioned socks for.” He turned to Tinker Dozen for humorous support and discovered the man was gone. He had once again drifted on ahead as if pauses were for lesser folk. There seemed more than a hint of vagrancy in his ancestry Jinket mused and squinted after him, noting his chosen path. 

“Ah,” he said, tapping his staff to a thrust-out lip and frowning. “He’s chosen that path has he?” 

“It’s the right path,” Bobbin whined. “That’s wrong surely?” 

“What might be wrong for one may turn out right for another.” 

“No, you bearded pillock. He’s going right. That way eventually leads down south right into the central highlands, Wild Baron territory. And, you know, where we had to do stuff because of that um, personage messing with everything.” 

“Right. A hundred years ago that was, yet seems like only yesterday,” Jinket reminisced. He was not one for misty-eyed remembrances but there was a certain vagueness drifting behind his eyes at that moment and Bobbin shook his head. 

“I recall freckles and frizzy hair in abundance. Made me think of spores, it did. Clever, that, I thought,” he added smugly. 

“Spores, ugh,” and the taller Tinker shook himself back to the present. He looked after the now departed Tinker Dozen. “It is said a Tinker always returns to the scene of his meddlings,” he felt obliged to observe, wishing there was someone sensible enough within hearing to record his words and add them to the worthy list of Tinker Proverbs. Alas there was but a short fat man with a bunion and a pointy hat. So passeth many a pithy saying for want of an appreciative audience. 

“The best path is the middle one,” Bobbin declared with voluble certainty, unaware of unspoken criticism. “It’s shorter, has a higher percentage of taverns per hundred miles, and avoids the central highlands, and all that stuff. Says so right here in this brochure.” The Tinker waved a colourful sheet he had produced from a pocket in his robe. 

“Give me that,” and Tinker Jinket snatched the glossy leaflet, folded it quickly into some semblance of aerodynamic principle and launched it back the way they had come with impressive vigour. He watched in satisfaction as it looped once before a breeze caught it, one of those frequent strong gusts that were sucked towards the storm barriers by superheated thermals. There was a flash, a faint rumble and it was gone. 

“That was my favourite copy,” Bobbin complained. “Given me by Sister Tinker Merryhop herself it was. Lightly perfumed too.” 

Ignoring this observation, Jinket pointed his slightly twisted staff towards the middle road with its pleasant borders of grassy verdure. 

“If that is indeed your chosen path then begin your journey. We shall meet at Mount Monor by and bye and resolve matters as agreed in Tinker Conclave,” he intoned. 

“You’re not coming with me?” 

“Do I wish my ears to be regaled with bunion plaints and ale-inspired tales about soft socks and pressed linen over the next six hundred miles? No. I have chosen the only path left.” 

“The left path?” 

“Precisely. It has a nice bridge over Plashy River. Crossing it is always full of suspense, especially in a strong wind. Sharpens the mind.” 

“My brochure, you know, the one recently vaporised, I think mentioned something about a town called Festoonery lying somewhere on that road. A happening place. Flashing lights, loud music, dancing even, you know, at least an hour after dark. And tractor races every Rest Day’s Eve.” 

“Really?” came an attempt at poorly concealed curiosity. “Rather bustling place, bit noisy to my mind. Hmn... Well we can’t dawdle here forever. The Monoreen Shrine awaits. Look, Tinker Dozen has already disappeared around that bushy outcrop, on his way down south into the dark wilds of the central highlands. Busy chap that Tinker. Chuckles to himself a lot too.” 

“Where all that stuff happened he’s likely to chuckle his head right off. Primitive societies always have long memories. Might not see him again,” Bobbin enthused. “Ah well, bit parched, best be off indeed. Coming?” 

“Tinker Dozen chose right,” the other man mused. “You my short and rotund friend always favour the middle way in all matters, and that,” indicating the remaining road, “is all that is left for me.” 

Without wanting to strain directional puns any further, Tinker Jinket tipped his hat to his remaining colleague and began sauntering along the route which took him slightly north where cooler winds, swinging times and tractor races awaited. Bobbin watched him until he was out of sight beyond a hump in the road and then he did a little jig. 

He pulled out what looked suspiciously like a duplicate of the recently downed brochure, sniffed it and scanned it intently, lining up a schematic with the reality before him. He noted with a gurgle of satisfaction the nearest ale-filled tavern was but a thirty mile jaunt through picturesque gorges and down a pleasant slope to where a tributary of the Plashy River tinkled musically with the detritus of good cheer. Bunions forgotten, his sandals scuffed up an impressive cloud of dust and the occasional sun-bathing butterfly as he marched forth on a big adventure, the saving of a world no less. 

Greenvale was indeed the most pleasant of lands, well worth saving, but Tinker Bobbin reckoned he could indulge in the frothiness of good ale at least a half dozen times before then.
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FESTOONERY. 

A curious name for a town. Sophister Plase considered it a moment as she bounced along in the ten-seater bus buggy going north. 

To her it always sounded a little like buffoonery: nonsensical vegetation, going a little crazy with plants. Yet she knew from past visits to the town there was a little too much sane orderliness for her liking. Being one of the oldest settlements in Greenvale the pressure of tradition to organise and arrange nature was too strong even for the free spirit of this land of luxuriant growth. Something must give, eventually. 

Festoonery was a garden in conflict with trackless wilds, neatly coloured patterns under siege by vibrant waves of glossy greenery. Being the capital of the land it was also the place where the Academy of Wisdom had arisen. Someone decided the need for such a repository of knowledge was less than the need for reusable orange peel, so it was located in a busy corner of Greenvale where it could be passed by often and completely. 

It was a three hundred mile trip up north from the central highlands, a wild place that enraptured her soul, but it had become an essential journey to this more developed district of her homeland. Things were awry that needed sorting at the highest level. Being a sophister meant challenging authority at every opportunity. And dressing loudly. 

She did not begrudge the bumpy ride in the back of the buggy for that was the way of things here. The sophister knew in other lands across the storm barriers, one might flit through the air in flyers and arrive in minutes, not hours, but the barons of Greenvale eyed aerial intrusions above their demesnes as something unwanted. Hopping over a district like that deprived them of tolls and freight tariffs for goods, so it wasn’t just old-fashioned stubbornness that pushed back against technology, it was greedonomics. That and the Greenvale spirit of generally taking things a little easier. 

It had been a bumpy ride indeed and the sophister was glad to part company with the bouncy vehicle some miles from the outskirts of town, bidding farewell to her fellow travellers that included a placid pig and an oddly-shaped bale of hay that appeared unaccompanied, though it did rustle occasionally, suggesting otherwise. She had a good pair of shoes and enjoyed walking. Well past her seventieth year her strides were purposeful and unsupported by a walking staff so beloved by other amblers, waddlers and the occasional Tinker on a pilgrimage.

––––––––
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ON THE OUTSKIRTS OF the town was a certain cake shop run by Widow Wisk, the best maker of exotic confections this side of the Plashy River, and probably the other side too if anyone could be bothered to sample such wares in distant rival cake shops and make comparisons. 

It was Rest Day’s Eve, and on such a festive day rumour had it the widow was known to hide a magically divine chocolate chip in her afternoon’s batch of Melty Sponge Surprise. It was late afternoon, and so that meant tea. 

“Well met, praiseworthy Madam Wisk,” the sophister said as she tapped dust off her well-trodden sandals against the door post at the shop’s entrance. 

“What! Is it that time again?” the elderly lady said, squinting at the imposing figure in the doorway whose billowing robes scattered rainbows of colour off the glass panelling in the spotlessly clean and otherwise empty shop. Somewhere a cat yowled. 

“Indeed it is, Widow,” Plase responded happily, noting they were alone. “My latest reports are complete and I just need to deliver copies to the Academy of Wisdom before presenting them officially.” 

“Gravel paths too gravelly? Unwarranted tree rustling? Or some other important wrong needing to be righted,” Widow Wisk said jauntily, her spare frame dodging in and out of table settings as she prepared the tea things. The sophister settled herself in a window seat where she could watch the world remain perfectly still and smiled, her splendid greeny-blue eyes sparkling. 

“You know me, Widow. A sophister is nothing without a cause to champion.” Then her demeanour relaxed into seriousness. “Something odd in the Towers of Moirat needed looking into. Made a few notes, as is my wont, and shall present them next week at the High Council, once I got the spellings sorted.” 

“Mind if I join you?” 

“At the High Council?” 

Widow Wisk laughed. 

“Oh you! What would I be doing in such a place where all them high-falootin’ bigwigs of the Guilty and Baronic Accordions yammer out the way things should be run in Greenvale? No, I meant at table, you daftie.” 

The sophister nodded eagerly. 

“Some Melty Sponge would be nice,” she added, snuffing out a tell-tale aroma. 

The meal was soon brought and the two elders sat opposite each other, very much of a match in years but not in appearance or life style choices. 

Where Sophister Plase enveloped her robust form in garish fabrics, the tiny lady opposite her favoured dove greys and ivory lace. The thin locks upon her wrinkled scalp were curled neatly in a silver halo whereas the dark lustrous hair of the sophister entangled jauntily in a silver and gold headscarf wound turban-like high above her head, adding to her already impressive stature. 

They say everyone has a soul mate somewhere. Might it not be equally true in reverse? These two old denizens of Greenvale were a reflection of diverse character and temperament, yet were friends of decades-long standing and could chide each other as only two such entwined souls may. It was almost as if they were made of complementary stuff so as to ensure balance in the universe. 

“If my old eyes did not deceive me, I am sure I saw as I toiled up the road earlier a certain familiar figure dart out into the road and dart back again, like an escaped convict on a spree,” the sophister said as she chose one of five cakes offered. Her hand had briefly paused over the fragrant selection. It was impossible to tell which might contain the chocolate treasure, only that it was there, hidden somewhere. 

“Saw a bit of litter I did,” the widow explained while stirring her tea. 

“So you did your civic duty and kept your lovely neighbourhood tidy, my dear,” Plase said in slightly distorted tones as her tongue worried a bite of sponginess in search of chocolate joy. “Probably blew in from somewhere.” 

“I’ll tell thee where it came from,” the elderly lady replied, menacing her well-travelled guest with a worn silver spoon. “Goopwine Village, is all; piece of pie wrapping from old Crusty Oheen’s Dry Goods Store and Eatery, three mile away down the valley. Don’t tell me that blowed all the way up here. Wind don’t bend that way.” 

“Well, that is a surprise, I must say,” the sophister replied a little despondently. Her cake had only one bite left in it and she had not found a chip yet. She knew the one in five chance of success was more of the nature of a quantum probability where Widow Wisk’s baking was concerned. The sought for treat might have been in the very cake she chose at the moment of choosing and yet by some deep sponge law of persistence it would not be. The widow echoed her disappointment in her own way. 

“Bloody tourists,” she said. 

Folk were very much homebodies in large parts of Greenvale, especially the conservative north and west and travelling beyond district borders was looked at somewhat askance. For someone like Widow Wisk, such a trip could be deemed unwonted venturesomeness. 

Sophister Plase of course was very much cut from a different cloth. Her vocation was one of enquiry, exploration, discovery, and travelling about the land was a necessity to her. She was known for such, a recognisable figure in her flowing robes of technicolour glory that bespoke her profession. She was a knowledge seeker, a burrower of hidden facts and hunter after that missing jigsaw puzzle piece needed to complete the picture of reality. She was like an investigative journalist, but with a moral sense of righting wrongs wherever they might be found rather than defining error by the mere act of complaint. Once enough facts were gathered she presented a report to the High Council with key phrases underlined such as: needs sorting that does. 

To some of course she was a nuisance, what with her tramping all over the land, poking into this and that with more than a hint of meddlesomeness, rattling numerous beads and bracelets that heralded her coming, startling cats along the way. Always asking questions no one knew the answers to and suggesting solutions to problems most folk were not even aware existed. A certain superstitious awe surrounded her at times, like a Sister Tinker. 

Sophister Plase would like to have stayed longer to see if she could again try her luck at finding the elusive chocolate chip but the day was waning, the sunshine mellowing into buttery gold and the twilight birds tuning up for an evening of trill contests amid the roadside branches. She wanted to get to the Academy of Wisdom drop box before sundown as she still needed to find lodgings for the night afterwards. 

Thus she resumed her foot journey among the suburbs of Festoonery after bidding her old friend farewell, her mind full of thoughts upon quantum probabilities and chocolate chips. A brisk walk along several empty streets now lit by pale orange lamps that swayed amid frantic moth attacks was interrupted by the sight of an unmistakable figure loitering upon a path, undecided which way to proceed. From all her past experience and knowledge of such things this seemed doubly unusual for the man was surely a Tinker. 

He waved his staff about a moment to fend off moths and then caught sight of the figure across the street observing him. 

“Madam!” came a salute in superior tones. 

“Sir,” the sophister said and bowed, shuffling slightly as if to pursue her journey. If indeed he was a Tinker and not a crazy on a power trip that signified several things. Firstly a Sighting. Secondly a pilgrimage in the offing, the first in nigh on thirty years. And thirdly, possible decades of bad luck, for these mysterious figures had a medley of unpleasant legends surrounding them. Black cats simply refused to cross their paths. Ladder encounters and broken mirrors and moon sightings through glass did not compare to the sight of a dark-robed, pointy-hatted, knobbly staff-wielding pensioner with a big beard and the demeanour of senile distractedness that embodied the typical Tinker, if all the Sightings registered at the Academy of Wisdom were to be believed. It was best thus to walk on and pretend there was no one there. 

And yet... 

Sophister Plase was a seeker after knowledge, a pursuer of truths indisputable. In her long years of investigative proddings she had many a set to with a certain type of politician, slippery wordsmiths with hidden agendas and convoluted manifestoes. Mysterious beings who seemed somewhat apart from reality were right up her street. 

And yet... 

It was well to remember Tinkers liked to be left alone to get on with whatever it was they did in the arcane universe they occupied. They were known for deliberately clouding their activities in befuddling mystery. After all, what interest would they have in the petty little lives around them? Greater matters tended to absorb their inscrutable tinkering minds, things like— 

“Tractor racing.” 

“What?” 

The sophister suddenly found herself on the same side of the road as the man in the pointy hat, so pointy it actually overtopped her scarf-tangled hairdo by some inches. Watery eyes, glinting in the orange streetlight that flickered with moth impacts, gazed at her expressively. She had no recollection of crossing the road to stand before this strange figure. 

“I understand madam, this settlement these days hosts tractor racing contests on Rest Day’s Eve, as a sort of recreational activity. Hmn. Am I correct?” Those same watery eyes shifted this way and that with unaccustomed nervousness. His words were framed as a question but buzzed in the sophister’s mind like a command, as if the answer created itself so the query must be resolved through supra-liminal suggestion. 

“I - I believe so,” she spluttered like a startled little girl. Seventy years of marching among the hills and valleys of Greenvale with dignified strides and here she was all of a fluster. She pointed off to where a lighted tower could be seen several blocks away and the faint sound of a tannoy announcer whipping up what might be a frenzied audience surrounding a dirt track. 

“Thank you madam,” and the man tapped the staff against his hat before walking off in the direction indicated. Plase watched the figure amble away, sending a blue spark from his staff to scatter a cloud of moths that had blinded a street lamp as he passed by. “Bloody winged menaces,” he was heard to mutter. “Worse than fairies.” Only when he had turned a corner did she begin breathing again. 

She was alone in the great silent town, except for the moths. The sophister watched them cavorting in the humid damp air and an embryonic stirring of a new investigation formed in her mind. Something to do with Tinkers most definitely. And possibly fairies.
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A LIFE LIVED AMONG the splendour and luxuriance of Greenvale was a life shaped by mysterious instrumentality. For Greenvale happened to be one of the many lands bounded by all-but-impassable storm barriers, walls of deadly plasma that defined the enigmatic and curious Face of the World with a mathematical exactitude which defied nature. 

All the best story books agreed on this, for the proof was before everyone’s eyes. Once upon a time, in the misty dawn of human endeavour a whole new world was waiting to be settled. Those chosen few who had found it countless generations ago could look forward to being happy and free in a golden age of self-indulgence. Prosperity was assured, if it were not for a grid of deadly electrical force that sundered peoples and hindered trade. To some it seemed a curse. To others of a more conservative nature it was a blessing. To tourists of course it merely added to the thrill of travel. See the world! Or die trying. 

Greenvale was one of the blessed territories, as if the makers and planners decided to create a little bit of paradise upon a grid-lined map, a verdant square a thousand miles on a side carved into hills and valleys by swift-flowing rivers of purest water. A thought experiment made reality; and then left to run riot, in a gentle way of course. 

The people who lived there knew little of their antecedents except race memories of very sore feet, thanks to tales of pioneering treks into untamed but inviting wildernesses hundreds of years ago. Somehow these intrepid few with inadequate footwear crossed the storm barriers at a favourable moment and in doing so lost cognisance of that which they had left behind for there was no turning back. Happily they settled upon lush arable land, surrounded by rich woods and decorated with refreshing cascades. 

The newly arrived colonists could not help but look at each other and then begin thinking how nice it would be to settle into some hierarchy where everyone knew their place. Vague memories from picture books and romantic tales shaped their nascent ideas. The land must be divided and ruled with pleasant orderliness. 

Thus baronial demesnes were founded based on who could strut the most authoritatively, and castles of picturesque shapes were soon built upon eminences, to reflect the eminence of the chosen overlords of each claimed district. Territories were marked out and those who drew the peasant straw were set to toil and enrich those who ruled them with feudal authority. It looked nicer on paper than it turned out to be in practice, especially for those whose lot was that of hereditary manure spreaders. 

There had been no disputes or bloody wars or fierce strife during all this settling of matters. Castles did not loom menacingly over an oppressed people but were often decorated by laundry draped upon picturesque castellations and moats sported inflatable rafts on Rest Day festivals and Summer Pauses amid the lily pads and bulrushes. Something within Greenvale’s soil tempered the temper of the highest and the lowest in the land and following a lot of chatter the Baronial Accords were drawn up to ensure peaceful resolutions to rare disagreements rather than pitched battles beneath proud and colourful banners. 

There were some of course who, following the dictates of human nature, did dream dreamily of such fierce problem-solving. To accommodate deeply inherent bloodlust, battle re-enactment societies were often founded whenever neighbouring lords could muster an army of willing volunteers to re-enact battles that never actually happened. This vague link to non-history meant the possible outcome of these encounters varied from campaign to campaign, sometimes depending on wind direction or the slope of a pasture field. 

“Is it my turn to win today?” Baron Mievall politely inquired of Baron Doroon on the eve of one such re-enactment. Twenty or so retainers in painted smocks gathered eagerly about his richly caparisoned and stamping warhorse Jemima. Some waved limp pennants and cheered lustily with spongewood swords in hand to create an atmosphere of impending carnage. 

“I think not,” came the challenging response from his rival standing in a chariot requisitioned from the nearest hay market and which rustled menacingly with lingering straw as he steadied his fierce team of ponies. Each of these formidable beasts wore blinkers that proclaimed them the property of Foddermaster Binks, Best Forage Supplier This Side The Plashy River. 

“Why so sir?” the thwarted baron responded stiffly, suggesting this particular re-enactment was heating up nicely. 

Baron Doroon’s retainers, wearing distinct yellow and orange-checked aprons borrowed from the castle laundry, pressed forward, relishing a sharper action at the impending dispute. Quite possibly someone might even get a black eye or a bruised knee. 

“Well, my dear lord, that charge your men made last campaign down the west slope was a clear breach of the battle rules. Much too lusty. Umpire Phibben hinted it should give me the advantage this time, I fear,” and with a cluck and flick of the reins he led his rustling war chariot to the top of a rise in Farmer Beetle’s Number Three Fallow Field that effectually gave him the high ground. This would ensure both moral and actual victory according to all the rules of the noble art of military science of course. Thus it might be said, never had art and science been so ignobly linked. 

The farmers farmed and prospered in their way, the barons ruled and prospered sort of, and the population increased at every opportunity, especially after sundown. Of course, by the mathematics of multiples this was very much less so among the overlords of the land. As the lesser folk preponderated, among other things, the word exponential might be considered a true reflection of their rate of increase. Agriculture produced wealth amid such fertile surroundings which no tax could beat down and trade markets among the populace blossomed into townships and manufactories and all the blessings of wanton luxury and inexorable progress. Agricultural Guilds were formed and demanded to be heard, thus the High Council of the combined settlements held sway in noisy gatherings of the people so that even the Barons found their power curbed somewhat by the demand of the many. 

This being Greenvale, the mighty lords of the land did not then hire merciless mercenaries to wear swish leather uniforms, grow fierce eyebrows and don the shiniest of helmets as they mowed down the plebian hordes who insisted on days of rest, turnip markets and occasional but inexplicable dances around beribboned poles during Spring Halt. The ruling Barons merely nodded or grimaced according to temperament and went back to their castles to practice frowning while they thrashed some wooden effigies shaped suspiciously like villagers. 

Then there were the Wild Barons. 

Of course, such a name could not possibly imply lawless, power-maddened rulers who brooked no dissent, rode over freedoms and liberties and sought fun in dark dungeons, the cries of torture victims being music to their ears. No. They did not even get drunk on honey beer or a certain famous tipple known as Granny Knuckle’s Squabble Sorter, a popular beverage of every tavern to the west of the Plashy River on Rest Day’s Eve. 

The Wild Barons were denominated thus because they had set up their demesnes, castles, seisins and certain favoured houses of uncertain repute in the somewhat less-frequented parts of Greenvale, the bits left over after initial land grabs had been made. A mountainous central district it was with poor prospects for harvests and the most beautiful landscape imaginable; an untouched wilderness without a single advertising hoarding or ice cream van within fifty miles. 

Livings were scratched out of barren soil in darksome gorges or upon exposed hillocks and castles assumed a grimmer sheen even in the sunshine. The Wild Barons themselves acquired a romantic reputation for being a little edgy, impulsive and extravagant in a debt-ridden way for the poverty of their lands inspired a hunger for luxuries unattainable. Fantastic tales were whispered about these eccentric characters by the few retainers who occupied out of the way villages on the edge of shadowy forests and hidden dells. Inevitably the gentle spirit of Greenvale was apt to take on curious clothing so close to such wild territories.
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ON THE BORDERS OF THE great mass of rocky eminences that divided the land there lived a young girl, not alone in some isolated cottage where she might sing lullabies to drowsy sheep, but as the beloved daughter of a mighty yokemaster, that is a Primary Tenant of Baron Airan, the ruler of the district overlooked by the central highlands. Airan was not a Wild Baron of course. His more prosperous land was bordered by the wide sparkling waters of the Plashy River but that was all which separated the Clan Mara lands from the shadowy mysteries and desperate lives of the towering wilderness, with its legends and songs and occasional odd screams that might or might not be a tortured soul out for a stroll while composing romantic poetry on clouds and waterfalls and light upon water. 

Petal Mara was well named for like a human flower she gave gladness to all those who knew her. Having just finished her primary education she was enjoying the holidays during Summer Pause before starting at Big School by endeavouring to eat her extended family out of house and home. Surrounded by cousins, aunts and uncles who populated the area and worked the extensive farm lands along the west bank of the great river which bisected the western half of Greenvale, Petal was often invited to teas and gatherings and extended breakfasts at the various granges scattered in the lush valleys across the land. 

While she awaited her future, a fateful future she had no way of knowing would be significant beyond measure, and central to this story and others to come, she also awaited news of her beloved father. He had gone north again to attend one of the regular High Council meetings arm-chaired by the President himself. Yokemaster Mara was a representative of the Central Agricultural Guild, a position reflecting his standing in the community, being one of the wealthiest men in Greenvale. He had to be. His daughter was destined no doubt to cost him a lot of money in the years to come. Yet what cost, the saving of a world? 

Petal knew nothing of this of course. Her only thoughts were upon blue skies, dreams inspired by distant vistas and jammy toast made from very thick sweetbread, the purest honey and the tartest cherries ever raised in Greenvale, big crimson things that glowed in the dark or so it was rumoured. 

Every morning she would gaze out across the family lawn over woodlands rich in birdsong and butterfly flutterings to the glittering bend of the river beyond and, rising above everything but the glow of the great moon Serenity, the misty blue ramparts of the central highlands. She would sit there and dream, between treacle-drenched breakfast courses, of the abiding mysteries of the great uplands and their forested gorges, silent pools and elusive inhabitants. Not the timid deer did she dream of, nor the bejewelled hummingbirds and their annoying habit of flying backwards. Petal Mara dreamed of fairies. 

To those of a less gentle disposition, namely the vast majority of people in the universe, such out of the way places were inevitably haunted by legendary creatures of forbidding aspect. The unknown always took on a more sinister shape so that the fearsomely edible candy floss monster never usually got a look in. Every strange creature conjured by imagination and which had never been sighted would cease to be real if exposed to the full glare of day, so hints and shadowy glimpses were ample proof of their existence. Ghostly tales abounded, imbuing every rustling tree and tinkling cascade with some devious otherworld spirit determined to lure the unwary into danger most unpleasant. 

Who would dare to enter such eldritch abodes of dark and fearsome greenery? Who indeed... 

Pretty obvious really. 

Botanists.
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~ 4 ~
Exotic Wonders Of The Flowery Tribe
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WHEN FALTER MALLOW, deep in his second year at Cobby’s College of Nurturing Seedlings, resolved to round off that particular academic year by travelling four hundred miles up the winding Plashy River and seek pastures new in the realm of botanic exploration, he stumbled upon a truism. Sometimes it is best to go avalanche surfing amid the snowy mountains of the Highly Romantic Wilds of Xenia without safety armour than to wander amid the leafy shades of a peaceful land. At least you know then what to expect and can almost count the contusions before they happen. 

The gentle atmosphere of Greenvale and its welcoming valleys tended to attract short-sighted and dedicated followers of the botanical science fresh from lectures on flowers so wild they might be a menace if trodden upon, and Mallow was no exception. 

Having stepped off the flat-bottomed boat onto the landing stage half a mile above Pretty Falls, stretched his hairy legs and adjusted the rucksack full of life-saving supplies, the eager botanist could not resist looking out across the wide stream and up and up, and even higher at the misty green Towers of Moirat and their silvery cascades. Like friendly thunder the waterfalls tumbled over the limestone cliffs into limpid pools that gurgled in the summer sun and Mallow’s trained eyes counted at least two different types of fern nodding upon the opposite banks that needed a closer look. Rumours abounded that somewhere up there might still be found the ultra-rare Vanity Flower, once known to flourish amid the dark gorges until some craze or other among the people of Naravel wiped them out. To find one would be a flower in his cap, literally. 

He turned to the boatman who had brought him to the landing stage. That worthy leaned upon his punting pole drowsily, for there was a scent in the air which invited dreamy repose. 

“Why, sir, did you not drop me off at the left bank as I asked?” the eager botanist said, adjusting chromatic spectacles that might startle a rampaging bear if such a beast could ever cross the several storm barriers of the north from the ferociously untamed Yotun to the lush lands of Greenvale. 

“Well, it’s like this, you see,” the man said, adjusting a feathery cap. “No one in several generations ever asked to be landed on the left bank just above Pretty Falls. It’s why we got this here landing stage, built specially for the likes of travellers who visit this area now and again. Very convenient to my mind. You just steps off the boat on to the stage, like passing from the watery element to the firmness of the land. A rich land it is too. Due our third harvest any day now if I’m not Nean Potty.” 

A third harvest by high summer was no extraordinary thing in Greenvale. Though the year was divided into four familiar seasons, this merely marked a calendar, telling the folk of certain districts when to tie ribbons to poles and dance inexplicably around them, or to bake bread and brew ale so they could get blind drunk and curious wind depending on the quality of the flour and barley. Best of all it confirmed days of extended rest and days of travel when the huge moon Serenity swooped down in one of its irregular low orbits, subduing the storm barriers briefly and allowing all sorts of folk to travel beyond their homelands almost in the role of tourists, but more like visitors to another world, so isolated was each great square of land from the other. A patchwork of variegated climate and culture would be a good description of the world when Serenity was at apo-face, so to speak. 
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MALLOW WAS A NATIVE so knew all about the favourable climate of Greenvale, which had such an intense year round summer it was all the seeds could do to grow, bear fruit, be harvested and find their descendants in the same spot ready to suck up nutrients and bear vegetable progeny with equal determination. Fallow land was at a premium in some places. Nevertheless, coming from the more sultry south where dodging lightning sparks from the barriers was a hobby among some energetic souls, this laid back easy-going life was not something he appreciated at its full worth. 

“So,” he said, spinning a magnifying lens upon its silk cord around his finger casually as he spoke, “if I were to ask you specifically to cross this splendid river and deposit me on that rocky outcrop over there,” pointing pointedly with his free hand, “would you be up to the task, or is that too out of your way?” 

Sarcasm is lost on a Pretty Falls resident, but the spinning lens had a hypnotic effect on the boatman, especially when Mallow’s finger started to go purple as the silk cord tightened upon it mercilessly. 

The feathery cap was removed, grey locks were scratched fiercely and the man yawned. 

“Might chance it,” he said. “What’s over there anyways? Apart from death traps, poison buds, three types of fern and... fairies.” 

Falter Mallow swallowed and blinked. 

“I didn’t say anything.” Nean Potty was suddenly all alert as if caught pilfering turnips in Farmer Oodel’s gold medal-winning kitchen patch. The botanist’s colour had changed most alarmingly all of a sudden. 

“Three types of fern?” that worthy eventually said and an eyelid twitched. “Three?” 

“That’s right sir,” the boatman sighed in relief, and grabbing his punting pole with a clatter, thrust it in the river ooze. He struck up a boating pose no sailor could fail to recognise, missing only the flared trousers of historical memory. “Hop in,” he prompted, all energy. “Them ferns won’t wait for no man nor botaniser neither. Quick, afore they’re gone off on summer waddles.” 

Without further ado, Falter Mallow leapt into the boat, retrieved the blood circulation in his almost dead finger
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