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Chapter 1: Marty Puggle 



[image: ]


Marty Puggle called a weathered cottage at the edge of Allenshead village home, sharing it with his grandparents. In the churchyard, his parents’ gravestones stood as silent witnesses, their dates prompting visitors to murmur, 'Poor child.' When winter winds swept the moors, the cottage windows shivered, and his grandmother’s needle danced through the same socks so often that only a memory of the original wool remained beneath the patchwork.

Still, each morning began with his grandfather’s rough hand tousling his hair before heading to the fields. His grandmother always tucked the heartiest scoop of stew into his bowl, feigning ignorance when he noticed. Their love lived in these quiet rituals, in the extra quilt draped over him on frosty nights, in the way they listened to his stories of the woods with a spark of wonder lighting their weary eyes.

Beyond the village’s final stone wall, the ancient forest beckoned Marty with a pull he could feel in his bones. Sunlight spilled through the leaves in golden ribbons. Streams gossiped over mossy stones. Fox tracks stitched secret paths through muddy patches, tempting him further into the unknown. He always returned with pockets brimming with odd pebbles, bright feathers, and a head full of questions about the hidden lives glimpsed between the trees.

On a certain Tuesday, Marty dared to step beyond the lightning-split oak that had always marked the edge of his world. The forest thickened, shadows deepening, ferns whispering against his knees. Strange birdsong rang above. Suddenly, the trees opened into a flawless ring of grass, flooded with sunlight. At its heart stood a tree unlike any other, its bark swirling with patterns that hinted at secret messages, its branches arching overhead like the vault of a living cathedral.

His fingertips had barely touched the trunk when something like a breeze carried words directly into his mind: "At last, you've found your way." 

Marty whirled, scanning the clearing for whoever had spoken. Only dust motes twirled in the sunbeams, silent and golden. 'Hello?' he called, his voice thin and wavering, suspended between fear and wonder.

"I've waited through many seasons for someone who could hear me." The voice seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere, gentle as rustling leaves. "Someone whose heart still recognises the old magic." 

"Are you... the tree?" Marty whispered, feeling foolish yet certain. 

"I am part of the forest, and the forest is part of me. We have chosen you, Marty Puggle, because you still see with unclouded eyes. The wonders that await will require all your courage, but they are wonders nonetheless." 

A gentle warmth blossomed in Marty’s chest—not only excitement, but a deep sense of recognition, as if he had stumbled upon a missing part of himself. When a shimmer of light appeared beside the tree, shaping itself into a ghostly hand, he reached out without a second thought. The forest began to ripple and transform, unveiling the first portal into a world concealed within his own.
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Chapter 2: Through the Looking Bark
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As Marty's hand touched the guardian's ethereal grasp, the world around him began to shimmer like heat waves rising from summer pavement. The magnificent tree's bark rippled and swirled, transforming into a doorway of living wood that spiralled inward like a whirlpool of golden light.

"Don't be afraid," the guardian's voice echoed, though Marty still couldn't see who was speaking. "The wonderland chooses its visitors carefully."

Before Marty could ask another question, he felt himself being gently pulled forward. The sensation was like stepping through warm honey mixed with starlight. Colours he had no names for danced around his vision, and he heard the faint sound of distant laughter carried on impossible breezes.

When the swirling stopped, Marty found himself standing on a path made of what appeared to be crystallised rainbows. Each step produced a gentle chime, like tiny bells welcoming his arrival. The sky above was a soft lavender hue, with three moons hanging in different phases and clouds that moved in perfect geometric patterns.

"Welcome to the Majestic Wonderland," the guardian's voice said, now taking on a more solid form. Before Marty materialised, a figure that seemed to be made of intertwining tree branches, moss, and flickering fireflies. The guardian's eyes were two bright stars, kind and ancient. "I am Arborem, Keeper of the Threshold. You, Marty Puggle, are the first human child to enter our realm in over a century."

Marty's mouth hung open as he gazed around at the impossible landscape. In the distance, he could see a mountain range that appeared to be... snoring? Great clouds of breath rose rhythmically from the peaks, and he could swear he heard gentle rumbling snores echoing across the valley.

"Are those mountains... sleeping?" Marty asked in wonder.

Arborem chuckled, a sound like wind chimes in a gentle breeze. "Indeed! Those are the Snoring Mountain Range - Dozey, Sleepy, and Snorbert. They've been having the most wonderful dream about flying sheep for the past three weeks. But come, young Marty, there's so much more to see, and the wonderland's inhabitants are eager to meet you."

Suddenly, a tremendous crash echoed from the sky above them, followed by what sounded like an elderly woman scolding someone. Marty looked up to see a rocking chair flying through the air, piloted by a kindly-looking grandmother whose hair sparkled like starlight. Trailing behind the chair was what appeared to be a cat made entirely of glowing constellations.

"Oh my!" called the flying grandmother as she swooped down toward them. "I'm terribly sorry about that crash! Mr Whiskers got distracted by a particularly shiny star, and we bumped right into the Umbrella Tree Forest!"

The rocking chair landed gracefully on the rainbow path, and the grandmother stepped down with surprising agility for someone who appeared to be quite elderly. She wore a shawl that shifted colours like the aurora borealis and carried knitting needles that seemed to knit clouds out of thin air.

"Granny Moonbeam," Arborem said with obvious affection, "I'd like you
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