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Part One: The Kottow Tree
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It began with a rustling in the leaves, as of a brisk wind passing through. Were this shivering and susurrating a product of the wind, though, one might imagine it would start near the top of the Tree — up where the winds flew fierce and unimpeded.

But it began near the bottom. Rarely was this part of the Tree disturbed, for the great, gnarled trunk was so broad, it would take you a few minutes to walk all the way around it, even at a smart pace; and the boughs hung thick and heavy, like ranks of soldiers formed up against the wind, the rain, and every other disturbance the varied seasons might bring.

Mother Gantry noticed it first. Having no head for heights (she said), she had chosen an abode only some few feet off the ground; and unlike some of her more daring neighbours, her dwelling was neatly enclosed, all the way inside the trunk. Her door, tightly woven from fallen twigs and painted a sprightly red, caught the eye of every passer-by, naturally making Mother Gantry the first to espy — and greet — all visitors to the Tree. She saw herself as something of a Headwoman to the folk who dwelt there.

The door in question, having remained firmly shut against the chill of an early spring morning, flew suddenly open with a boot, and bounced against the trunk.

Mother Gantry appeared, hands on her ample hips. ‘What’s afoot?’ she called.

A face appeared among the branches above. ‘Nowt, Mother Gantry.’ It was Diggory Stokey, one of the folk who took up a more perilous situation (some might say) out upon the boughs. ‘Don’t worrit yerself.’

‘I felt something,’ she insisted, glaring up at his apple-round face and its cheery mop of fair hair. ‘Something went all a-shake.’

Diggory shook his head. ‘Just a puff of wind, Mother. Why, ‘tis lucky you live so far down. What would you be like, farther up?’ A rustle of leaves came — oak, near the bottom, for the most part — and Diggory’s face withdrew.

Disgruntled, Mother Gantry began to shut her door — bidding fair to slam it soundly, misliking the carpenter’s dismissive tone — but then it came again: a great, rustling wave among the leaves, and a profound shiver in the living wood of the floor. She felt it through her toes, and halfway up her legs.

The floor heaved, once.

‘Oh, my,’ puffed Mother Gantry, and shot out a hand, to steady herself against the knotted whorl of the doorframe.

Diggory Stokey’s face reappeared. ‘Come to think of it, that was a bit of a shake.’

‘As I told thee!’

The rustling intensified, and Mother Gantry braced herself; but it was only Diggory Stokey, manoeuvring his stoutish frame, and all his carpenter’s muscles, down from the boughs above. He came down the stairway — no real steps in truth, but a sequence of knots and other protrusions that spiralled around the trunk, by way of which a sure-footed soul might venture up and down. Taking up a stance upon one of the mighty lower boughs (thicker around than he was himself) that framed Mother Gantry’s doorway, he cast his eyes out over the town, just as she had.

And just as she had, he saw nothing untoward. The Tree grew on the outer edge of a town called Kottow, a prosperous enough place, with its wool-merchants and its markets and whatnot. In finer weather, the clip-clop of horses’ hooves could be heard all day long, down near the bottom of the Tree, and occasionally, a raucous shout or a smatter of laughter from those who streamed in and out of the gates.

Gawkers were commonplace, though not among the residents of Kottow. For them, the Tree’s presence was as unremarkable as that of St. Mary’s church — even if the Tree did rather dwarf that holy establishment, spire and all. But those who came for the markets, to trade or to buy, often veered away from the gates, and came riding or trudging up to take a gander.

Mother Gantry was a dab hand with a broom, when it came to that; some folk had no manners about them, and would poke their faces into a good woman’s kitchen without so much as a by-your-leave. But if she or Diggory imagined that some hoard of curious onlookers might be the cause of the disturbance, they were proven mistaken: Kottow dozed, tranquil and at peace, a thin mist curling silently about its thatched roof-tops. Not there could the cause be found.

‘Odd,’ pronounced Diggory, and sat down upon the bough.

Just in time, for the shaking came again, and this third time was worse than the rest. If the floor of Mother Gantry’s kitchen had heaved before, now it bucked, and rolled like a ship at sea. A rain of leaves came wafting down — oak and chestnut and elm, and even some of the birch-leaves from higher up.

A few acorns and chestnuts, left over from the autumn, fell with a sharp crack; and to Mother Gantry’s amazed eyes, they were followed by a clutter of berries, rowan or blackthorn; wild apples, the meagre, sour kind; golden-pink medlar fruit; plums; apple-blossom; cherries and cherry-flowers, all mixed up together; and so on. It was as though the Tree were whisking through all its Seasons at once, or perhaps shedding itself of the vestiges of many Seasons past.

Diggory Stokey, having saved himself from a fall by a timely clutching at the trunk, met Mother Gantry’s gaze with wide eyes. ‘I could swear I saw a root come up, jus’ then.’

‘A root?’ The word emerged sharply, like a whiplash, for Mother Gantry felt something profound and irreversible on the approach; something she did not like, for it meant Change, and hers was a heart that far preferred a comfortable stability. ‘Roots do not come up, Diggory Stokey. Roots go down. That’s their nature. What would a Tree-root want with fresh air, I ask thee?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Diggory, ashen-faced. ‘But there it goes again.’

Mother Gantry turned her head, and got an eye-full of a fine sight. Diggory was right. Up came a great, winding, gnarly Tree-root, shedding damp earth every which way, and filling the air with the scent of a freshly-dug garden. Long and wizened and stout around, this root; as it would have to be, to hold steady, with its brethren, a Tree the size of a small village.

Down it went again, into the earth, where it belonged — but not quite in the same place as it had come up.

There were more. Several went sky-high at once, thrashed about in the air, and plunged down again — and there came the heaving of the floor, a rolling movement, and the shaking and shuddering of the leaves.

A medlar fell past Mother Gantry’s nose.

By this time, of course, the fact that something untoward was afoot had reached the attention of those farther up the tree. Mother Gantry heard the clamour of raised voices, even some shouting. Somebody’s boot sailed down, and bounced.

‘Quiet, the lot of ye!’ Mother Gantry called. ‘I cannot think with such noise!’

‘T’ain’t much use to go thinking,’ Diggory Stokey said. ‘There’s only one thing this can be.’

‘You keep your lips closed, Diggory Stokey,’ Mother Gantry said. ‘It’s of no use looking for trouble, neither.’

‘The Tree’s on the move,’ said Diggory stubbornly.

‘No,’ said Mother Gantry, and if ever catastrophe could be warded off by mere stoutness of heart it would be now, with that one, firm syllable.

‘And it’s about time,’ he added, regaining his seat upon the bough, but with his broad back braced against the trunk. ‘Folk hereabouts’ve been calling it the Kottow Tree, and you know that ain’t right.’

The Tree, in fact, had been stationary a long while; perhaps since Mother Gantry was a girl, though  nobody could get a straight answer out of her on that subject. ‘The Tree likes Kottow,’ she said, disappearing back into her kitchen. ‘And so do I.’

The red door slammed; Mother Gantry took refuge somewhere within.

Diggory Stokey stayed out upon the bough, watching as Kottow, slowly, but with gaining speed, passed by upon the left. He liked Kottow, too, and the town liked him; he had a thriving carpentry-business, what with the residents of the Tree and those of the town, and his heart sank at the prospect of leaving it all behind.

But he had other feelings, too. Stretching out one large, callused hand, he laid it upon the enormous bough upon which he sat, and lightly patted the wood. ‘Take us someplace… grand,’ he asked.

The Tree, oblivious, wandered on.

 

Farther up, Maut Sweetlove’s first sign of impending Change came from the squirrels. They, with their red jackets and puffed tails, were a familiar sight up and down the Tree, and by custom they clustered around Maut’s eyrie. Her tall figure was often to be seen striding around the woods of Kottow, a bag at her waist filling up with fallen nuts, and come a hard winter, Maut kept the squirrels fed. In return, they brought her trifles they’d discovered in their own foragings. Maut’s prize amongst these was a heavy coin, much worn with age and time, of no currency she could spend — but she would not have spent it anyway, for it had taken three strong squirrels working together to haul it up the Tree for her.

She woke that morning to the sound of a clamorous chattering among her smallest friends. Opening her eyes, she found no fewer than eight of them arranged over the patched blankets of her bed, tightly clinging to the bed-clothes. Several more had taken perches about the eyrie: curled up upon the chair Diggory Stokey had made of fallen oak wood; wound into a ball inside the bedding-boxes she had hung from the roof; one inside her own pillow, a fact she discovered when she turned over, eliciting a smothered squeak.

The swaying and juddering began soon afterwards, and prompted a swift and decisive exodus. Half the red squirrels of the Tree streamed away down the trunk; Maut watched it happen, hanging out of her tiny window. Soon she was moved to withdraw inside, for the Tree’s motion was profound enough to shake her straight out of the window, were she not careful. Indeed, she had some cares for her eyrie; built to withstand high winds, it had fewer means to bear the regular, rolling motion of the Tree as it strode off yonder.

‘Curious,’ said she, and ran to open her door, for there came a pounding upon it.

Berengaria Dow stood upon the threshold, clinging to the nearest bough.

‘Maut Fey,’ she said. ‘What have you done?’

Maut wrinkled her nose at the name. Just because the squirrels were fond of her, they thought her Fey, the Tree-folk, and told her so with the name. Well, and if there was a slight curl to the tips of her ears, and a catlike quality about her amber-brown eyes, did that make her fair-folk? No, indeed!

‘None of my doing,’ she said. ‘Look to your own house, and leave me to mine.’

Berengaria was no ill-natured woman as a rule, but unprecedented circumstances produced unprecedented effects; she did not move. ‘If it weren’t you, who’s done it?’

‘I should ask the Wizard, if you’re stuck on the why of it,’ retorted Maut. ‘Me, I am more interested in the where.’

‘The Wizard?’ gasped Berengaria. ‘I can’t do that.’

‘Well, you won’t get any answers from me. I don’t know anything.’

Berengaria said nothing; Maut could see the thoughts turning behind her pretty blue eyes. An appealing girl, younger than Maut, not normally with windmills in her head; if she could get a hold on herself, she’d do well enough.

‘I will ask the Wizard,’ she announced, visibly squaring up to the task. ‘If you’ll go with me.’

‘Not I. I don’t go up that high.’

‘No more do I, but somebody has to answer for this.’

‘Maybe nobody’s done it,’ suggested Maut. ‘Maybe it’s just the Tree.’

‘But — but then there’s no stopping it.’

‘Do you want to stop it?’

Berengaria bit her lip. A faint glow of emotion appeared in her sky-coloured eyes.

‘Oh, I see,’ said Maut. ‘You’ve a sweetheart in Kottow.’

‘The baker’s lad. He’s so—’

‘The most charming boy alive, no doubt,’ interrupted Maut. ‘If you’re wanting to stay in Kottow, you’d best get off about now. I do believe we are picking up speed.’

‘But—’ Berengaria sighed. ‘But I live here.’

‘It’s your sweetheart or your worldly goods,’ said Maut without sympathy. ‘Take your pick.’

Berengaria’s answer was to direct one long, longing look back in the direction of Kottow. ‘Well,’ she sighed.

Choice made, Maut thought, and the child had a bit more sense than appeared. ‘There’s always more baker’s lads,’ she offered.

‘That there are.’

‘Happen we’ll find a few wherever we are going.’

‘Where do you think we are going, Maut?’

‘Haven’t the foggiest.’

Berengaria smiled like the sun. Having abandoned her sweetheart to the past, most of her dismay seemed gone along with him. There was almost a frisking quality to her step as she turned away, and began to venture down the trunk.

‘Not seeing the Wizard, then?’ Maut called after her.

‘I’m going to tell the others!’ Berengaria shouted back.

‘Tell them what, if you please?’

‘That the Tree-witch hasn’t a notion!’

Maut closed the door, muttering something to herself.

The possibility of asking the Wizard was not so poor an idea, she thought. After all, the Tree’s having the propensity to wander off was no little-known thing; the Elders had been telling those tales for many a year. But it hadn’t happened in all that time, and now suddenly it was, and Maut for one was curious.

The Wizard, though. No one had seen him in many a year, either. Few ventured so high up the Tree, for the air was thin up there, and the clouds so thick you could hardly see where you were putting your feet.

Perhaps there was no Wizard, Maut thought. Maybe he’d gone. A singular sort, if not; you wouldn’t catch him ambling down the Tree to hobnob with his neighbours.

Maut gave a moment’s thought to the prospect of climbing so high, and with the whole world rocking like a goodwoman’s favourite chair.

No. Not even if she were a squirrel her own self. A body’d have to be out of her wits.

Well, then. If the Wizard had answers, he’d have to bring them to the folk of the Tree himself.

Small likelihood of that.

 

Most of the folk of the Tree had the sense to live lower down; or at least, not much more than halfway up. It was the wind that prompted the choice. All the way up there — miles and miles high, some said — it’d tear your house out of the branches and hurl it straight down, you along with it. Nobody built dwellings a ways out from the trunk, up there, and most dwelt elsewhere.

One or two souls were different. Hardier (or perhaps foolhardier) than the rest, they lived all the way up, where you could see for thirty miles or more in every direction. They did at least have the sense to tuck themselves right inside the broad, round trunk, in one of the hollow nooks the Tree had (so it seemed) made on purpose for the accommodation of delicate creatures.

One such was Gower Bordekin. Some years ago, Gower had startled the Folk (unflappable types as a rule; they’d have to be, considering their mode of living) by turning up with an arm-chair strapped to his back, tapestry cushions and all. To be fair, he looked like he could easily bear the load, being a hale and hearty sort of man, and not much above forty at the time. He’d been a blacksmith, once, he explained, and had the arms to prove it.

He had also been a travelling merchant and a potion-maker (a fact eliciting a few scoffs).

What he had enjoyed most of all, however, was his wanderings. Gower the Explorer, they called him down below, and on the rare occasions he ventured to descend from his lofty perch, he was always offered a tankard of something good, for he brought splendid tales with him.

Well, and on that very first day of his appearance at the Tree, he had stopped at the bottom of the trunk, and shown no surprise whatsoever upon seeing it; on the contrary, he’d travelled far to reach Kottow. And it was not only the arm-chair he had brought with him.

By sunset, he had hauled the lot up the Tree, through a wily combination of cleverly deployed ropes, and the sheer bodily power that was all his own. He installed himself in a vacant abode (spacious enough, despite the quantity of goods and furniture he thought necessary), and settled down to wait.

‘Wait for what?’ more than one person had said to him at the time.

Gower Bordekin had only winked and said, ‘You’ll see.’

Twenty-one years had passed quietly away.

There proved to be more than one curious thing about Gower Bordekin. Another eventually emerged: the years couldn’t touch him. They may sail by as plentifully as they pleased, but Gower’s hair remained dark, his shoulders unbowed, and his eyes bright. He scrambled up and down the Tree with the same ease as ever, though perhaps he became a little more withdrawn. What he did up there all day, nobody could have said, for few would climb high enough to find out.

On the morning of the Tree’s departure, Gower woke some ten minutes before the first tremor, and lay with wide eyes, his heart pounding. After a minute or two passed without event, he cautiously lifted his head, and looked about him.

His house, were it to deserve the name, looked the same as it had last night. There was his dark-oak desk (a more recent addition, with Diggory Stokey’s help), all his maps and drawings safely closed away inside. The arm-chair, so well-remembered by the Lower Folk, still stood before it. He had added some engravings to it since that day, though nobody but he could have said what they meant. His clothes-chest sat at the foot of his bed, and the rug of coloured rags maintained its position in the centre of the floor.

Everything but the rug, he’d long ago bolted to the walls.

He rose, throwing his patched blanket aside, and quietly gathered up the rug. This he rolled, and tucked into a small space between the bed and the wall. Everything that was not bolted down, he collected, and tucked into his clothes-chest.

Then he threw open his door and sat upon the threshold, with his legs dangling over the side.

When the tremors came, Gower Bordekin held his breath.

When the shuddering and juddering started, he began to smile.

And when, with its first, terrific jolt, the Tree began to move, Gower Bordekin’s voice might perhaps have been heard (by a bird or two, if no one else), raised in a joyous whoop of celebration.
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If anyone would know if the Wizard was still up there, Mother Gantry said, it would be Gower Bordekin. As far as the Lower Folk knew — or the Higher, for that matter — nobody lived farther up the boughs than Gower (except, of course, the Wizard himself).

‘We must ask him,’ said she, for Berengaria’s notions had spread fast. ‘Ask him if he has seen the Wizard, any time these twenty years. Go on, Diggory.’

‘Why must it be me?’ Diggory complained.

‘My old legs won’t take me up there.’

‘Aye,’ Diggory agreed. ‘But why must it be me?’

‘Why, thou art downright cousinly with the man. Art thou not?’

‘I may have carpentered a thing or two for him, in my time,’ Diggory allowed. ‘But that don’t make us bosom companions, Mother.’

Mother Gantry scowled. ‘Tis my belief thou’rt afeared.’

‘I might be.’

‘Come, now. Just because the Tree is shaking itself into pieces, that need not weigh with a stout heart such as thine.’

Diggory glanced up. Being a kind-hearted man, he had been sitting with Mother Gantry in her kitchen for some time, as the Tree rambled on, though he’d taken up a station at the door — unconsciously echoing that of Gower Bordekin, far above. He did possess a stout heart, as Mother Gantry knew, but he had sense as well.

‘I’ll go as far as Maut,’ he offered.

‘The Fey?’ Mother Gantry considered this. ‘If anybody’s to know the doings of a Wizard, I suppose it’d be she.’

‘Aye, though she’s also nearer to Bordekin than you or I, and accustomed to the heights. Shall I go now?’

‘Go,’ said Mother Gantry.

Diggory went. He had lived long enough in the Tree to become sure of foot in the heights, and the Tree itself had made the stairway precisely for this sort of use. Even so, to clamber up it while the thing was jouncing about; that was a mite different. He went slowly, keeping a careful grip upon the boughs, and pausing to be sure of his footing before taking the next step. At such a pace, it took him nearly an hour to climb up to Maut Sweetlove’s level.

He found her outside of her house, curled up upon a particularly broad bough with her back set squarely against the trunk. Her eyes grew round as she looked down upon him, making his slow way higher and higher.

‘What brings you so high, Diggory?’ she called down. ‘It’s no weather for climbing.’

‘Mother Gantry,’ he called back.

‘Ah.’

‘She insisted.’ Diggory said no more, saving his breath for the effort of scaling the last several feet. Maut moved over a bit, making space for him upon the bough; he fell into it with a sigh, and sat catching his breath.

‘I don’t wonder that she is worried,’ said Maut after a while.

‘She don’t like change,’ agreed Diggory.

‘Few do, all told.’

‘Aye, though mayhap it’s more than that with her. She’s mighty antsy.’

Diggory studied Maut. She looked calm enough, cool as a lake in summer in fact, eating dried chestnuts out of a pocket in her tunic, and watching the scenery go by with placid eyes. A squirrel lay curled in the folds of her skirt, and another perched upon her shoulder, helping itself to bits of her repast.

‘You seem untouched,’ he remarked.

‘Seems to me,’ said Maut, without looking at him, ‘you don’t live in the Tree if you’re unwilling to wander.’

‘I wonder where we are wandering to.’

‘Aye, so do I.’

‘That’s Mother Gantry’s thought. She wants to ask the Wizard.’

‘So you came to find me?’ Maut shook her head. ‘As I told Berengaria before now: I haven’t done this, and I know nothing of the Wizard. And,’ she said, fixing him with a stern eye, as he opened his mouth to speak, ‘I won’t go up high enough to find out.’

‘Would you go up high enough to find Bordekin?’

Maut blinked. ‘What has Gower Bordekin to do with this?’

‘Maybe nowt. But there’s more’n a few things odd about the fellow, you have to admit, and he lives high up, besides. If anybody knows somethin’ about the Wizard, it must be he.’

‘Send a bird, then,’ said Maut. ‘You’ll not send me.’

‘A squirrel?’ he offered, smiling at the one asleep in her skirt.

‘A word of wisdom from the Fey,’ said Maut, a sardonic curl to her lips signalling what she thought of the title. ‘Never try to use a squirrel as a messenger. They haven’t the brains for it.’

‘Well, I don’t have a bird.’

‘You have your own two feet.’

‘Already exhausted from climbin’ this far. It’s a long way down.’

‘That I know.’ She sighed, and he sensed a weakening in her resolve. ‘Must it be now?’

‘No. Mother Gantry will wait.’

‘Not gladly.’

‘But she’ll wait.’ Diggory folded his hands. ‘If you don’t mind, I’ll take a minute or two afore I go back down.’

Maut offered him a cluster of chestnuts. ‘Take in the view, while you’re here. There is much to see.’

That there was. Kottow lay far behind, long since vanished from sight. Some other town loomed in the near distance, though with its cluster of thatched roof-tops and single church spire, it was another such market town, and of similar character. Diggory saw villages dotted about the landscape beyond, and thickets of woodland cropping up hither and thither, all coming splendidly into leaf. Odd, to witness a flurry of copses from up here; rather like looking down upon a crowd of people, from such a height as to see only the crowns of their heads. A bit lonely, if Diggory were to put a name to the odd feeling he got.

Nothing that he saw stood out as a possible destination for the Tree, if it were possible to guess it. Perhaps the Tree had simply grown bored of Kottow, and would fetch up soon enough on the edge of some other town, or in the midst of one of these many woodlands. Time would tell; Diggory could not.

Maut finished the last of her chestnuts, and brushed the crumbs of nut-husks from her fingers. ‘I’ve been thinking back, to the last time I heard stories of the Wandering-Tree,’ she said. ‘There’s folk still living in Kottow as saw the Tree wander in, or so they used to say. Just turned up one day, spraying earth every which way, and making the ground shake like there was an earthquake going on. Scared the whole town out of their wits, as you might imagine. They all ran away; but they came back the next day, because the Tree stopped not far from the gate, and never moved again.’

‘Until today.’

‘Until today.’ Maut inclined her head.

‘How long have you been up here?’ Diggory himself was no great veteran of tree life, having joined the folk only a handful of years past.

Maut’s answering look had a shifty quality about it. ‘A while. Must’ve been daft in the head to take up such an abode. That’s what the Kottow folk said, any road.’

Diggory smiled.

‘Perhaps they were right,’ Maut added, looking about herself. ‘Now look what a fix I’m in.’

Diggory pictured that long-ago day, when a Tree had taken a fancy to an ordinary market town, and decided to stay a while. ‘Was there people living in the Tree back then?’

‘When it came into Kottow? Aye, there were. Some of them came down the next day, and went shopping in the town, cool as you please. The folk of Kottow got used to them, soon enough.’

‘They’re all gone now, I suppose.’

‘Must be.’

‘Truth be told,’ said Diggory, ‘if that’s to be the end of all this — we fetch up on the edge of some other town, and there we stay — I’ll be a mite disappointed.’

‘Another town just like Kottow, you mean?’ Maut nodded.

‘If I wanted to move to another such place, I could walk there meself.’

‘Bit of a come-down, to be sure.’ Maut shifted, and began to rise (carefully) to her feet, keeping her hands braced against the trunk. ‘I’d better be off, if I’m to find Gower.’

She was almost out of earshot before another thought occurred to Diggory. ‘Maut!’ he shouted. ‘Did you ever hear it said where the Tree came in from?’

Maut paused, a diminished figure clinging, almost squirrel-like, to the side of the enormous, craggy trunk. She peered down at Diggory, her arrested manner suggesting the thought had only that moment entered her head. ‘I think not,’ she called down. ‘I’m sure I would have remembered, if anyone had.’

‘Pity,’ said Diggory, and began his descent to the relative stability of the Lower Tree, and Mother Gantry’s kitchen.

 

A body’d have to be out of her wits to go scampering up the Tree at this of all times, Maut had thought, at no great distance of time. She thought it now, toiling up and around and up and around, as the great boughs groaned and swayed around her, and the Tree plodded ever on. What had she been thinking, to let Diggory Stokey talk her into it?

He had smiled so pleasantly. That was the problem with him. He had such a smiling face: every part of it radiated warmth and mirth and goodness, until you were hard-pressed to say no to him about anything at all. Mother Gantry was a wily one, to use Diggory as her messenger.

Maple leaves gave way to sweet-chestnut, and then to birch and elm all growing together, as Maut slowly ascended. The bark under her hands and feet roughened and turned hard and sharp, then smoothed and went silky, and then put out a profusion of knots and gnarls. Maut had to watch every step she took, and every place she put her hands; she was unused to this part of the Tree. In fact, nothing of it was familiar; you’d think she had never come up so high in her life before.

She paused to catch her breath, and look about herself. She had passed several doorways in the trunk, one
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