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The Tears Of A Dying Child
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A CERTAIN SPRING MORNING dawned in Velvet Glade like so many others across the obscure land of Arbornica and the people there, those who were obliged to get up early with the dawn, rose from comfortless beds of dried leaves and grasses to resume the burdens of life. Those who ruled them however had a lie-in. 

This particular morning emerged from dusky shadows a little later than elsewhere due to the low-lying terrain of the Glade and its surroundings in what was known aptly as the Great Depression, yet it was as much a beginning as in more favoured lands. 

Misty wraiths rose up between trees dripping with the dampness of night and a rising wind scattered them to blend with gloomy light filtering through the broad-leaved foliage. Where the tree cover was thinner a soft and greenish glow lit wooden shacks tangled with climbing shrubs. Grass-woven fencing that marked footpaths amid the confusing scenery glittered with dew in the half-light. 

Little other colour could be seen than shades of green and grey mingled with the rainbow sparkles of dripping water unless by chance a patch of blue overhead caught the eye briefly amid a break in high passing clouds. 

Already those of the Woodbine community had begun work, it being their time among the three villages of the Glade to gather fungal pods, pound ferntree seeds and replenish fresh water tanks. Everyone was expected to join in these labours, both young and old, for it was too early in the day for schooling. 

One young girl seemed however less directly engaged in the busy scenes around her. Her thoughts drifted elsewhere. 

She sat upon her favourite stump in the main village clearing, one knee clutched to herself as she rocked gently to the rhythm of the workers the other side of a ditch. The small girl with reddish-brown hair woven into short braids with pieces of grass was mindful she should be working too, or at least seen to be doing something, but she enjoyed watching more. 

It was not that she was lazy, but there was a certain enticing beauty the way Mother Moosh would pound the ferntree seeds with a hardwood hammer in time with Mother Poltice, back and forth with such precision, such surety. The dusty air around them created a softening halo about their endeavours in the filtered leaf light of this spring morning and it was entrancing. 

So entrancing she did not notice a shadow creep upon her until a sharp pain filled her head and made her vision dance with sparks of coloured light. 

“You are a wicked girl Nanzie,” the woman said, confronting the child after giving her a sharp smack. 

“Why so Mother Freesie?” 

“Tearing off that charm which cost me three trade nuts to keep you safe. I work and work to bring you up proper and that’s how you repay me?” 

“You and two other mothers,” Nanzie reminded her for of course the community shared its parenting responsibilities like it did everything else; including the manifold miseries of starvation, cold and fear. 

“I’m the one though, loves you best,” she replied with feeling, touching her own red-brown hair briefly. To most children the sentiment carried some weight but Nanzie did not feel it to be so. Mother Poltice petted her more and Mother Moosh was big and warm and soft. This mother who loved her best seemed only to enlarge upon the terrors all around her, making her wear unsightly charms to ward off evil. 

It was a gesture which was lost on her for Nanzie had seen truly how those charms were made. 

She watched in secret for she was not only an observant child but an inquisitive one too. From a perch overlooking the Woodbine Ritual Hall she saw how Wisdom Pinkear and three crones sorted the ingredients they had gathered on certain auspicious days. Bark moss from a hundred season evergreen oak for longevity, droppings from the blackest bird they could find to help blend with shadows and so keep out of harm’s way, and finally the most impressive ingredient of all, the tears of a dying child. 

At a time when she was supposed to be weaving smocks from bark fibre with her cousins, Nanzie had chosen instead to follow the three crones during their wanderings and so she learned the truth of it all. The moss was scraped from a rock at the mouth of Celandine Cave. She often lingered there to pick flowers and knew it well. The bird droppings were but tainted mud from a swampy mephitic pool on the other side of Velvet Glade near Samphire village. It was thick and black and pungent. 

The third ingredient needed all the cunning of age and experience to acquire for what dying child was there in the three communities eager to give up its tears for a charm? 

There were plenty of tears of course, of frustration, pain and fear, but such tears could not be easily collected. Mostly they were hidden, for the burden of sorrow was not encouraged among the communities no matter how much the philosophy of sharing was inculcated during the thrashings at evening school for the very young. 

Moisture dripped from the oily leaves of Spiral Pines atop the High Ridge served just as well. 

Thus the ingredients were gathered and Wisdom Pinkear steeped a twist of dried rope grass into the mixture, soaking it until the colour changed to a dark, unpleasant brown that gave off a tangy, lingering odour, the odour of sanctity. He muttered incantations Nanzie knew by heart as he waved the limp charm rope about in the confines of a small and secretive room. She had many times watched such performances through the window from amid concealing foliage when she should have been doing her chores. 

“From south to north, beyond the morass,” she recited with him from her tree perch on high. 

“To east and west, and above the clouds,” she mouthed in time with his soft spoken words, the crones kneeling and watching in awe. Their potion they knew was nothing without these words of blessing from the ruling Wisdom of their community. 

“Deep within the soul, the birthing place of joy,” he concluded more firmly and from where she sat Nanzie said the last word out loud in tones of irony, responding to his extravagant gestures. 

Three trade nuts this suffusion of falsity cost one of her mothers, the one who loved her best. It was tied around her left upper arm and gave off a smell which attracted flies and scattered playmates. 

So she tore it off and would have burnt it but fire was beyond her back then. Later she learned the knack of it from Wisdom Bornut from the neighbouring Cloverwort community, though without his consent of course. By then her wickedness had reached such an alarming height it had been deemed a danger to the whole of Velvet Glade and beyond. 
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ARBORNICA, FOR ALL its mountains and valleys and endless vistas of broad-leaved and bristly trees, was no more than one square of land surrounded by numerous others scattered across an enormous flat plane. There were those with a certain kind of knowledge who liked to call this grid-like landscape the Face of the World. 

It was a Face that spun so that there were sunrises and sunsets. It was a Face too which seemed tilted in such a curious way that to the north it grew fiercely cold and to the south it sweltered with torrid heat. 

Such seasons as there were in Arbornica suggested it lay very much in the northern quarter of the tilted Face. Squares of land far to the east were known to be exceptionally dry whereas Arbornica’s rugged terrain had been carved by floodwaters over untold millenia and the lushness of the vegetation was a sign indeed of a well-watered and therefore westerly land. 

For all her watchfulness, the young girl lost in the obscurity of Velvet Glade could know little of these things. What went on beyond the central districts of the Great Depression was shaped by the vaguest of rumours. Those few who had ventured to the northern quarter of Arbornica came back with tales of strange barriers, on the other side of which were unknown lands. It was whispered people might live there too, though there was no hint as to who they were and what they did. 

Nanzie of the Woodbine community knew nothing of the savage hunting packs of feral Yotun or the quiet contemplative serenity of Octora in the dry east. Nor yet was she aware of the tribal caravans in the sandy wastes of Greetiyah far, far in the sweltering south, or the iron-bound snow fortresses of the Highly Romantic Wilds of Xenia as that most northerly land several thousand miles beyond the barriers was picturesquely called by its melodramatic inhabitants. 

Indeed, everything was several thousand miles in various directions for the Face of the World was of gigantic proportions, beyond the imaginings of the human mind. Many of the numerous barrier-sundered squares of land found themselves quite isolated, each vying to secure its place in the future according to the conditions that predominated there and the inner spirit of its people. 

The conditions in Arbornica were harsh indeed compared with some. The laid back casual existence of those lolling upon beautiful beaches in Frangea, the rich hauls of the great fisheries that plied the central sea-lake of Meditia and the gentle fruit-bearing glades of fairy-blessed Greenvale were a far cry from the struggles for survival among the cold, unyielding woodlands in which small, impoverished populations existed in what might be deemed the more prosperous parts of Arbornica. 

Yet is was not just the climate that oppressed those living in such an ill-favoured land. A creeping sinister thing seemed to hover with strange menace throughout the forested glades. It was why mothers felt the need to hug their children close and when apart from them, to laden them with charms to ward off evil. 

Thus the three communities turned to a certain specially sensitive individual to help protect each and every one of them. For some reason this always appeared to be a somewhat idle and self-assured elder who with dignified beard and regal staff projected a wise and profound demeanour that assured everyone he was the man for the job. 

“We live thus in this haven of sanctity,” Wisdom Pinkear had declared in one of his occasional speeches to a gathering of the Woodbines, “for long ago an evil female some call the Wicked Witch destroyed all the goodness in the world. All of it. To find that goodness again you must toil hard and make sacrifices.” 

Though there were a few who grumbled at the term ‘evil female’ and others who resented the fact the Wisdom had said ‘you’ and not ‘we’, everyone accepted things were not as much fun as they used to be thanks to that same Wicked Witch, whoever and whatever she might have been. 

Thus they endured sacrifices, toiled wearily and participated in strange rituals thought up by their wise leaders. The fall of a leaf, the shape of the moon or the sudden blossoming of pale blue flowers on the trunk of a barren log all served as a means to fend off the portents of evil, or so the Wisdoms insisted. 

There were though very few who did not believe in this evil that stalked the shadows surrounding each village. A sense of it could be felt by many, unsettling thoughts that seemed to inspire certain individuals with doubts as to the purpose of life itself. Only a Wisdom could see through this fog of dread that seemed to possess so many and thereby forestall tragedy to one and all. Only a Wisdom, after a comfortable lie-in and a hearty breakfast, had the strength to detect a wickedness otherwise unseen, yet growing like a hidden seed beneath the soil. 

Waiting for a favourable season to blossom forth. 

Nanzie for all her youth and inexperience saw certain things too. Yet she alone seemed unmoved by such terrors. It was as if she felt an inevitability about how things would be. The shrieks and cries of others amid the forest gloom, the strange howlings and rustlings and distant rumbles from the invisible giants of the land were nothing to her. 

She was different from the other Woodbine children. Very different. For she had survived a terrible birth, so the crones insisted, when others had given her up for dead. 

Now she lived, Nanzie was determined look at things. She could see most clearly with her own eyes. The tales of the Wisdoms were embroideries that lacked consistency in her young mind. They were devoid of vital substance. The expression on the faces of her playmates and cousins during story evenings by firelight, the spasmodic gestures of parents seized with horror at words spoken, such things amused the young girl. She would have laughed if not for the ensuing pain such a reaction guaranteed. 

So she kept silent and stared into the fire, imagining other things and forgetting the falsity of the world around her. As soon as the flickering flames filled her vision there was nothing else. Just the dancing light and her own thoughts, the inner whisperings that told other tales. Such moments gave her time, endless time to ponder the realities of this sad and lonely world she lived in. For it was lonely in its way. Nanzie knew there was no one else like her in the three communities and with an over-affectionate mother like Freesie it was difficult to understand those periods of profound isolation which were uniquely her own. The burden of love could be a strange thing. 

Yet she was not alone of course. She was never alone. 

––––––––
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THE PEOPLE OF THIS land of Arbornica could only understand territory through the nature of the trees that grew so thickly there. A barren hillside was no place to live for only within the tangled forests could sustenance be gathered. Rivers, few in number in spite of the wetness of the climate at times, seemed devoid of fish and other riverine inhabitants if one ignored the sailing squirrels and diving otters. Everyone tended to avoid the frogs of course for they were bright yellow and rather poisonous. 

Within narrow forest glades the small settlements clung on as best they might and those that survived liked to glory in the blessings of their surroundings. Always there was a particularly ancient tree nearby which seemed to act as the shelter and provider and so became the symbol of the district. To harm it was sacrilege and by implication to harm this mother tree’s progeny and near relations became also a thing to avoid. 

Society shaped itself around tree lore. Families had roots and branches and offshoots. The children of the community were the precious fruit which all adults in the district were responsible for to a greater or lesser degree. One single child might have half a dozen mothers and ten fathers, countless uncles and aunts across several generations. 

Only the Wisdoms were deemed childless in the eyes of society. For they had matters of a higher order to attend to and the squabbles and problems of families would only serve as a distraction. This though did not prevent older members of the community from dabbling in problems of their own which stretched the very boundaries of knowledge and experience. The strange thoughts of futurity and the afterlife, sorrows of loss and the language of frogs all carried a weight of significance that was the especial province of the Wisdoms to resolve. 

It was one of the sacred mysteries of Arbornica, this need to seek assurances from the shadowed meanings of nature. The dark dreams that seeped through the land were never far away. Isolated communities fed off those dark dreams whenever some troubled soul woke in the night and declared they had visions of apocalyptic significance. 

“The forests burn!” shrieked an old crone. 

“That’s called a sunrise ma’am,” Wisdom Bornut, being more steady in demeanour and the master of fire among the denizens of Velvet Glade, declared once the general panic had subsided, some telling bones tossed repeatedly to clarify there was still a future and the children were halted in what they deemed a perfectly reasonable end of days mudball fight containing sharp pebble cores, as was their wont. 

“I knew that. Just facing the wrong way I was when I woke up,” the prophetess of fiery doom insisted as the reason for her error. “Me mather always says better to be sorry than unsafe.” 

“She was both sorry and unsafe when she fell down that hole two decades ago ma’am,” the voice of reason pursued. “Though I would admit it saved the community the cost of burying her.” 

Everyone knew of course the old lady believed her mother, who had not been seen for all that time, was still alive somewhere in Cleewoll’s Cave System, an underground network impressive enough to be a tourist attraction if such a thing as tourism could ever exist in Arbornica. She visited its dark mouth, the new one discovered by her mother by accident, and sat for hours listening. Occasionally she would drop half a moss radish or twist of tobacco bark down into the black depths as a tribute to the lost soul and swore she still gave her advice in sighs and whispers floating up from below. 

It was a matter of course that within the Woodbine community to which Nanzie belonged these stories, events and accidents were part of everyday life and everyone’s concern. The three Wisdoms of Velvet Glade taught that no one was apart from the community, all had their share in the burden, though some there were who would always dispute the weight of that burden. Especially the young. 

“You are a wicked child,” Mother Freesie continued her lecture, shaking her head and gathering the substance of the discarded charm as it lay at the little girl’s bare feet. She wove some of the sundered fibres grimly as if she might bring its imagined potency back into being. 

“Then why try to protect me?” Nanzie spat back, standing her ground amid the bustle of returning fungal pod harvesters with their basket burdens for the noontide feast. Others around the two paused to listen but only briefly. They had their share of work to do and could not loiter. 

“If I am so wicked, then surely it’s better I die?” she added tearfully. 

The look on Mother Freesie’s face was easy to read. Pain suffused her being. Nanzie though had had enough. 

She ran then, seeking a part of the neighbouring forest where it was said those that had died painful deaths liked to linger in spirit so they might touch again the pleasure of warm life denied them so cruelly. 

It was a place of jumbled rocks and jagged thorns. A good place to feel and think upon the agonies of existence. A good place to gather the tears of dying children. 

Nanzie squeezed herself deep among the mossy boulders, feeling the tightness that embraced her thin body. Like a child craving the encircling safety of loving arms, she indulged in such closeness amid bitter thoughts. 

The silence was beautiful. The light was emerald fire and there was no movement save the tiny sparks of insect life flustered by her intrusion. 

Above her head through restless gaps in the leaves, the great moon that for days at a time dominated the sky, sent shafts of dancing light that patterned the twilight. Though but a fat crescent, its light was strong and comforting, a magical presence which Nanzie knew was as old as time itself. She gazed upon it and felt its latent power. 

For some time she remained thus, awed by the slowly changing forest light, and so it was there amid the jumbled rocks she felt that presence which was not her own grow stronger within her. A presence she welcomed, for she recognised something of familiarity which merged with the strange cold light. An inspiration it might be which suffused her soul with insight and purpose. 

“I understand,” she muttered to herself, though in a way which suggested she was talking to another. “I see it now.”
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~ 2 ~
Evil Had Blighted The Land
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ARBORNICA WAS A PLACE where the inner landscape of the human soul enfolded itself for protection, creating a shield against the outer horrors with ritualistic care. This was the spirit of the people that lived there. 

Though parts of the north were dominated by cold and barren mountains, icy streams and deep gorges, the vast majority of the land was covered in thick, dark forests, ancient and untouched. Amid the silent groves of oak and elm and a whole host of other densely foliated trees, some with very strange names, lived wild beasts. Predator and prey there were, caught in an endless cycle of existence, changeless and harsh, demanding and without mercy. Thankfully the apex predator was no larger than a squirrel. 

To outsiders who by chance might cross the barriers and take a look at the central districts of this curious land, that area known as the Great Depression, it was sometimes possible that somewhere amid that trackless waste of woodlands and tangled valleys they might catch an occasional glimpse of human occupation. Its harshness created one of the most abiding mysteries of the land to those not born there. 

Why would anyone want to live in such a miserable place? 

Because of course there was no other option to those who were born there. Other than not to live. 

In the north summers were cool and very short and winters could at times cover the ground in thick snow across large areas for months on end. In some districts to the north and west where forest trees of great girth clustered closely for mutual company snowfall often formed a roof or canopy high up among the branches. Any creature moving across the clear but sunless soil beneath in the springtime would discover that this canopy could bring a certain beauty at times as well as present unexpected hazards. For Arbornica was a land notorious for the twists it gave to everything within its borders. 

Heavy snows followed by a warm spell made the trees seemingly to weep for joy and then a sudden recurrence of the cold might create forests of icicles astonishing to behold. If summer was slow to reappear however then great masses of snow thundered down from the heights to bury travellers who had been up till then grateful for the shelter and relative easiness of the way. This was the time of springfall when the joys of a brief but fruitful season could be snuffed out in a moment of disaster. 

Of course spring in Arbornica was always a welcome relief for those who had survived yet another winter. In the cold and snowy terraces of the northern triangle creatures awakened from deep slumbers with voracious appetites and a desire to enjoy what little warmth the easings of the season might bring. 

With the dawning of another day, as traders prepared their spring travels down into the endless forests, a caterpillar high in the canopy of trees burrowed its way out of hiding. Bright with green and orange spots, it scurried on countless legs along a slender branch in search of fresh shoots, determined upon a succulent meal. It had lain hidden beneath bark long enough and was desperate to sink its teeth into one of its five hundred a day. 

Spring in Arbornica was welcome indeed, but that did not mean it was as equally welcoming. No sooner had the caterpillar reached its intended goal and was about to sink tiny saw-teeth into a lush green bud than a shudder from falling snow tossed it off its perch. Several somersaults ensued, bright colours catching the light and alerting a small bird nestled sleepily in winter moss. Near starvation had weakened the winged creature but here was a tender morsel tumbling before its eager eyes. A flutter of wings, a chirp of joy and an open beak seemed to anticipate badly needed nourishment. 

Before the hungry bird could assuage its long famine another mass of ice crystals fell from above, dislodged by the growing warmth of an early morning sun in the treetops. The bird was struck down in mid-flight and its song of anticipated triumph ceased. 

The caterpillar thus continued its fall and eventually landed in the middle of a pond where it would have drowned, having not had the opportunity of learning to swim as it grew beneath the tree bark during the long winter. However the warming spring sun that was beginning to melt snowfall high up among the trees had not yet reached the chill shadows at ground level. The pond was still frozen and the poor caterpillar had the indignity of bouncing twice before settling to rest on the ice with its many legs in the air. 

Here it lay, chilled somewhat and thoughtful in its plight, for it had never been upside down before. How was it to right itself? Should it try to shift its segmented body bit by bit until its tiny legs found purchase? Or should it endeavour to curl up and let gravity roll it sideways? 

It was in the nature of the land that was Arbornica that such hesitancy would not go unpunished. Before any attempt at saving itself could even be made, these conflicting caterpillar thoughts were interrupted by the sound of scurrying across the ice. Three blue-black beetles ran out of their mossy homes on the edge of the pond with equal delight, converging on their victim. Their intention might be to cut the caterpillar into three equal segments, for they were democratic in their way, and would have the satisfaction of filling their strange stomachs with equal sustenance. 

This happy vision was quickly obliterated as another great wedge of compacted snow slid off a high branch and thundered down upon the frozen pool with such force the sound of cracking ice could be heard from some distance away. 

The spirit of this strange land of rocky mountains and dense forests ensured that the dispensing of both goodness and pain in equal measure should continue. The mound of ice crystals shifted, then a glossy head appeared. The caterpillar, used to being squashed in the bark of a Crag Elm, found snow a mere cold and crunchy curiosity lacking flavour. It tunnelled out, performed a bit of unintentional skating that would have scored little, and then paused to think some more. There it was on the forest floor. Above, so high they were all but invisible, were the green shoots of spring. If not for the continued sounds of rumbles throughout the Forest of Medornal as more snow tumbled down in discreet but well-aimed avalanches, one might have heard a curious thing. A caterpillar sigh. 
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THE FOREST OF MEDORNAL was a busy place for spring drew other creatures from their hibernating propensities as well of course, and among them certain folk who might best be designated traders, for as was said, it was their first opportunity to get out and about. 

A network of trading routes, if viewed on any map, would look like a jagged frenzy. It was how the families given to this occupation were obliged to travel. For theirs was a vocation frowned upon by the Wisdoms of the central lands. They had long taught that the way to survive, the way to fend off the creeping darkness of terror that haunted the troubled land, was to chant and dance and centre all endeavour around a Mother Oak, whether it cared to witness such cavortings or not. 

Here was a focus of all divine protection, a sureness, a consistent reminder of the duties and obligations of the people. Thus there would be harvests and food enough, land devoid of snares and dangers. The unknown would be beaten back to the borders of the community. To travel beyond such borders was to confront danger, and to allow strangers among the people was to invite back in the evil their ancestors had fled from. 

Over much of the Great Depression were these static pockets of resistance, each centred on a Mother Oak, for trees had a way of staying put. Long ago, as the evening fire stories told, things were indeed a little different until a sudden scattering of peoples occurred. Some said it was caused by famine, others blamed disease. Yet others declared a terrible evil had blighted the land, an evil called by an arcane and mysterious name. 

Urban planning. 

A great population centre, the largest ever known in Arbornica, had slowly appeared and actually cut down countless trees to make room for its buildings. It was called Wykar Efendaral after some influential family now forgotten, for a disaster of righteous proportions had befallen it. The city, for it could be called such, was forgotten too. The very roads that led to it were now lost, cut up and crumbled by vengeful roots. 

The place where it once stood was empty and cursed, flooded and avoided. So it was named the Morass of Wyke and left to itself by those passing along its stricken boundary. The people fled mainly to the central lands west of the cursed city, though some more bravely climbed the rising terraces to the north, just to get away from the Morass as quickly as possible. Each family group carried with them a sense of what was right and in sundering contact with others that direction grew into a certainty of purpose. 

Honour the forests, be grateful for what they give. And don’t bloody well cut down any trees. 

Yet those who trekked to the northern highlands quickly developed a greater perspective. Heights allowed for that sort of thing. 

As the forests were thinner among the mountains and some areas were exposed to the open sky the tendency to look up and realise there was a lot more to the world than what was hiding behind the nearest tree became a part of the northern peoples’ way of thinking. They saw the land for what it was, not just a lot of leafy trees, but a defined and exploitable resource. 

New ideas developed, inspired by the neighbouring landscape. From on high one could see places where curious and different plants grew. Yet to those who had settled in those areas such fauna were familiar and useful. What was more natural than to make an exchange? To trade. 

“So, these chewy nut things are full of protein?” one visitor was purported to observe to a local leader in those early days after the disaster. 

“Three bevelnuts would give you the strength to lift a spade and dig for purple fungal pods,” was the proud response. 

“So if I trade you these four sugar berries for a chewy nut we could perhaps make an exchange of goods?” 

“Sugar berries? What good are they?” 

“Watch.” 

With that the enterprising visitor tossed one of the blue berries to a child standing near, watching with awed fascination at the curiously-dressed individual on the periphery of the hill village. The boy looked at the shiny blueness and thought it interesting too. 

“Go on, pop it in your mouth and squeeze it between your teeth,” the man said coaxingly. 

The boy did so. There was a moment of interested thought, then his eyes widened, became tearful, and he screamed. 

“Poison!” the hill villager roared, reaching for his weapon, which happened to be a spade. 

“No wait!” the visitor said, raising placating hands. “The boy hasn’t finished eating the berry.” 

The child, still trembling, made a demonstrative swallow, then his mouth gaped and his cheeks flushed red with apparent delight. 

“That,” he gasped, “was brilliant.” 

“I don’t understand,” the hill villager said, still gripping his spade uncertainly. 

“Sugar,” the other replied. “Kids love it. Oh, look, off he goes.” 

As the two men stood there, the boy suddenly rushed off and sought a tree to climb, not a difficult task in Arbornica. What was difficult was to coax him down later for while the sugar was still in his system he only wanted to leap from branch to branch in search of thrills. By then the visitor had carried off a sackful of chewy protein bevelnuts and left a bowl of sugar berries with the warning advice to go easy on them at first until everyone was used to the effects. Sweetness in the diet was completely new to that particular hill village. 

However, the principle of trade was born. 

––––––––
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MANY INCIDENTS LIKE this occurred through the generations and the concept of exchange among the northern highlands of Arbornica became thoroughly established. Only when the attempt was made to trade further south beyond the Forest of Medornal did a new kind of resistance occur. 

“Sugar berry?” one hopeful tried to tempt a Wisdom standing guard over his community at sight of this stranger to the area. 

“What is it?” 

“A berry,” and the man rolled it between finger and thumb by way of demonstration, “full of sugar. Go on. Have a nibble.” 

Frowning, the Wisdom deftly took the dark berry from the northern trader as his community members at a respectful distance stood and watched. He popped it in his mouth with a flick of the hand. There was a pause as everyone held their breath, even the trader, though he combined this with a knowing smile. 

As he watched the Wisdom’s elderly face changed colour slightly, a twinkle briefly flitted across his watery eyes. 

“Well? How was it?” 

“Grnn,” the Wisdom replied. 

“That good, hey?” and the trader turned as if about to offer samples to the villagers. A hand shot out, gripped his wrist with iron firmness and the Wisdom went into a sort of spasm. Then he keeled over. 

A collective gasp from the gathered community members was followed by cries of dismay. The trader dodged projectiles and raced away, noting as he did so that perhaps it was better to try a different tack. Elders were too weak to survive their first experience of sweet-tasting fruits after generations of sour cabbage and earthy fungal pods. 

These mixed attempts at introducing a trader economy to the forests of the Great Depression made any kind of progress in the land highly unlikely. Stagnation stared the trading families in the face. That was until something dropped down from the sky. 

It had been noted for some years that there was more in the sky than clouds during the day and twinkly things at night, along with the shy sun and intrusive moon of course. Bright, coloured sparks would occasionally drift overhead, making a faint buzzing noise like giant, distant insects. 

The more conservative members of the trading community could not help remembering the fate of Wykar Efendaral and thought these strange things were demons from the moon. 

Yet when a flitter landed deftly in a small but open space near a trader settlement and people stepped out, who made the universal sign of peace by pointing some weapon at the gathering of frightened traders, things changed profoundly for some. Others just screamed and ran south again with terrible tales to tell. 

If they had stayed they would have discovered new and amazing things, like tinned food, crystals that pointed the way and holographic images of Princess Oowah of Xenia dancing before their very eyes. In other words, trade goods from other lands beyond the barriers. 

For when the great moon Serenity was at its closest approach to the Face of the World, those same barriers were weak enough to pass through without the intrepid traveller being dismantled into component atoms. It did frizz the hair a little though. 

Thus a new era in trading began. The Arbornicans discovered useful and not so useful gadgets and the strange visitors, who repeatedly assured their hosts they were not from the moon, acquired rare medicinal plants, founding a valuable industry. This they called bio-pharmaceuticals, so that it sounded impressive enough for investors back home in Frangea. 

This gave an added boost to trading caravans drifting south past the blighted Morass as they did their best to shape a living from the wary peoples of the Great Depression. 

Inevitably some isolated communities found themselves rather overpowered by all these new things or utterly befuddled by the inexplicable. Canned fizzy drinks being a case in point. In certain hands they appeared more useful as weapons rather than refreshment. 

As supplying weapons to natives was against the cross-barrier trading laws, it being perceived such weapons might one day be turned on the supplier by a more natural law of opportunistic conquest, the canned drinks were discontinued. 

It was scientifically proven medicine the people of the isolated communities really needed, not laser rifles with a fifty mile range, or an exploding soft drink bomb. Thus the traders developed a new strategy, first in defining an illness, and then producing a cure. 

Only, of course the Wisdoms of Velvet Glade were already ahead of them on this. 

Every crone was taught from an early age to identify medicinal roots, curative leaves and dodgy fungus. Every mother knew the best salves for a child’s knee graze or bruised eye after a particular vigorous mud-ball fight over a favourite boulder fort. And among them was a particular child who knew what the crones and mothers and the Wisdoms themselves did, for Nanzie of the Woodbines was driven by an inner fury. It was her wish to live up to the name-calling she endured all her young life. She would indeed be a weirdy spirit if such the villagers thought her. 

“Three red ferns,” she muttered as she plucked fronds from the mephitic Samphire swamp. “Crush them in the ooze of bread onion skins to extract the dye and dip paper leaf balls into them. Let it stew overnight and then the carnage can begin by first light the next day.” 

She clutched herself after completing this concoction and indeed the very next day she was hidden up a tree with a forked twig catapult in one hand and a bowl of missiles in the other. It was springtime in the Great Depression, a time of new beginnings. Thus as soon as the boys and girls of Samphire left their community hall after blessings she began the massacre. 

A projectile, perfectly aimed, hit a lad in the forehead. Blood-like ooze poured down his startled face. This created a horror for a group of girls, who screamed and scattered, but not before Nanzie had tagged two of them on arms and legs with bloody missiles that created a remarkable resemblance to open wounds. Other victims found themselves wallowing in red fern gore, diving for cover, screaming and shouting for help as Mothers and Fathers, interrupting in their chores, appeared on the scene. 

Nanzie’s first victim, looking at the dripping redness now smeared on his hands as well, was grabbed by one of his Mothers. She looked him over, shook her head and with the hem of her drabspun skirt wiped the face of the lad vigorously. All that was left was a slight red mark of a bruise on an otherwise unharmed forehead. 

The boy roared revenge of course, but the culprit had melted away as soon as she saw adults appearing on the scene. Their vision she knew was keen and her hiding spot among the low trees overlooking the river path might soon be detected. 

She rushed to her favourite spot near the Celandine Cave and reviewed the mission. 

“They got the medicine they deserved,” she declared to no one in particular, knowing something of trader ways. “I won’t be bullied. I won’t be told what to do by the Glade Wisdoms anymore.” 

Then she paused in this defiant speech, discarding the remnants of her attack on the rival youngsters, and climbed atop a mossy boulder. She saluted her inspirational goddess within the greeny glare of the floating moon above and then she crouched down, as if drawing into herself. “I know it must be done,” she whispered almost tearfully, for sometimes her actions were frightening to her as well. “I must do it, else we will all die and there will be nothing left.”
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Doomed To Repeat Itself
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SPRING IN THE NORTHERN districts of Arbornica was a time to be on the move if you were a trader, for despite the various hazards, the benefits outweighed these by the opportunities to acquire profit from all the hard work of the winter months. 

Rare plants and curious exudations from various sources deep within the lesser known forest tracts gathered in that fruitful time of autumn had been processed, experimented with, sometimes with hilarious results, and then repackaged as medicinal concoctions for those in need. 

Thus the traders loaded up their goods during the partial thaw when blocked ways were less of a problem and sought out those progressive settlements sprinkled about the outer edges of the Great Depression. They were sure to benefit from pimple salves, vitamin supplements and hair loss creams, all derived from roots, fungus and infused leaves. There was even a small but growing market in alcoholic spring water that foamed splendidly with a pink and green froth which defied description. It was known among certain communities as buzz juice. 

These journeys down from the highlands of the north, where traderships and settlements had gathered in mutual associations of a protective nature following the great exodus, were mighty adventures in themselves, not to be taken lightly. There were indeed dangers on the barely visible tracks, not so much from within the forests themselves, but from above. 

“It is as the Faceless wills,” one luckless wagon rider was heard to say as he climbed out of a fallen snowdrift and sought for the vehicle he had moments before been travelling on. His crop of medicinal fungal lettuce had shattered like glass beneath the flattened covering at the back of the stricken vehicle and fragments spread around in a green halo. His wife was more resigned still to their unlucky fate. 

“That bloody tree again,” she said, brushing chunks of ice off her lap. She presently looked like a frumpy queen upon her snowy throne, for a slither of ice had crowned her dark hair with dimly-lit gems. “I told you Teazit Manleaf to take a detour up the High Crest and avoid the western tongue of Medornal. So what if the slide back down’s a bit of an adventure, but at least we’d still have our stock to sell in Puddling. Now look at it, like fallen leaves out of season.” 

“Hush,” Teazit admonished his wife. “’Tis the Mother Oak of this district. See the tributes upon it still?” and he indicated some straggling bits of coloured silk just visible among high branches. 

Some intrepid worshippers had clambered up among the ancient bark and tied tributes to what was deemed the oldest and therefore the most sacred oak for a hundred miles around. It just so happened that less than ten miles away to the east some other intrepid worshippers of a rival sect had draped another equally gnarled oak in silk of a different colour, a fact known only too well by his wife. That tree, Mollen Manleaf pointed out to her husband, never shed snowdrifts on innocent folk going about their worthy business. 

It was a hint that perhaps she subscribed to the Lemon and Lime Oak Sect across the valley. The Salmon and Orange Peel Chapter appeared to be a little less forgiving if their snowdrift-shedding Mother Oak was anything to go by. Teazit Manleaf could only wince, knowing he married someone just outside the circle of his spiritual comfort zone, having ignored a warning from some grizzled Wisdom in a border community who advised him that a dark-haired woman would be a plague upon his conscience, as bitter as a lemon and as jealous as a lime. He knew he would have to pass through that district too, and several others to get to Puddling. 

Being traders meant the need to cross boundaries. The Manleaf family knew this, accepted the disapproval of the more insular communities as they embraced the wider opinions of travelling folk as best they might. 

Some districts it were wiser to avoid however for they were simply not welcome there. Velvet Glade for instance was no place to make trade. Their bevelnut currency was of little value in the surrounding lands and the Wisdoms there liked to control things a little too intensely for Teazit Manleaf to apply his bartering skills with any meaningful effect. 

It was thankfully some distance east of Puddling, in one of the dips in the land. Arbornica tended to fall away in
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