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nominated poet with a fondness for the dark and the darling. Avra’s work 
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Future Fire, Space and Time, Eye to the Telescope, and Glittership. “The Saint of 

Witches,” Avra’s debut collection of horror poetry, is forthcoming from 

Weasel Press. You can find Avra on twitter (@avramargariti). 

 

Melissa Martini studied Creative Writing in both undergrad and grad 

school. Primarily a fiction writer, she has a handful of short stories, 

poems, and art pieces published both online and in print. When she isn’t 

writing or painting, she’s playing with her dogs or reading about astrology. 

 

Isabella Melians (she/her) is a junior attending school in south Florida. 
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Armonía Mag and a poetry editor for Outlander Zine, Kalopsia Literary, and 

Midlight Mag. 
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she works for a company that provides technology to people without 

natural speech. She writes poetry, fiction, memoir, and dreams about 
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her latest publications at https://linktr.ee/mulcahea. 
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Mandira Pattnaik’s (she/ her) recent poems have appeared in Prime 

Number Magazine, The Shore, West Trestle Review, Opia Mag, Thimble, Variant 

Lit, Feral Poetry, Kissing Dynamite and Eclectica Magazine. She also writes 

fiction. Her work has received multiple literary nominations including for 

the Pushcart Prize 2021. Find her writing at mandirapattnaik. 

wordpress.com.  On Twitter: @MandiraPattnaik. 
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which seeks to uplift LGBTQIA+ writers. Between meltdowns, they 

collect things, mostly books, and drink copious amounts of coffee whilst 

editing their debut novel. Twitter: @scottaarontait. 

 

M. Douglas White (he/him) is a former outdoor industry magazine editor 

who enjoys getting lost in tales of fantasy and science fiction when he’s 

not hiking through the woods. His speculative fiction has appeared in 

Metaphorosis Magazine, All Worlds Wayfarer, Wizards In Space Literary 

Magazine, and more. He lives in California with his wife, two daughters, 

and dog. Find him online at www.mdouglaswhite.com. 
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Arboretum 

 
Judith Crow 

 

 
The byways of my dreams are lined with trees. 

Their spells, which bind the light and twist the dark 

with ancient magic, drive me to my knees 

or let me stride with Herne through Windsor Park. 

The leaves of Grasmere cascade down to me: 

a waterfall of shades to fill my mind. 

Or Uig Wood, unfolding to the sea, 

declaring myth and life are intertwined. 

The myths of Sherwood strike to salve my soul, 

alive with notes of legends never lost. 

If ever life leaps in and takes its toll, 

I wonder at the Taiga, robed in frost. 

But, though I have greenwoods and forests wild, 

I mourn that copse I explored as a child. 
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Tree-Sap Girl 

 
Avra Margariti 

 

 
Jade-green glade, rosy resin 

dripping royal jelly. 

I walk the forest burning like foxfire, 

will-o’-the-wisp, 

bio-luminescent mycelium 

with my need for 

 

my giant-girl, moss-choked-girl, 

serrated-teeth-fissured-nails 

girl. 

 

Oh, 

how she dances under the lightning 

bugs’ thunder;  

how she pickles the moon  

and swallows it whole. 
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Carolina Hemlock - 

Tsuga Caroliniana 

 
Abigail Eckstine 

 

 
Behind my teeth I hide poison 

It is dipped on my tongue and  

Laced in my breath  

I am nothing if not 

A goddess of death  

Waiting to go down between your legs or 

Bite you between your ears  

The blood I love best is white 

Not red or brown or golden 

Taken from the souls of men who call my name on sidewalks 

I am steady 

Like a full grown tree 

The axes my parents bring to my base 

Bounce back on their own hands  

While there may be rocks from time to time 

I am  

I am  

I am. 
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All the Squirrels 

Wear Party Hats 

 
Melissa Martini 

 

 
very Sunday I sit on a bench in the local park across from an old 

woman named Isla. She packs oyster crackers in a Ziplock 

sandwich bag and feeds them to the pigeons and sparrows, 

tossing them into the grass as if seasoning a salad. They flock to her, doing 

their silly little bird dance, pecking at the ground and fighting over them.  

 I, on the other hand, spend the first fifteen minutes of my visit 

gathering acorns with the squirrels, and then they gather around me on 

my bench and snack with me. I help them break the acorns open and then 

we chew together, the bitter flesh begging to be roasted. Isla thought I 

was strange at first, but I told her she was no better than me. She did not 

respond. 

 The squirrels seem to live in one tree while the birds live in another, 

each on Isla and I’s respective sides of the park. It is as if we are on 

opposing teams for a sport we don’t quite know how to play. My squirrels 

lead me to their tree and climb up its trunk, and I peek inside its small 

hollow. Within the hole is a tiny dollhouse of a home, squirrels sitting at 

tables together sipping hazelnut coffee and sharing slices of pecan pie. 

I extend a finger only to be greeted by soft squirrel paws, the tips of 

their nails like needles against my skin. They grip the pad of my pointer 

and pull, and I tumble into the tree. I shrink as I stumble to my knees, 

pushing myself up to stand beside a squirrel my own height. 

The inside of the tree is spongy beneath my feet, my sneakers digging 

into it like rubber playground flooring. I admire the cork walls as the 

squirrel beside me shows me around, its fluffy tail brushing against my 

E 
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arm as we walk. It squeaks and barks, introducing me to other squirrels 

and offering me a slice of pie.  

I sit down on a small wooden stool, the table in front of me woven out 

of thin twigs and blades of grass. The squirrels play a card game, their 

playing cards made from moth wings—the different patterns act as faces. 

They hand me three cards, thin and powdery. We bet acorns. I lose more 

than I win. 

Eventually, my visit comes to an end, and I leap out of the tree as if a 

flying squirrel, stumbling out into the world as myself again. Isla is 

nowhere to be found, and it is dark outside. I wonder if Isla has ever been 

flown into one of her birds’ nests, if they welcomed her into their world 

like my squirrels have with me.  

 

● 

 

I am tempted to visit the park during the week, but I wait for Sunday, 

instead. When I arrive, Isla is sitting and passing out her oyster crackers, 

her hands spotty and veins wiry. I take my place across from her, crossing 

my legs beneath myself. 

 “Have you ever been there?” I point to the tree her birds flock to and 

from. She places an oyster cracker directly into a bird’s mouth. It flies 

away, carrying the cracker in its beak, and lands on a branch which sways 

up and down under the weight of its small body. 

 “Been where, my dear?” Isla asks, lips quivering out of old age. She 

digs through the pockets of her fleece jacket, pulling up wadded tissues. 

She unwads one and uses it to wipe her mouth.  

 “Inside that tree.” I say, pointing again. “That one, there. The bird 

tree.” 

 Isla stares at me for a moment, processing my question. She wears a 

crocheted hat with a small flower adorning its side, her wispy tufts of hair 

peeking out between the yarn. A bird lands on her shoulder, tentatively 

pecking at her elongated earlobe. “No, I have not.” 

 I feel superior at her response. When a squirrel climbs up onto my 

bench and sits beside me, I place my hand next to it, palm side up. It 
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crawls atop and sits, and I lift it onto my shoulder. Isla and I maintain eye 

contact, each with our respective animal friends on our shoulders. 

 “But I have been there.” Isla raises a shaky finger, pointing towards 

the squirrel tree. My jaw instinctively begins to drop, but I hold the 

expression in, squinting my eyes at her instead.  

 “How?” is all I can manage, but she only responds by emptying her 

entire Ziplock bag of oyster crackers onto the pavement in front of us 

and standing up to leave. I watch as she walks away, the birds circling 

around her until she’s too far from their tree.  

 Standing underneath the birds’ nest, I stare up at it. It is held up by two 

branches stretching out into the shape of a Y, sitting steadily in between. 

It is made of grass, spider silk, saliva, and mud, with twigs laced within for 

a sturdier hold. The cup is deep and hollow; both the pigeons and 

sparrows begin to line up around it in defense at the sight of me.  

 When the squirrels invite me into their tree again, I hesitate, feeling as 

if they’ve been unfaithful to me by associating with Isla. I’m the one who 

eats acorns with them, plays cards with them, and loves them. 

I reluctantly enter the tree hollow despite my reservations. The 

squirrels are celebrating something, and instead of pecan pies they are 

eating stone fruit cake topped with royal icing. I gather that they are quite 

good bakers, accepting a slice of cake and appreciating the chunks of 

apricot and cherry I can see inside.  

I am handed a party hat shaped petal, tying its thin, green stem around 

my neck to hold it secure. All of the squirrels are wearing party hats, as 

well, and one places a small twig in my slice of cake. A firefly lands upon 

the tip of the twig and glows. The squirrels begin to bark and squeak 

melodically before they gesture for me to swat the firefly away. The 

squirrels cheer. 

I don’t know what we are celebrating, but it feels like we are celebrating 

me. I eat my cake at a table with a few squirrels, and they present me with 

acorns wrapped in butterfly wings, flower petals folded into bows on top. 

I want to ask about Isla, but I am not sure how to speak squirrel and I am 

having too much fun to ruin the mood, anyway.  

The party winds down once we’ve finished the cake and played so 

many rounds of cards that we don’t know whose acorns are whose 
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anymore. Before I leave, I stand in the frame of the tree hollow’s hole and 

wave goodbye to everyone. The squirrels’ tiny paws wave back to me as 

they squeak out responses. I step out of the tree and stumble back into 

the park before heading home. 

 

● 

 

Throughout the week, I feel like every squirrel I see knows me. I walk 

through town and they chatter about me as they stroll past, acorns in their 

mouths as they run up lamp posts and scurry across the street. At night, I 

count squirrels instead of sheep because they visit my window, tapping 

their tiny nails against the glass until I wave hello. 

 Sunday comes but Isla does not. I sit on my bench and I wait for her 

for hours, but her and her oyster crackers do not show. The pigeons walk 

around her bench goofily, bobbing their heads as they peck at the 

pavement. The sparrows dig into the dirt for worms and line the top of 

Isla’s bench, their tiny talons gripping the wood. 

 Without Isla’s body in the way, I notice a plaque shine in the sun. It 

reads “In Loving Memory of Isla Passerine.” I wonder if Isla has been 

dead all this time, or if she died earlier in the week and got the bench 

purchased in memory of her that quickly. A sparrow shits, the white and 

gray liquid slowly dripping down, just missing the plaque. 

 I stand underneath the birds’ tree again, but the nest has been moved 

to a different set of branches. I ask the birds what they will do now that 

Isla is gone. They do not respond. I begin to climb the tree, digging the 

toes of my sneakers into the bark and hoisting myself up. The birds fly 

around the tree, and my arms grow sore as I make my way up.  

 I sit next to the nest, looking inside of it. The cup is deeper than it 

looks from underneath, seeming to go on forever. I pull an acorn out of 

my pocket and drop it inside the nest, listening closely for the sound of it 

hitting the bottom. Instead, I only hear birds chirping and whistling into 

my ears before I feel a soft push from behind. A pigeon hovers. It digs its 

talons into my shoulder and suddenly shoves. My body tumbles forward 

into the nest. 
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I fall for hours. When I finally land, I find myself in a puddle of mud 

surrounded by stray feathers and down. The acorn I dropped is next to 

me, a bird half the size of my body hopping over and pecking at it but 

ultimately deciding to return to the pile of oyster crackers in the corner 

instead. 

Another bird hops over to me holding a large green leaf in its beak, 

offering it to me. I take the leaf and use it to wipe off as much of the mud 

as I can. Isla appears behind it, holding a broken branch as a cane and 

limping closer. She has replaced her crocheted hat with a mushroom cap 

and her fleece jacket is now but a poncho of spider silk. 

“I see we’ve both finally made it here,” she says, reaching out an 

unsteady hand to pat my shoulder. She squeezes it lightly. 

“Isla, you’re alive.” I breathe it out in relief, placing my hand atop hers. 

“Everyone outside thinks you’ve died. They even dedicated your bench 

to you.” 

Isla doesn’t respond at first, but eventually tells me she has been in the 

nest for nearly a week. She looks up, so I do, too, wondering why she 

hasn’t left yet. “The only way out is on a bird’s back.” 

“Oh,” I mutter, looking around. I reach out to the bird who handed 

me the leaf towel, but it flinches away before hopping towards the oyster 

crackers. I look back at Isla. 

“Come.” She lets her hand fall to my wrist, wrapping around it loosely 

and leading me to the corner opposite the oyster crackers. There, she has 

a makeshift bed set up, which she rearranges to fit me, as well. She uses 

an enlarged Ziplock bag as a blanket. 

I sit next to her on the ground and we watch the birds hop around the 

nest, and I try to see the sky at the top of the cup to no avail. I wonder 

how far away it is, how many squirrels it would take to monkey barrel 

down and save me. 
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North: Haiku Series 

 
Isabella Melians 

 

 
Left church, three-thirty: 

a rabbit on the outskirts.  

Say goodbye to Grace. 

 

Seeds buried between 

heartbeats. Twenty beats, ten seeds. 

Sew them into soil. 

 

Tomato season  

carried on armadillos’ 

backs; Father knew best. 

 

Deer fell as men stepped.  

Thrones of moss and oak have no 

love for rubber boots. 

 

Dawn breathed a new life- 

envelope these sinking shells 

and vacant corpses.  

 

Outside this cabin, 

legacy of decay; burn  

what can’t be buried. 
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Churned Orion’s sky. 

An unkindness of ravens 

laughed at balding doves. 

 

Seraph,an angel, 

bathed me in this divine light 

(as holy as snakes) 
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Love Poem to the Peepul 

 
Mandira Pattnaik 

 

 
Who doesn’t know entwining, embracing, 

like roots? And cuddled secure 

in their mother’s dewy-damp soil. 

It’s the psilotum, anchored by creeping rhizomes, 

like disheveled souls, seeking refuge, 

where they’ll not, never,  

find any. Keep drifting about, 

carried away by sweeping deluges 

and nature’s other plans. 

 

But there’s the Peepul in my backyard 

on the shoulders of the house’s ruins 

clutching it with all its might, 

fingers like crow-beaks, roots like claws, 

and here and there hollows to breathe, 

lest you die in its stranglehold. 

Oh, and its leaves? They are  

countless hearts to love, and its figs 

grow in pairs. 

 

All the village girls are married to the Peepul first. 

They tie sacred strings around its girth, 

and sing peans to it. When the time 

comes to go join their real grooms, 
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I’ve seen the girls sneak in, become 

the Peepul’s prop roots. 

And only imitation ones 

follow the boys, merrily 

down the gravel path. 
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Keepers of Peace 

 
Kevin M. Casin 

 

 
e are creatures of the vine. Bent and twisted into forms like 

yours to walk with our brethren as stewards of the Uldaren 

forest. By the Goddess above, who lights the Earth and guides 

all who inhabit it, we have come to make peace with your village. In these 

baskets, fashioned from the best of our kind, we offer our children in 

desperation, we give our fruits.  

We can provide alternative means of living on these lands. You do not 

need our wood to keep warm, or to build your homes. We can rejuvenate 

your crops and saturate your tables with enough food to feed generations. 

Simply feast on these fruits, and all our powers will be yours. We give you 

our children. We give you our strength. 

 Please take your fill. We will stay here and watch. We do not provide 

tricks nor instruments of poison or death. We bring peace in our boughs. 

Our splinters are not shared by our flowers and fruits. Trust us. We give 

only power, only a way to help us both survive. Do not cut us down 

further, or heaven will devour us all in fire. 

No! Do not toss it to the ground! These are our children. The future 

of our people we offer willingly. We risk our doom in exchange for peace 

with humans. Those of us who live on, who bore offspring this year have 

kept our few young. Please, enjoy the promise of our brightest days, the 

assurance of a life free from turmoil. 

Here. This green fruit is tough. Its skin is firm, impenetrable almost, 

but here is the trick to eating my sons. Prick the apex, where my branch 

once held my oldest, and wait until the seeds burrow out. Yes, very good. 

Do not worry about them. They cannot break from their shells. Should 

they fall to the earth, they will die for no one here shall nourish them, or 

W 
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tend to their roots as we would. Leave them to rot, to fester, to feed your 

soil. We know of your troubles with crops. Our powers can help. Watch. 

Simply eat our fruits. We will show you. 

Was that not delicious? Its flesh is tender, is it not? Juices sweet as a 

breeze in summer, as the sprinkle of water on a scorching day. Does it not 

hold you in place? Does it make you want to take root and cherish these 

precious moments with your own children? You feel the plea of the forest, 

of our people begging for peace. Lay down your axes. Cast aside the saws 

and instruments of death. Come and join us in the dance. 

Sway your bodies in the wind. Writhe and lift your hands to heaven. 

Pray to the Goddess in the sky, whose golden light showers us with grace. 

Let Her invigorate your soul. She comes to us all in our hours of need. 

She has come to my people many times. We are Her children. Kick your 

feet. Brush away the dirt beneath you. You cannot be bound by such sin. 

You belong to heaven, to the Goddess, not to the devil in the Earth. She 

calls to you.  

Will you not go? Are you so foolish as to not lift yourself into the sky? 

Lift your arms! Reach for Her! She’s there. Watch Her pull you into the 

clouds! By our power, you may ascend and live with the Goddess as 

equals. Bask in Her glory as we do every day.  

With our fruits, can you say we have reconciled? We have offered you 

our power, we have given you our strength. Are you not satisfied? For 

whom is not stronger than the creatures of the vine. We are anointed as 

stewards by Her rapturous glory and appointed as keepers of the peace. 

Heaven will not devour us now. Our children are buried beneath you, and 

you are now like us. Tend to our seeds, nourish their roots. Return to the 

Uldaren forest and equals in eyes of heaven. 

 

● 

 

We do not regret changing you. On the contrary, we celebrate your return. 

Grow tall. Let your leaves dance with the clouds and flesh sing with the 

sultry music of the Goddess. Feel the earth beneath you. It hugs your 

roots. Spread wide and far, to every corner of the world, and tell your 

brethren the good news. Show them how we can save this world together. 
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 Give yourselves time. Eventually, you will move as we do. We will tear 

down your homes for you. It is part of our gift to your village. Muddied 

brick by oaken beam we will raise your dwellings. No more need for walls 

or barriers or shelter from elements you’ve longed to keep away. You can 

become one with them now. Should you desire to help, we will not turn 

you away. Dig your roots into the foundations. Tears the village out from 

its heart. Embrace your new life. Yes! Bring it all down. 

 Very good! Yes, spread out. We share our home with you. Burrow 

beyond the meadow, toward the forest, toward our youngest who have 

yet to learn to move. We’ve always known how to walk and speak. Your 

kind has never listened. You spin tales of elves and fairies, of creatures 

who frolic in the woods taking from you. But they are kinder than you. 

They welcomed us into the world. We have lived in peace for ages. Free 

from the trappings of your people. Now, we have no choice but to see 

you.  

 Too much have you destroyed. Too many of us have you slaughtered 

and gave nothing in return. No offerings have you given, or peace have 

you attempted to make with us. You are terrors of this earth. We will teach 

you the ways of peace. Never again will you threaten us. We will reclaim 

this world. Restore balance. The Goddess has blessed our mission. 

 We have watched your people grow. Tear away our roots, dissect our 

trees and forge homes for yourselves. You take too much. Our forest will 

dwindle into obscurity if we do not stop you. Harm is not in our nature 

as it is in yours. We seek to show you the ways of balance. We offer our 

bodies to you, as we have given our fruits, and we allow you to invade our 

shade. But do not mistake kindness for weakness. Our forest will fight 

back and defend our home. We have as much right to exist as you do.   

 Wait! What are you doing? No! Do not uproot those trees. They are 

our children. They must grow beside you. Work together as we do. Feel 

the energy of the earth, the tickle of the hyphae, the songs of the microbes, 

and the cooling whispers of passing elements. Leave our children alone. 

The world is enough for all. You do not need their roots to live. 

 No! Stop that at once! We do not come to harm you. Do not harm us. 

We came to help you. We come to spread peace, not destruction. The 

forest is our home. You stay within the bounds of the village. Your kind 
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will never change. Destruction is sowed in any form you inhabit. Perhaps 

it is your nature. We’ve misunderstood. 

 Oh, goddess! Save us from our destruction. Spare us! We wish only for 

balance, for harmony between man and creatures of the vine. Keep our 

children safe. They will tear our forest asunder; our people will perish if 

you do not stop them. We have done all we can to protect ourselves. We 

need you now, goddess. We need a savior. 

 

● 

 

We will stop you with any force necessary. With great stones, mined from 

the surrounding mountains, we bar the roots. Deep into the earth, we 

stake them, severing all roots and water. We assemble a ring to encase the 

village. We cannot let you dominate the forest.   

What have we done? Peace was our aim. We are of the same mind and 

material now. Why do you still fight us? Why be anything other than a 

tree? Together we can revel in the light of the Goddess. There’s no need 

to fight. Are we not allowed to live in harmony? 

You offer us nothing but death. You cut down our children, our 

elderly, and give nothing in exchange for our flesh. You are of our flesh 

now. You can understand our pain now. Still, you make war with us. Is 

there no end to this violence? 

We take our seeds and set them in the Earth behind the wall. The 

sentinel trees will preserve our home. They will twist their roots over your 

tendrils and siphon the nutrients from the soil. Grow children! Take your 

place and guard the forest against the invaders. Save us from our doom. 

Brothers and sisters, summon the vines. They grow too tall! They will 

separate us from the Goddess! We must stop them. Let them bind the 

branches and drag the humans back down to the earth. Unsheath your 

thorns! Slice the veins and drain the sap. Tear the leaves away. Do not let 

them bask in the Goddess. 

Work harder! Grow faster! Our forest will wither into memory. The 

fire will take us all if we fail. Where is the Goddess? Why has She not 

stopped this? We know we started this fight. Yes, the fault is ours, but 
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how often has She forgiven the humans? Can She not see our intentions 

were pure? We can save this work. Does She not want us saved? 

 

● 

 

Our goddess has abandoned us. Perhaps balance is what brought peace. 

We cannot stop you from growing. But for the sake of our children, we 

will not fail. We must take this upon ourselves. We must reverse the curse. 

We are creatures of the vine, stewards of the Uldaren forest, keepers of 

peace. If we cannot restore balance, who else can? Perhaps the flowers 

can turn you back.  

Trees, bloom! Pour your power into your fragrance. Fill the forest with 

brilliant scents, pungent and potent to quell the nightmare. Pollen clouds 

stretch far and wide! Engulf the air! Do what you can. For our sake, we 

must at least try to bring back the humans.  

Yes, it is working. You are angry. We understand your raised fists, the 

violence in your eyes. We will help you rebuild! From stones quarried 

from the mountain, with wood we offer in peace can we remake your 

village. We cannot live as equals. We know this now. You are part of this 

world too and just as important as us. But can you temper your use of the 

forest? We cannot be lost either. The fire will come, and no one will be 

safe. 

You may not wish to listen. What can we do? Here, let us pile the 

stones, shape them into bricks. Do not pelt us with rocks! We offer 

flowers and fruits, but you scowl. You take the fruit and hurl it back into 

our boughs and strike us with your fists. We needed to protect our forest. 

It’s why we took such actions, but you have no interest in our 

explanations. Instead, you gather what little remains of your village and 

leave the forest. 

We have not seen your kind for many years. Our forest grows wild and 

unchecked. We are saved from the fire at least for now. We hear you 

terrorize new trees. Those creatures of the vines are not as peaceful as we 

are. Be careful! We are not all keepers of the peace, and fire does not 

frighten them as much as it does us. The Goddess will not save us. She is 

the fire. She will be our reckoning. 
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General Sherman’s Baggage 

 
Beth Mulcahy 

 

 
My capacity for love looms as large as the oldest sequoia in the California 

forest - huge as hell and been around forever. There’s a sturdy fence 

surrounding its trunk so that you can’t get close enough to touch it.  

Imagine the layers of rings around his heart. His immobility dominates, a 

rooted shrine to worship with words. And I don’t know what to do with 

it, this enormous sequoia sized capacity for love of mine because it isn’t 

just about giving, it has insatiable endlessly deep roots in need. 
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Pine and Sprout 

 
M. Douglas White 

 

 
n the edge of a meadow in the high mountains, a great pine tree 

bids farewell to the setting sun, just as it has done each evening 

for centuries. The first cool breeze of late summer rustles its 

limbs, reminding the pine that yet another change in season draws near. 

It begins to relax its branches in anticipation of the lengthy darkness, 

its needles eager for the flecks of dew that the night will call forth. Content 

in its anonymity amidst a forest of its kin, the pine turns its attention to 

the nocturnal vibrations emerging across the mountain. 

A chickadee chirps its last tune of the day before fluttering into its nest. 

A spirited young ram searches for a soft place to rest, its hooves clacking 

over a rocky outcropping. An owl hoots solemnly, preparing for the 

nightly hunt to come once the forest turns black. 

The pine feels them all, and also detects something else—the rapid 

patter of footsteps upon the earth, quickly drawing near. 

A visitor arrives at the far end of the meadow. 

 

● 

 

Sprout bursts from the forest and sprints into the open air. His tattered 

clothing—several sizes too large for his emaciated body—flap in the air 

behind him. His bare feet are filthy and bloody, pounding against the wild 

grass. Sprout is exposed in this meadow, and he knows it. 

 He spots a row of pine trees in the distance—the tallest things in sight 

—and veers towards them without breaking stride. His lungs can’t take in 

enough air. His throat burns, and he feels the soft tissue beneath his ribs 

stabbing into his side. Fresh cuts emerge along his soles, slashed by stones 

O 
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hidden beneath the grass, each one honed sharp by eons of rain and wind 

and ice. He is tempted to look back, to see if he is still being chased. 

Instead, he clenches his neck, stares ahead, and sprints even faster. 

 He doesn’t stop when he reaches the edge of the meadow, scurrying 

into the trees. His foot catches an upraised root, and he slams into the 

forest floor. The impact is unlike what he had anticipated. The ground is 

soft and springy. It reminds him of the featherbed inside the barrister’s 

house, into which he and several of the other street children snuck during 

the coldest depths of the previous winter. 

 Dazed, Sprout scrambles on his hands and knees, and then crawls 

behind the trunk of the nearest pine tree. He peers out from behind it, 

staring across the meadow and into the space through which he emerged. 

Blood has rushed into his face, and he can feel his heartbeat hammering 

inside his ears. He stares, unmoving, until the darkness of a night without 

a moon shrouds the meadow, and then the forest, and then the mountain. 

When his eyes can’t discern a difference between open or closed, Sprout 

settles down on the soft earth. He curls his slight frame between two of 

the great pine tree’s roots, and falls asleep. 

 

● 

 

The visitor is a child. A human child. The pine knows this by the lightness 

of its gait, as well as the tiny quantities of air it exhales, even as it slumbers. 

Few of its kind have passed through the pine’s meadow during its long 

life, and those who had never stayed long. They were more apt to march 

across the slopes in the west. Their heavy footfalls would echo through 

the forest floor, rattling the pine’s roots underneath the soil. Above 

ground, its trunk would shudder with the incessant thwack of their axes 

cutting into the flesh of its distant siblings. And its needles would 

reverberate with their triumphant shouts just before the mountain’s 

stillness was brutalized by a groaning tree crashing to the earth. 

 

● 
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Sprout shivers violently enough to wake. He bolts upright and frantically 

scans the area around him. When he sees only darkness, he recalls his 

escape from bondage, his exodus into the forest, the discovery of the 

meadow, and his collapse beneath the pine. 

 It has grown colder since he fell asleep. Though he has experienced 

dozens of nights in far more frigid conditions, Sprout is weaker than he 

has ever been. He has not eaten in several days. Not since he nicked that 

loaf of bread from the bakery, devoured it in only a few bites, and then 

let down his guard amidst the euphoria of a full belly. The city watch 

arrived, accompanied—strangely, Sprout thought at the time—by the 

provincial magistrate. 

In the darkness, Sprout scrapes the forest floor. He collects twigs, 

cones, and fistfuls of dried needles, and places them into a small pile. 

Kneeling, he places both of his hands over the dried refuse, and wills some 

of the little warmth remaining in his chest down the length of his arms 

and into his fingers. His body convulses against the shock of further 

coldness, but he maintains his focus. He knows the warmth will be 

returned to him in due time. 

The pile of twigs and cones and needles begins to smolder. 

 

● 

 

The pine panics. 

An ancient sentry of the forest, its rare encounters with fear all share a 

common bond. 

Fire can be cleansing, the pine knows, vital for repurposing the dead 

for the bounty of new growth. But, too often, it is destructive beyond 

measure, uncaring and gluttonous. As weak as the tiny flame flickering at 

its base is, in this moment, the pine yearns for the gift of movement—to 

run, soar, or splash away, just as it has witnessed so many of the meadow’s 

creatures accomplish over countless seasons. 

But the flame remains small and within the child’s control. The pine 

senses the child relax, its skin warming and its heartbeat steadying. Just as 

the pine considers the child to be fully at ease and the flame far from a 

threat, it detects new vibrations rumbling against its roots—the heavy, 
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steady footfalls of another human who is not a child, and who is not 

panicking as it approaches the far end of the meadow. 

A new visitor arrives. 

 

● 

 

“Come out, come out, little Sprout!” 

 The voice is sharp and clear, and rings throughout the meadow. 

Despite the loving warmth of the fire, Sprout’s blood runs cold. He feels 

foolish for letting exhaustion ground him, and shameful for igniting even 

a tiny beacon amidst the protective cloak of night. He stands, extinguishes 

his fire and prepares to flee deeper into the forest. 

 “Go ahead, keep running! You know I’ll catch you eventually!” 

 Sprout does know this. Growing up in the city’s slums, he had heard 

tales of the magistrate’s insatiable lust for the gifts of others, only to 

discover their truthfulness himself. 

An old man, his hands calloused from a lifetime of hard labor, who 

could make a trickle of water flow in an unnatural direction. A high-born 

lady, delicate and innocent from an upbringing devoted to pomp and 

vanity, who could levitate a handkerchief above a table. Even a wily, 

sharp-minded educator, who could summon a breeze to snuff out a candle 

across a large room. 

The magistrate ensnared any who exhibited a trace of magical ability, 

then took it for himself. Street urchins made for easy targets. But the 

magistrate had taken a particularly keen interest in Sprout. 

He would never tire, Sprout knows, nor yield, such was the power of 

the man’s fixation. 

Sprout takes a deep breath and exhales slowly. Tracing a hand along 

the great pine’s trunk, he steps cautiously around the tree to face the 

clearing. 

The magistrate stands in the center of the meadow, holding aloft a 

flaming torch in one hand. Under its flickering light, Sprout sees him 

grasping in his other hand the ornately carved, wooden staff that he is 

rarely seen about town without. Its pointed end resting on the ground, the 

staff is nearly as long as the lanky man is tall. His black, sable cloak billows 
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softly in the breeze. His leather boots and gloves are somehow shiny and 

clean. For one who has spent days traipsing through the forest, it appears 

to Sprout that the man could have come from a regal dinner party, such 

was the state of his refinement. 

 “Come, child,” the magistrate says kindly. “Let us end this foolishness 

and return to the city.” 

 He raises his staff slightly off the ground, and Sprout feels a subtle 

sensation pushing against his back, as if a moderate wind had arisen to 

coax him into the meadow. Sprout resists, placing his palm flat against the 

pine’s trunk for support. The boy stares into the heart of the magistrate’s 

flaming torch and searches within himself for whatever trace amount of 

heat exists. 

 “No!” Sprout yells. 

 The torch erupts, blossoming into a ball of flame that engulfs the 

magistrate briefly before the man flings it away, crying out in annoyance 

rather than pain. The burning stick lands in the meadow and ignites the 

grass. The flames spread quickly along the ground, illuminating the 

clearing and casting sinister shadows that dance across the circle of 

watching trees. 

 “Very well, dear boy,” the magistrate sighs. “Just know that I do not 

wish to do this. It is your insolence that has forced my hand.” 

 The magistrate raises his wooden staff above his head, then closes his 

eyes. 

 Sprout feels the tiny hairs along his arms and neck stand on end. 

 

● 

 

The pine senses what is coming. It’s as if this new visitor is projecting the 

energy of the entire sun up into the night sky. And, surely, the pine knows 

—like a fallen cone or a fledgling departing its nest for the first time—

that which goes up must come down. The pine has witnessed similar 

occurrences numerous times during its life, some even assaulting its own 

meadow. 

The pine considers, once more, how precious the gift of movement 

would be. 
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● 

 

Lightning strikes the great pine, splitting its trunk from crown to root with 

a deafening CRACK that echoes across the mountain. So powerful—and 

so unnatural—is the force of the blast that the tree’s branches burst apart 

and fly in all directions. 

Sprout feels his entire body explode with pain. The impact hurls him 

into the air. He lands in the meadow a dozen paces away from where the 

pine tree slumps. He cannot feel his hand—the one that was pressed 

against the tree—nor wriggle its fingers. As he lay in the grass struggling 

to catch his breath and choking against the smoke, he stares into the black 

sky above and glimpses the pine’s branches tumble from the heavens 

around him. Many are aflame, like a swarm of malicious fireflies. 

Sprout hears the crunching of grass being trampled, turns his head, and 

sees the magistrate sauntering towards him, a sad smile carved onto his 

face. 

 

● 

 

The pine feels itself existing in countless places at once. Where only an 

instant before it had stood tall and whole, rooted in the only space it had 

ever known, its essence is now shattered, its body now scattered in 

fragments across the meadow. With each passing moment, it feels a part 

of itself fading away into an endless night. 

First its needles, the most fragile part of itself. Then its trunk, which 

bore the brunt of the lightning. Then its roots, which are spread wide 

throughout the soil. All that remains of the pine exists only in its flaming 

branches. One by one, they begin to fade away, as well. 

 

● 

 

“Forgive me, my dear boy,” the magistrate laments. “As I said, I did not 

wish to do that. But you left me no choice.” 

He kneels down onto the ground, places a palm onto Sprout’s chest, 

and closes his eyes. 



44 
 

“I will miss you, truly,” the magistrate says. “Even amongst all those 

whose company I have enjoyed, you were something special.” 

 The man begins muttering strange words under his breath, and Sprout 

feels a sharpness pierce his chest. His limbs grow cold, and he feels the 

heat inside his body escaping through his heart and into the magistrate’s 

welcoming grasp. 

With his one working hand, Sprout frantically claws at the grass, 

searching for a rock, a hearty clump of dirt, or anything else that could be 

used as a weapon. He wrenches his shoulder to stretch his arm as far as 

he can, and his fingers graze a slender branch, warm and solid. 

 

● 

 

Death and regrowth are essential to the forest, the pine knows. The once 

great tree is not sad to leave the meadow. It knows that it would be 

absorbed back into the earth eventually, just as with all living beings. But 

the pine is surprised that it has happened at the hands of a visitor, rather 

than the passage of time. And so suddenly. And so violently. 

The pine feels the final pieces of itself—in branches and boughs and 

splinters of wood pulp—drifting away into darkness, until it remains 

inside a solitary branch. It recalls its farewell to the day’s sunshine just 

hours before—the tiniest fractions of a moment within the scope of its 

ancient lifespan—and wonders if the sun will shine again in the morning. 

The pine branch feels something scratching at it, like a bird landing on 

its limbs, or a squirrel clambering up its trunk. But this is more intense, 

more pronounced. The pine realizes it is the small fingers of the human 

child clawing at its surface. The child grasps the branch in its hand, and 

the pine feels an energy unlike anything it had ever experienced before. It 

is warm. And powerful. 

The pine senses the boy panic, and knows that it is in danger. Both the 

child and the pine will soon be lost, it understands. Recognizing their 

shared descent into darkness, the pine embraces the boy’s energy willingly. 

 

 

● 
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Flames roar all around him as the meadow burns, but Sprout cannot feel 

their intense heat. He grows colder and colder, and clings to the remaining 

bit of warmth within himself. Sprout squeezes his eyes shut and concen-

trates, blocking out the sounds of the magistrate’s murmurings, the 

crackle of flame, and the moan of the wind against the trees. 

 Sprout focuses on the branch in his hand. He flexes his arm, wishing 

to strike the magistrate across the brow, but he is too weak and can barely 

lift the branch above the grass. But Sprout senses something within the 

wood—a faint presence that is rapidly fading into nothingness. The boy 

reaches out to it, desperately calling into the void and pleading with it to 

remain, to stay with him in these final moments, if nothing else. 

As he feels the final essence of his body heat seeping away into the 

magistrate’s palm, Sprout senses the wood respond. 

 

● 

 

The pine absorbs the child’s energy and, instinctively, releases it outward 

into the meadow, like dropping the needles of an old season. The pine 

then detects something changing within the child. It is no longer 

panicking. Instead, it is elated. 

 

● 

 

Whatever tiny amount of heat remains within his body, Sprout feels it 

amplified through the wooden fibers of the branch in his hand. A hot 

breath of righteous anger erupts from the branch and slams into the 

magistrate, sending the man tumbling across the grass and through flames. 

 The magistrate scampers to his feet, still clutching his ornately carved 

wooden staff. His eyes grow wide and his jaw loosens as he glimpses 

Sprout. The boy is standing, gripping the slender branch in both hands, 

which is more than twice as long as the boy is tall. It is misshapen from 

the lightning strike but no longer aflame, though one end remains 

smoldering—the end which Sprout points directly at the magistrate. 
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 “So you have discovered the merits of enhancing your gifts with a 

staff,” the magistrate says, breathing heavily. “You are indeed something 

special, little Sprout.” 

 The magistrate raises his staff and bellows a short, harsh incantation. 

 Sprout tightens his grip on the branch, and focuses on the burning 

meadow. He wills the flames to donate their heat. 

 

● 

 

Despite what has happened to it, the pine still senses the presence of the 

meadow’s other trees. But now, it detects yet another. Or, at least, some-

thing that was once a tree. Whatever it is, pine considers, it has been 

carved and mutilated by the evil will of its bearer. It was once young, the 

pine feels, cut down before it grew to full scale, whittled and made to 

suffer, in order to amplify its master’s malevolence. 

The pine pities this poor being. It reaches out across the space between 

them, to remind it of all that it has missed. 

 

● 

 

Sprout’s will is fading. His body is dangerously hot, absorbing heat from 

the surrounding flames that grow more intense as they race across the 

meadow. He feels powerful—more than he ever has in his life—but the 

magistrate is strong, and experienced. Sprout clenches all of his muscles 

tightly, struggling to fend off the spell that the magistrate is forcing his 

way. Their gifts—intensified through the wooden staffs they bare—are 

locked together, gnashing and clawing at one another. 

 The magistrate is struggling, too, Sprout notices. The man’s jaw is 

clenched, his teeth are bared, and sweat streams down his face. 

But it is not enough. Sprout knows he will tire first, and that the 

magistrate will prevail. Sprout considers subduing his own will, relaxing 

his muscles, and embracing an immeasurable rest. Instead, the boy calls 

out to the flames, and absorbs as much heat as he possibly can. 

 

● 
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What was once a tree calls back to the pine. It is tired, the pine feels, and 

yearns for the forest. 

 

● 

 

Sprout’s connection to the magistrate shatters. He stumbles backwards 

but remains on his feet. He then sees the magistrate throw his staff onto 

the ground, as if the carved wood has suddenly burned his hands. The 

man looks up at Sprout, his confused face mutating into one of horror as 

he sees Sprout glowing white hot beneath the night sky, brighter even 

than the roaring flames that encircle them. 

 The boy hesitates a moment, then remembers all those whom the 

magistrate has harmed, as well as those that he will undoubtedly hurt in 

the future. Sprout wills all of the heat that he has collected from the 

meadow towards the magistrate. The man falls to his knees, his scream 

snuffed out by the crackle of flame. 

When only a pile of ash remains where the man and his staff fell, 

Sprout quells the raging fire before it can reach any of the trees. The 

meadow calms, still smoking, ready for renewal under the rain of the 

coming season. 

Sprout then walks into the forest, the pine branch slung over his 

shoulder. 

 

● 

 

Many seasons pass, during which Sprout carries the pine with him back 

and forth across the far reaches of the world. His arm heals, and the frail 

boy grows strong and tall. 

He avoids cities, preferring to meander through the wilderness of 

evergreen forests, along the crests of barren desert dunes, and across 

frostbitten tundra. 

Sometimes—to restock supplies, most often—Sprout visits a town. If 

he observes a wrong that he can help make right or a person in need, he 

helps. But as soon as words like “sorcerer” or “wizard” emerge on the 

tongues of the townspeople, Sprout departs for untamed lands. 
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Rarely, he meets others like him and, when possible, exchanges 

knowledge of his gift for knowledge of theirs. 

When Sprout grows old, he leans on his pine branch as he hikes across 

the world. When he knows that he will soon no longer be able to travel, 

he sets a course towards the high mountains of his youth. He encounters 

a meadow that he knows is not the one that his enemy assaulted with 

lightning long ago, but it will suffice. 

Sprout kneels down in a bare patch of earth under a clear, blue sky, 

and lays his pine branch on the ground. He places his hands upon it, wills 

all of his heat and breath and life into the wood, then lays down to finally 

rest. 

 

● 

 

The pine feels itself sprouting. Tiny roots shoot forth from its hardened 

surface and plunge into the soil, while small cones crowded with seeds 

emerge along its length. In time, it will grow tall, the pine tree knows. As 

it does, its needles will entomb its bearer’s bones, and its limbs will shade 

his grave. 

  



49 
 

 

 
 



50 
 

 

Belonging to moss 

 
Arden Hunter 

 

 
This was the wall where you proposed;  

We sat here like strangers I saw from outside. 

The surface is rougher now, and more moss clings stubbornly on to the  

cracks and the furrows and divots I feel. 

I sat with you and let you tell me all the reasons I should be yours, and 

I remember thinking how little you knew me.  

You had broken my embroidery hoop the day before in a fit of your  

usual fire, and as you offered me a metal ring in exchange I knew:  

I’d take wood any day before I’d take you.  

I threw your empty ring into the bushes and darted away before you 

could throw me after it. 

You tore your hands searching, tore your throat cursing me up and  

down. I took to the trees and the streams and the moss-covered 

paths and I never came back. 

I never came back. 

There’s a sapling growing here now that shows a glint of gold: it’s  

budding through the young bark; so coy. 

It found your ring, grew up and through it; it’s just at my height now I  

sit on the wall. 

How well you know me, I think as I pet it, trail fingers through leaves  

and hear the sap hum. 

Yes, I do, I tap on the twigs. There’s hay in the air and there’s sun on my  

skin. 

Yes, I do. I will; I am. 

I am. 
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The Forgotten People 

 
Scott Aaron Tait 

 

 
tephen Neuman stared out at the open landscape with a sigh before 

closing his eyes. It was horrible what they’d done. With hands in his 

pockets, he listened to the sounds of birds in the distance as a gentle 

spring breeze touched his neck. Taking a deep breath he resentfully 

opened his eyes to see the malignant fracking towers see-sawing up and 

down as the drills dug deeper into the earth. Turning his back he walked 

across the meadow. In full summer it had been a vast ocean of colour but 

now it was reduced to a pitiful mound of overturned soil that separated 

the corporation’s wasteland from what survived of the ancient forest. 

Stephen navigated between the trees until he reached the camp. A 

scattering of tents and a few makeshift wooden dwellings nestled amongst 

the tall pine trees. It wasn’t much to look at but it was home.  

“You went back out there again didn’t you?” squawked a disapproving 

shrill voice. 

He smiled wearily at the old woman. “I had to have a look.”  

“It’s not going to magically change overnight Stephen, trees can’t just 

grow back like that,” she said with a click of her fingers.  

“I know. I wish it was that simple, Doris.” 

“Well, unless you find the forest folk hiding deep in the wood we 

haven’t got much of a chance left against the corporation,” she retorted. 

She stuck a liquorice root between her crinkled old lips.  

“Don’t tell me you’re giving up on us,” said Stephen. Doris let out a 

cackle.  

“They’ll have to pry my cold dead fingers from this land, don’t you 

forget I’m one of the few who still remember when all that was wild 

S 
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woodland as far as the eye could see, nearly seventy years ago now when 

I was a girl I’d run to the meadow to pick flowers...” 

“And you once saw a wolf and bats and...” 

“The forgotten people,” she said with a scowl spread across the ravines 

of her face. 

“Doris, I love your stories but no one has ever met any people living 

in the forest in all the time we’ve been camped out here protecting it. I 

swear if I ever come across one I’ll ask for their help.” 

“Shake your head all you want but I know I what I saw. Don’t forget 

that all myths have to start somewhere.”  

“Are the others prepared for tomorrow?” 

“Yes, all the barricades have been reinforced and everyone knows 

where to stand. Spent all afternoon convincing Thomas that he can’t tie 

himself to that branch up there. The tree trunk I’ll allow but not high up 

there, his parents would never forgive me, nor would I forgive myself if 

anything happened to him. Can’t go through that again, not after what 

happened to…” She hesitated on the name. “Well, you know.”  

“I’ll have a word with him. Don’t worry no one will get hurt.”  

“I didn’t mean to bring up memories.” 

“I have nothing but my memories, Doris,” mumbled Stephen, tracing 

the worn edge of his trainer across the dirt. “But we have to keep fighting, 

don’t we?” 

“We do, but we keep fighting together,” replied Doris, patting his arm 

before walking off to join the others. At nearly eighty she was the oldest 

amongst the activists camped out in the small patch of forest that had, 

through years of struggle, survived the approaching destruction. With her 

wonderful tales of long-forgotten fairy people, giant wolves and cunning 

spirits living in the forest the youngest amongst them, including her 

grandson Thomas, lovingly called her Ma’ Bishop. Hearing a whisper on 

the breeze Stephen looked up as the branches swayed overhead. Tiny 

buds had already begun to appear on the naked branches as the scent of 

spring filled his lungs. He continued to watch the trees sway overhead, 

losing himself in their hypnotic motion as a coldness tingled over his arms. 

The breeze reached out a delicate finger that traced a line down his cheek 

as it whispered gently in his ear. Zipping up his jacket he joined the others 
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for dinner around the campfire and listened intently as Doris told one of 

her stories. As the night grew darker everyone turned in for the night 

except for Stephen. His mind was filled with memories of the man he’d 

lost and the love he’d once known. He gazed up longingly at the pale face 

of the waxing moon. The moonlight bathed the forest in its celestial glow 

he fell asleep, slumped against the tree, with tears still in his eyes.  

 

● 

 

“Stephen,” squeaked a little voice, “it’s morning, they’re coming today.” 

“Five more minutes Thomas,” he grumbled in response. 

“But I need help to climb the tree before grandma wakes up.”  

Reluctantly he opened his eyes, wiped the dew from his face and smiled 

at the enthusiastic child. Thomas, who was nearly eleven, gazed upon 

everything in the forest with wonder. He climbed trees, chased butterflies 

and kept sketchbooks of everything he saw. He was particularly interested 

in mushrooms ever since Stephen had offered to take him mushroom 

picking. He’d learnt how to identify the different types, which ones were 

safe to eat and which were poisonous. No surprise that his favourite one 

to find was the deadly Amanita muscaria with its bright red cap dotted with 

little white spots. Doris called it the faeries mushroom because wherever 

it grew the faeries were not far behind.      

“Your grandma will have my head on the chopping block if I help 

you.” 

“But they can’t cut down the tree if I’m in it,” he pleaded, scrunching 

up his face.  

“Thomas James Bishop,” came the roaring voice of Doris, “I told you 

twice last night that you were not getting up into that tree today.” The boy 

scuttled away with a scowl at his grandmother in passing.  

“Least he respects the forest enough to protect it,” said Stephen.  

“If only he respected his elders as much as he did the trees.”  

Stephen laughed as the branches rustled in excited chatter around 

them. “I’m going for a quick walk through the forest before the corpora-

tion’s spokesperson arrives.”  
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“Well keep an eye on the time. They’ll be here by noon and we can’t 

stand our ground without you.”  

“I promise I’ll be back before then. That is unless the forgotten people 

take me away.”  

“Now don’t you joke about that,” growled Doris. 

Stephen folded his hands behind his back and walked away with a 

spring in his step.  

The sun followed him as he walked, its rays illuminating the forest in 

a warm hue. Feeling a pit in his stomach he slumped by a grand oak deep 

in the forest. He felt himself breaking apart. His head throbbed and his 

heart pounded in his chest. A crunch of leaves and the snapping of twigs 

drew his attention. Remaining silent he watched with admiration as a red 

fox slinked past him. Pulling himself up he placed a hand on the rough 

bark for a moment. He longed to save the forest but after so many years 

of fighting, he wasn’t sure if there was any hope left for what remained. 

Dusting off his hands he said goodbye to the ancient oak and began to 

retrace his steps. As he walked a whispering voice followed him. The 

words were too muffled to understand but still, they crackled like static in 

his ears.  

“Is someone there?” he asked of the vacant woodland. No reply came. 

Stephen spun around looking from tree to tree in search of the voice. 

Then he saw it, a single red-capped mushroom by the base of a birch tree. 

He took a step forward and inspected it more closely.  

“I wouldn’t recommend eating that if I were you,” said a woman 

wrapped in pastel green fabric which elegantly hung from her figure. Dark 

chestnut hair cascaded around her round face which was decorated with 

shimmer gold paint. Her shoulder slouched against the tree and her clear 

wolf-like eyes studying Stephen as he stood upright.  

“Wh... who are you?” 

“I’m Charlotte but the others call me Charly.” 

“The others?” he asked, looking around at the empty forest.  

“My people,” she smiled softly, “time has forgotten us but we remain 

deep in the forest beyond your world.”  

“You can’t be serious? The corporation has destroyed most of the 

forest there’s nowhere for you to live out here,” Stephen protested. 
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“Not everything is as it appears. The forest has roots and those roots 

become branches in my world.” 

“Your world? Are you from a parallel dimension or something?”  

“Or something,” she replied 

“Did Mrs Bishop put you up to this?”  

“To what? You called and I am the reply.”  

“I called? Exactly how did I call to you?”  

“Through the tree. The wise oak heard the pain in your heart and told 

me. They speak in whispers but if you listen closely you can learn to 

understand them,” explained Charly. Her face sparkled under the suns 

warm rays. Stephen couldn’t understand how but she seemed to be as 

much a part of the forest as the trees or animals. Something in her eyes 

reminded him of a wolf, her voice hummed like birdsong and her hair 

flowed gently in the breeze like leaves rustling on summer branches.  

“So the tree told you I needed help” 

“Yes.” 

“Why haven’t you appeared before now? Where were you or your 

people when the rest of the forest was being destroyed?” 

“It took time for the destruction in your world to affect ours. We did 

not know until the trees told us that they were dying.” 

“How’s that even possible?” 

“They are one and the same.” 

“I don’t understand, you’re making no sense.” 

“As above, so below,” said Charly. Reaching out a hand, she placed it 

over his. Pulling him towards the nearest tree, she placed his palm against 

its rough bark. Charly whispered to the chestnut tree, speaking in a 

language unlike any he’d heard before. The branches swayed above them 

in response.  

“When it is summer here it is winter in my world, where you see 

branches we see roots and where there are roots here in your world there 

are branches in ours.” 

“What are you?” 

“Forgotten and yet found.”  

“So, you’re like some sort of magical faerie then?”  

“We have been known by that name in the past.” 
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“Why are you here?” 

“You need our help and we need yours. The death of your forest has 

spread disease to the trees in our world. Everything is dying no matter 

what magic we try to cast. So when you called, we 57ealized we needed to 

bring our magic to you.” 

“But you came alone?” 

“Others will follow when the time is right. Until then their magic flows 

through me.” 

“Magic?” 

“Yes, do you not believe in magic?” 

“It’s not real, just clever tricks. It only exists in the tales we tell to 

children.” 

“I see, how strange your world is, how empty in life compared to my 

own. Your stories are magical and your imagination is boundless until you 

grow older. Then you forget how to believe. That’s how magic is lost from 

your world.” 

“Well, if we can’t see it then how can we know it’s real?”  

“Look around you. All of nature is brimming with magic. It grows and 

it dies and it is reborn. Trees that have stood for millennia dwell here. Is 

that not magical?”  

“They’re beautiful but they’re just trees,” he replied.  

“And yet you heard them whisper?”  

He opened his mouth to protest. “I thought that was you.”  

She took his hand and guided him toward a silver birch tree, its 

branches barren from winter and not yet budding for the arrival of spring.  

“Stand here and watch,” she instructed. Holding out a palm to the tree, 

she whispered in a low voice in the language of the trees. Slowly tiny buds 

of green appeared across the branches with leaves growing rapidly before 

his very eyes.  

Stephen shook his head in disbelief. “You really are one of the forgot-

ten ones that Doris talks about in her stories.” 

“I am but there’s no need to fear me, I am your friend. We have a 

common enemy, Stephen, an enemy which has already taken so much 

from you. I know the loss that still dwells in your heart.” 

“That was so long ago.”  
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“Love like that never fades.”  

“The corporation killed him,” he said coldly, “the police tried to make 

us believe it was an accident but I know they did it. They’re not going stop 

until the forest is gone.”  

“Then let us join your friends, there is power in numbers.”  

Shouts and voices roared on the afternoon wind as they approached 

the barricade.  

Ahead of them were two police vehicles, a truck of workmen and a 

black car with tinted windows; its engine still running. Next to it stood a 

woman in an immaculate black suit, floral patterned blouse and high heels. 

She remained by the vehicle looking down at the muddy track with 

distaste. The activists grouped around the barricade shouting defiantly as 

she tried to speak.  

“August Energy has made its intentions perfectly clear,” she said, 

stepping a foot forward. “The forest is part of a much wider project 

designed to bring energy stability to our country. We have the legal right 

to have you removed and to proceed with the sustainable logging of this 

forest.” 

“Destroying the forest is not sustainable,” roared a protestor in 

response. 

“I understand your concern as does the company. This is why our 

executive, Mr. August, has kindly diverted funding to plant one hundred 

trees as part of our new carbon capture programme.” 

“You want to plant one hundred trees to replace thousands?” asked 

Doris. “Well, that’s not good enough Miss Chandler. This forest has stood 

for centuries and we will protect what’s left of it.” 

“We have the means to remove you by force if necessary,” she replied, 

holding up the court injunction. “You do not belong here. All we want is 

a little co-operation.” 

Charly stepped forward with a warm smile on her face. “The forest is 

our home, you have no right to it.” 

“As of this moment it is now private property and you are trespassing, 

as this court notice states,” screeched Miss Chandler. She felt her high 

heels sinking further into the earth below her feet. Charly clicked her 

fingers and, to everyone’s astonishment, the document appeared in her 
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hand. Holding it at arm’s length, the paper floated into the air. Miss 

Chandler raised her manicured fingers to her red lips to stifle a faint gasp 

as the paper began to smoulder. They watched in silence as flames licked 

at the sides curling the paper over into dusty cinders of orange and black 

which drifted away on the breeze.  

“That’s impossible,” the spokeswoman whimpered, starring into 

Charly’s clear wolflike eyes. “What are you?” 

“I am one of many.”  

Miss Chandler looked across at the handful of people behind the 

barricade and smirked. “You appear to be one of only a few so-called eco-

warriors.” 

“One of many,” repeated Charly.  

“You are all to be removed,” she replied, giving the police officer 

nearest her a glance.  

The officer stepped toward her with handcuffs at the ready. Pulling her 

arms forcibly behind her back, he slapped the cold metal around her 

wrists. She turned and whispered in his ear. His eyes glazed over to pure 

white as he stepped away from her, returning to his car without comment. 

The handcuffs that bound her loosened and fell to the ground with a 

gentle clink.  

“What is going on here?” demanded Miss Chandler. 

“Magic,” said Stephen. 

“Nonsense,” she shouted, pointing to a workman who stood with his 

chainsaw at the ready. “Utter nonsense. We have a job to do.”  

Pulling the cord on the chainsaw, it whirred into life with a vicious 

rumble. Stepping toward the nearest tree he placed the blade against the 

bark and began to cut through the hard wooden torso of the ancient 

creature. A viscous burgundy sap sprayed from the tree’s open wound 

into the workman’s face as his chainsaw devoured its prey. He stopped 

and wiped the moisture from his face, letting out a terrified cry. 

“The tree’s bleeding,” whimpered Thomas, standing close to his 

grandmother’s side, wrapping his arms around her waist.   

“That’s not possible,” shouted Miss Chandler, “trees don’t bleed.” 

“This one does,” said Doris, “it bleeds because your greedy corpora-

tion is murdering this forest.” 
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Miss Chandler stared wide-eyed as new faces appeared from behind 

the trees, slowly walking forward. Dressed in flowing garments, with 

wolfish eyes and skin which sparkled like morning dew they joined the 

activists at the barricade. Their hair was decorated with fresh flowers, their 

faces, arms and torsos painted with decorative patterns. Hundreds of 

them all joining hands and chanting in that forgotten language known only 

to themselves and the trees. The bleeding birch tree groaned as the 

chanting continued. The cut which stretched across its trunk began to 

heal, its burgundy sap running up the bark until no sign of the woodsman 

saw was visible. Miss Chandler staggered backwards, toppling over as her 

high heels struggled on the uneven ground. She landed on the muddy 

ground with a pitiful cry. She begged, “Who are you people?”  

“They are the forgotten people,” said Doris with a smile, “they’re 

magical folk.”  

“We are the forest dwellers,” said Charly, and with another click of her 

fingers ivy stretched out across the forest floor, grabbing at Miss 

Chandler’s ankles as she screamed and kicked in frantic desperation. 

Charly gazed into the woman’s eyes and whispered, “Do you feel that? 

Growing inside you, finding its way to the earth below, setting down its 

roots from your flesh.” 

“What are you doing to me?”  

“Protecting the forest.”  

The piteous spokeswoman clambered to her feet with a violent cough 

escaping her lips as a viscous sap filled her mouth. Her skin tightened, her 

legs stretched as her feet became anchored to the ground. With a 

harrowing scream, she fell silent. By the time the sun had set that evening 

all that was left of Miss Chandler was a disfigured tree trunk with two 

outstretched branches. The police, workmen and her driver wasted no 

time in escaping. News quickly spread throughout the town and to the 

ears of Mr. August himself. He would send others to finish the job but 

none of them would ever return. Ma’ Bishop’s stories became widely 

known. Stories of the forgotten people in the woods. Those who had 

always been there. Nestled amongst the trees, hiding in plain sight, if you 

only know where to look. Deep in the woods, near the base of the birch, 

where deadly red-capped mushrooms grow. 
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tanka for the hawthorn 

 
Jack Apollo Hartley 

 

 
her beau left the eve 

the fairy-tree bloomed fuchsia: 

so I took her there, 

danced away her broken heart— 

haws burst sweet under our shoes. 

  



63 
 

 

 
 



64 
 

 

When Tyler asked Drama to turn the 

noise up to blast the sadness off his 

head like a power washer in “Corso,” 

I felt that 

 
Clem Flowers 

 

 
Been cursed by honeyed words 

 

 

& living with this hell  

 

 

since you showed me how to hit  

 

 

a kickflip 

 

 

behind the library  

 

 

 

you lined my belly  

 

 

with a sea of iris blooms  
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& placed your primrose kiss  

 

 

on my trembling throat as we sat in that huge oak  

 

behind your house, sparkling  

 

like the domestic sparkling wine  

 

we stole from your mom, 

 

thanks to all the 4th of July celebrations in the sky 

 

 

 

Venom pleasures  

 

 

 plague every memory 

 

 

 

I watch from the mossy stones as the waters 

 

 

 of the Pontchartrain  

 

 

take every last memento  

 

 

of your love away 
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& all I'm left to hope 

 

 

is that my tears 

 

 

don't wreck the magnolia trees 
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Hope(less) 

 
Shiksha Dheda 

 

 
Hope withered like  

a changing tree  

in winter.  

 

Not all at once 

- leaf by leaf    - 

 

silently. 

 

Until one day  

nothing was left 

 

(except bare branches). 
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Content warnings 

 
“Carolina Hemlock - Tsuga Caroliniana”: mention of poison, blood, and 

death. 

 

“All the Squirrels Wear Party Hats”: mention of death; unwilling 

confinement. 

 

“Keepers of Peace”: violence; destruction. 

 

“Pine and Sprout”: kidnapping; torture; description of malnutrition. 

 

“The Forgotten People”: mention of death; blood imagery. 

 

 


