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MY END BEGAN THE DAY THE SKY TURNED RED.

WE SHOOK. WE TREMBLED. WE STARTED TO BLEED. BUT THIS WOULD BE ONLY THE START, A SMALL TASTE OF THE BATTLE TO COME. OUR QUIET WORLD HAD BEEN CHANGING, AND I COULD ONLY HOPE SOME WOULD SURVIVE.



Arrow was high above the ground when the boom sounded. Stretched out along a branch, he peered at the gecko perched on his wrist. He had been watching, narrow-eyed, as the gecko’s neck billowed then shrunk, billowed, then shrunk, its mouth wide open, waiting for its next meal to fly by. Arrow had been about to shift—a small, almost imperceptible movement—to coax the gecko’s webbed feet to scurry across his skin, over his shoulders, and down his other arm to his waiting hand. He had played the game many times before; he was good at it.

But the gecko wouldn’t be captured that day.

First came a scream that tore open the sky. Closer. Closer it came. Louder. Louder it wailed.

It silenced the forest. Focused attention. Arrow snapped taut, and the gecko jumped away, but Arrow didn’t follow. His eyes were on the glimmer of blue between the treetops and the line of black fracturing its calm.

Screech.

Crunch.

BOOM!

The forest shook. Arrow lost his footing. His hand caught a branch, his elbow hooked a tree limb. His breath shallowed.

“What was that?”

“Sit down,” I told him, as he leaned forward, peering into the brush.

“But what can make those noises?”

“Nothing for you.”

His weight shifted; his feet scrambled to the next branch down.

“Don’t go!” I told him. “It’s too dangerous.”

Lives had already flickered out. The losses had been etched in the soil. It had been quick for some; others had passed on what little they knew before their voices had disappeared.

Another boom, and great clouds of gray and red belched into the sky.

Arrow faltered. The clamor of his heart hammered through the soles of his feet.

“Stay here,” I said, sensing his itch to follow the roar, to find the source.

He listened for the intrusion, craning his neck to pluck more information out of the air. Then he lifted his heels. “I won’t be long.”

“Arrow!”

But his soles pounded across the earth, up the tree trunk, through the branches, along the lianas. Down. Up. Down. Cautious but driven forward. Until he stopped short.

The vision had already been laid out for me. South, near the mouth of the river, where the water plunged over the cliff, a flaming metal bird had crashed, punching a crater into the ground. Red-and-orange tongues twisted into the sky, trying to escape cloaks of black. The broken bird crackled and spit as the fire devoured it.

Arrow stayed back, the heat like a wall, but his eyes were wide. He had never seen fire this tall, or a metal bird up close. And he had never seen one in flames.

I wished he would return. That was not a place for a boy of only twelve rings. And I knew he wasn’t alone.

Another thud had followed the first—a smaller one, a man. He had landed hard on the scorched ground farther back from the river’s edge, a windcatcher dragging behind him. He wasn’t far from the blaze, though, and hadn’t stood since his body had crumpled onto the dirt. Most likely he’d been unconscious as he had descended. He should’ve been thankful he hadn’t gone over the edge, down with the water, onto the froth at the rocky base of the mountain. Instead he lay still, his slowed heartbeat pulsating into the soil.

The man’s arm moved, shoulder twitching against the ground.

Arrow’s toes dug beneath the forest’s carpet of leaves as he leaned forward for a closer look. He took in the burning bird, the sleeping man, and the ribbon of thick, rainbow-tinged liquid between them. Arrow had never seen the colorful liquid before, but he could see how the flames sought it out, lapped it up, hungered for its taste.

A gust blew in, and the giant red windcatcher lying near the bird bloated with air. Its bottom edge grazed the ground, soaking up the liquid, as the wind raced across the cliff. Flames picked up the scent, lunged, and caught the end of the windcatcher. The fire bit at the red fabric, swallowed inch after inch, spit out black ash as the windcatcher drifted closer to the man.

Arrow’s feet lifted, and I wanted to plead for him to stay, but I knew my words would be lost to him this far away.

Thud, thud, thud, and Arrow was next to the man. His hand grabbed the back of the man’s shirt; his arm hooked under the man’s armpit. He pulled, pulled, heels digging into the dirt. The man was heavy, his body a sloth. A tug, and the man moved—but the flaming windcatcher followed. It was still tethered to his back.

Arrow’s pulse quickened. He tugged on the ropes, and one came loose. A metal claw at its end had opened and set it free. Arrow found a lever that opened the other claw, then threw the ropes to the side. He heaved harder, all his weight pushing down on the earth until he gained traction. Finally he pulled the man away. The windcatcher writhed and twisted in the air as the flames devoured it, until all that was left was black dust.

With the man out of danger, Arrow laid him on the ground. The man stirred, a groan rising up from his throat.

Arrow raced back, back, back to the safety of the trees as I whispered a thank-you.

The man started to wake, pushing himself up. But his shoulders slumped, and he collapsed again.

I wished for Arrow to leave, to come home, but he waited, heart drumming onto the silt. He peered from around a trunk, watching the man, willing him to stand, to walk away from the waves of heat radiating off the still-burning metal bird.

Until the fire jumped.

Arrow saw flames inch closer across the thin line of rainbow-tinged liquid. Saw them reach for the man. Saw them leap.

He called out, but it was too late.

The man’s scream echoed into the blackened clouds above. He jumped up, swatting at the flames tearing at his boot. His eyes caught the river and he ran for the bank, swung his legs into the fast-rushing water. The fire was doused in the fray, but the man had to pull himself out of the river before he was swept away.

Cradling his burnt foot, the man squinted at his metal bird as the bones sighed into the crater. His eyes narrowed at the ropes unclasped from his back and lying scorched on the ground.

He glanced around quickly, and Arrow slunk out of sight, finally retreating back, back, back to me.

Night had begun to descend by the time he got home. Heart wild, Arrow breathed deeply as he climbed to his nest of palm leaves tied between my branches. “He’s like me,” he whispered. “But bigger. Much bigger.”

“Older,” I told him. “He’s a man.”

“A man,” Arrow repeated. “Where did he come from?”

“I felt his machine from the north,” I said. “The outside world.”

“What’s he doing here?” Arrow’s breath was quick as he settled on the branches but not from his climb.

“You should sleep, Arrow.”

“Sleep? How can I sleep now?” His voice was exasperated. “There’s another one like me in the forest.”

Cradling his chin in his right hand and the tip of his arrow arm, where it ended at his wrist, he gazed at the star starting to blink above and smiled.
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TO THE SOUTH, ROOTS CURLED AWAY FROM THE DAMAGED SOIL OF THE BURNT CIRCLE. BUT THE FOREST HAD BEEN HURTING IN OTHER AREAS TOO. SOMETHING HAD BEEN BREAKING US APART, SLOWLY, SLOWLY, SLOWLY, UNTIL WE COULD NO LONGER KEEP IT AT BAY.



As night fell, so did the flames. Soon only embers glowed on the carcass of the metal bird, as the man sat on the ground and watched. Finally he slumped over, his body heavy with exhaustion.

The rainforest relaxed. A little.

But with the sun rose the fear. In all except the boy.

“Stay, Arrow,” I told him as he hurried down my branches.

The boy’s excitement had grown with the sun’s light. He was filled with curiosity.

But I knew the danger of that.

“I’ve got an idea,” he said, jumping to the leafy floor. “Maybe the man is here for a reason. Maybe he’s here to help.”

“That’s not why he’s here, Arrow.”

“You don’t know.”

“His metal bird fell from the sky. The curtain is failing, and he came through a hole in it. There was no purpose behind it. It was a mistake.”

Arrow’s eyes twitched from me to the direction of the man and back. “But he might know something. Maybe I can learn from him.”

“You won’t—”

But he was off, threading through the trunks.

“Arrow,” I called, but the boy didn’t turn back. “Don’t let him see you!”

My warnings wouldn’t keep Arrow away from the circle of blackened ground and the man who lay asleep in its middle. At least Arrow held caution close to his heart. He perched high in the branches, nestled with the monkeys, all eyes peering down at the strange man in the colorful clothes below.

Even charred and dirty, the man showed off the colors of the birds. His legs were as blue as parrot wings, his torso as yellow as a kiskadee’s belly, and on his chest was a marking of some kind, a spray of lines fanning upward like the crown of the stinkbird.

He slept most of the day, his body as still as a waiting caiman, until the sun was directly overhead—then the man sat straight up and screamed. His “AAAAHHHH” echoed through the treetops, scavenged by the mimicking birds. But the man didn’t notice. He cradled his burnt foot, rocking back and forth as his bottom dug into the ground.

Arrow tensed with each of the man’s shivers, as though the pain were his own. His toes gripped the branch beneath him, and he leaned as close as he could without falling or being noticed.

After a while, the man’s shudders ceased. The soil shifted as he rose up on his one good foot. Hobbling, he made it to a rivulet where the water escaped the drag of the cliff. The man pulled at his clothes, crying out again as the crusty material exposed red and yellow welts on his skin. Then, taking deep breaths, he dipped his foot into the cool water and quickly drew it out again.

The palm of Arrow’s right hand pressed into the bark, but he heeded my words. He didn’t leave his hiding place; instead he quieted the chittering monkeys around him. Arrow watched as the man ripped a strip from the bottom of his shirt and wrapped it around his injured foot. He watched as the man struggled to stand, prodded at the charred bones of his dead bird with a stick, then shook his head in disgust. And he watched as the man peered at the green around him, holding his belly to stifle its growls.

Arrow stayed until dusk, and I waited for his footsteps to head my way. Instead they thumped quickly to the east and west, stopping then starting, getting heavier with each pause.

Finally they journeyed back toward the man.

“Don’t let him see you,” I whispered again, wishing he could hear from that distance. Hoping he’d remember.

Arrow stopped short of approaching. He crouched behind the shrubs inland from the river’s edge. His wild heartbeat pulsed from his soles as he leaned forward for a better look. This close, Arrow could see the new hair growing on the man’s jawline, the muscles flexed under his kiskadee shirt, and the glint of metal that peered out from his belt. It all made Arrow pause longer, and that quick ticking of his heart let me know his curiosity was growing.

The man was seated now, his injured leg stretched out against the ground, the other heel digging a ditch of worry in the ash. His eyes shifted between his dead bird, the green trees, and the water that rushed past him to the edge of the cliff. Shift, shift, shift.

Arrow couldn’t feel the man’s consternation. He only saw the need.

Sliding from his hiding place, Arrow scurried from trunk to trunk until he was gazing at the man’s back.

His heart skipped in anticipation. He sucked in a breath, then stepped out into the sun.

A loud chitter came from the trees as the monkeys protested, their concern mirroring my own. But when the man turned in their direction, he faced away from Arrow. My smart boy.

Arrow’s footsteps were light, but slow—too slow for my liking—and got dangerously close. I waited—wondering, hoping—as his padding stopped. He laid down the bounty he had collected, then ran silently back to the safety of the trees. His right hand grabbed branches and his left elbow hooked around tree limbs as Arrow pulled himself up to a high spot where he could spy while hidden. He exhaled and steadied himself, his left arm hugging his body tight to the trunk. Then he quieted the others, took a deep breath, and whistled, bright and melodic, like a bird.

The sound tugged at the man’s attention, but he didn’t turn around. Arrow whistled again, longer this time. Then I felt the ash under the man stir. His fingertips dug into the burnt dirt as he glanced around, curious, cautious, fearful. Until he saw what Arrow had left.

Slowly, the man stood on his good foot, limped to the gift, and dragged it back to where he felt safe. As he bit into the fruit, his eyes searched the branches.

Arrow stayed hidden, watching, watching, watching. I wished he’d come back to me.

Finally the man collapsed back onto the ground. Arrow stood, worry spilling from him. But the man wasn’t dead, only asleep. Arrow must’ve seen this too; warmth seeped into the bark around him as his worry lessened and happiness grew. As the sun dropped lower, he started back home, the young monkeys hanging off him with excitement.

“Hurry,” I whispered. I knew what was coming, had felt the vibrations in the air.

Too quickly a noise reverberated in the sky, a loud tum, tum, tum twisted over a whine. Arrow tensed as his eyes turned up.

“Don’t go!” I screamed uselessly to the boy. “Come back!”

Arrow took off south again. The farther he got, the louder the Tum Tum Tum became. He was still far from where the metal bird had crashed, but he knew the noise was coming from there. He raced toward it, not bothering to hide. As he ran forward, the birds and monkeys fled back, but Arrow continued on, his feet barely touching the ground.

Finally he neared the Burnt Circle, and Arrow fell to his knees.

The sky was filled with a metal creature that looked different from the first. This one was bulbous, like a giant tree frog, held aloft by spinning arms over its head. It hovered above the ground, about half the height of the nearest tree. And below its insect-like legs was the man, curled up with his arm protecting his face.

“NO!” Arrow shouted. He didn’t know what kind of monster loomed like that in the sky. It was so big and so close to the man, it looked like it would crush him. Arrow tried to stand so he could help, but wind from the spinning arms shoved him back onto the dead leaves.

The man must have heard Arrow’s cry, because he twisted, his elbow piercing the dirt. His tense body told me he had seen the boy this time.

The metal frog rose into the air, and with it went the man. Ropes were tied around his chest and connected to the inside of the airborne beast. Another man peered out of a gaping hole in the creature’s side. He hoisted up the rope until the kiskadee-clothed man was swallowed up.

Higher and higher the beast rose, leaving behind a cloud of leaves, dust, and ash picked up by the swirling wind. Then its nose tilted down and the metal frog sped away.

Arrow stood, his feet unsteady as the dust settled around and on top of him. He watched the whirling giant roar across the sky until it disappeared, sadness seeping from his soles. For the loss of this new human, I understood, this new possibility.

“This isn’t the end,” I whispered, wishing I could pull him close. “They’ll be back.”
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IT STARTED IN THE SOIL. EARTHWORMS SLOWED, LOST THEIR APPETITE, STOPPED EATING. THEY WERE DYING.

SO TOO THE BACTERIA AND MITES. DEAD. DISSOLVED. GONE.



“You should not have helped him.” I didn’t like how stern my words to Arrow were, but he needed to understand the dangers. “You cannot trust humans.”

It was late, dark, but Arrow was not friendly with sleep. He was perched in his nest, mouth open as he moved back and forth trying to catch the few raindrops that dripped from the sky.

“I’m human, and you trust me.”

Curly swung into Arrow’s nest, chattering, and the boy welcomed the small monkey onto his lap.

“You are different,” I said. “You grew up here, like the Forest Dwellers from rings ago. That man is not one of us. He’s not from here. We cannot trust him to protect us.”

“But I’m not from here either. Not really.”

“The forest has been your home for as long as you can remember. You are not one of those humans now. You are part of us, Arrow.”

Arrow wiped the water from his brow, and his consternation soaked into my branches. He wasn’t convinced of my words. The pull of a long-forgotten past still had a grip on him.

“I’m just saying that we don’t know anything about the man,” Arrow said. “He could be like me. He might be nice. He’s bigger and…” Arrow looked at the ends of his arms, his right with a hand that stroked Curly’s black fur, his left pointed at the wrist like an arrow. “The man might know how to mend the Anima because—”

“He won’t.”

“He might. He had that machine. He knows things we don’t.”

“Arrow, machines don’t bring up the magic. Only those from the earth can do that. The humans from outside don’t even know what the Anima is. The Forest Dwellers tried to teach about it. The Imposters were the ones who called it ‘magic,’ but they sneered the word as though it weren’t real. No, we must mend the Anima, our magic, on our own. We have to dig deep.” I hoped he could hear the urgency in my words as much as I felt it in my roots.

Arrow shook his head, dropping his hand from Curly’s back. “You keep saying that, but I’ve tried, and it hasn’t worked. There has to be more to it.”

I wished I had better answers for him. “That is all I know. The humans who lived with the forest said they would ‘dig deep’ to get the Anima. That is what I do. It must be what the humans do too. I trust that you will find it. You have to keep trying.”

Arrow sighed and gazed at the carving he had placed on my bark many rings ago. Reaching out, he traced the small arrow, the line of its base, the angle of its tip, and the feathers at its back end.

“Tell me again about the humans who used to live here,” he said. “And don’t leave out any details. There must be something I’m missing.”

Curly patted Arrow’s hand so he would continue stroking her fur. Arrow obeyed.

“I believe I’ve told you every detail, but it was so long ago. It has been twelve ring cycles since you came to the forest; multiply that by five or more, and that’s how long it’s been since the previous humans lived here. Still, it cannot hurt to go through the story again.”

I paused, gathered all the images of the old Forest Dwellers, their faces, their dreams, their actions. “They were good people,” I told the boy. “Caring. Loving. Responsible. Their families had lived in the forest for generations. Since before I had rooted. Long before I became the Guardian Tree. And there were so many of them. The abandoned village to the north was only one of their homesteads. They lived nestled within the trees all over the forest.”

“They slept in a nest like me?”

“No. They slept in huts, in hammocks low to the ground. But I think they would’ve been very jealous of your nest.”

Arrow smiled.

“There were mothers and fathers and children,” I continued. “I got to know many generations of the same family. And each generation would pass down their knowledge. The mothers and fathers would teach their children everything they needed to know to survive in the forest. How to find and grow food, how to protect themselves from hunter animals, how to heal themselves from injuries and sickness.”

“Get to the best part,” Arrow said. He shifted, disturbing Curly, who complained in loud chatters.

“Yes, the best part. Just as the Forest Dwellers had their own human families, they also welcomed us, everything within the forest, to be their family. They taught me what they discovered, and I taught them what we needed. They never took too much, and always gave back more. Together, we kept each other healthy.”

“Like families do.”

“Yes, like families.”

“And the magic thrived,” Arrow said, want written across his face.

“Oh yes. You think the forest is beautiful now. Then, it was many, many, many times as big. Far more animals roamed the soil and branches. Lots more Curlys were running around. And the flowers. Deep in the forest, where we are now, the night would be almost as bright as the day with the glow from their petals. Orchids would shine from hundreds of tree trunks. Fungi would rise out of the soil and burst into light all around the roots. Fireflies and butterflies and spiders and worms would compete to be the brightest and most beautiful. Everything was alive and growing as far as all the roots in the entire forest could spread. And the Forest Dwellers would dance and sing and play in the magical glow.”

Arrow smiled, but he cast his eyes to the orchid next to his nest, the one that had glowed every night for most of his life but was now lit only by the moonlight that filtered through the forest canopy.

“And when they drew on the magic, on the Anima of the forest,” I continued, “they would sit on the soil, close their eyes, and…”

Arrow sat up. “And what?”

“They would dig deep. That’s what they told their younger generations.”

Arrow slumped again. “There must be something more. They would just sit there and dig?”

“They wouldn’t always dig. And they wouldn’t always sit. Sometimes they would stand. Sometimes they would dream. Sometimes they would dance.” I paused, wondering what other details I could tell him. Wondering what would help. “I—”

“I haven’t tried dancing,” Arrow said, hope in his words. “Maybe that will bring the Anima back.”

Curly chittered in annoyance as Arrow moved her off his lap, but the little black monkey scampered onto the branch above. She could tell when something important was about to happen.

Arrow hopped from branch to branch until his soles hit the soil. He glanced back up at me, uncertainty in his eyes.

“How did they dance?”

“There would be music, drumming, and they would sing…”

“Like the birds?” Arrow glanced at my branches as though expecting the birds to wake and perform.

“Yes.” I reached out to the night owls, and they began to hoot. Curly banged her palms on my branches and slapped my leaves in time to the music of the owls. “Then the humans would…” How to describe this? “Move. Wriggle. Stomp around in time with the beat.”

Arrow moved. He wriggled. He stomped around my roots, the pounding of his feet matching the slapping of Curly’s palms. And all the time he kept his eyes squeezed closed, trying to dig deep with every stamp of his heels, every slap of his toes, to dig down to the magic.

Finally he paused. He opened one eye. “Am I doing it? Can you feel more Anima?”

I flexed my roots, but the bitterness that had invaded the soil since the magic had begun to die was still there. How I wished I could tell him something different. “I’m sorry, Arrow. That’s not working either.”

His shoulders drooped, and he climbed back up to his nest. Curly patted his arm and grinned, reassuring Arrow that he would mend the Anima one day. But I could feel in the energy that flowed from him into my bark, he was not so sure.

“There were so many more humans when the Forest Dwellers were here,” Arrow said. “You said the older ones knew about the Anima and would tell the children. But you’ve only got me, and I’m just a child. What if we need more humans? Or I have to be older to mend it? If we wait for me to get older, it might be all gone before we get it back.”

Cold sadness leached into the leaves as he lay down and Curly tucked herself into his chest again. He was getting tired now, the day’s activity finally sapping his stamina.

“I don’t think it is your number of rings,” I told him.

“But you don’t know. The human who fell from the sky is older. He’ll know more than I do,” he said, his eyes fluttering closed. “Maybe he left something that can help. Tomorrow I’ll search the Burnt Circle. I’ll try to find something.”

“No,” I said. “You must stay away from there, Arrow. It could be dangerous. We must mend the Anima ourselves. Do you understand?”

But I could not be sure Arrow had heard. Sleep had found him, and he was already breathing heavily, perhaps dreaming of finding magic inside the burnt metal bird.

He was stubborn, so stubborn, but he was also determined. And perhaps he had to learn his own lessons. After all, I had trusted all humans once, and I had learned not to.

I had taken a chance with Arrow. It was a risk, but he was so young. I hoped he could grow to be like the old humans, the Forest Dwellers, if I could teach him their ways. And he had, so far.

But with the magic fading fast and the curtain around the forest shredding quicker than I could control, I didn’t know how much longer we’d survive if we couldn’t find more Anima.

Arrow was my only hope.

True to his word, the boy ignored my repeated warnings and went to the Burnt Circle early the next morning, and the next, and the next. He spent his days exploring every inch of the charred ground. The rest of the forest stayed back, watching him from the trees, sending me images laced with worry. But this boy of twelve rings was stuffed full of curiosity, and he wouldn’t be stopped.

His feet grew black with ash as he searched the ground. Eyes blazing, arms and feet rummaging. The frogs kept an eye on him, showing me Arrow’s image as he touched the great bird itself, the broken bones jutting out at strange angles. He peered inside, and the monkeys watching from the branches screeched, but the boy waved their cautions away. He strode around the carcass, the body so much bigger than him. It lay on its side, its long tail twisted and snapped. One wing was crumpled beneath it, the other stubby with a jagged edge. And at the top, a hole was cut into its body, like a door, enticing Arrow to look for answers.

He jumped, trying to see inside, and the monkeys screamed louder. Arrow reached up but couldn’t grab hold. He stepped onto a ledge, but the carcass rocked, and he scampered away. At the back, under the tail, he spied another opening, not large enough for his whole body, but at least his head. With the monkeys crying after him, Arrow peered inside.

The bowels of the carcass were hollow. Sunlight streamed through tiny holes in its skin, lighting a confused nest of colorful threads, metal shards, and what looked like curved hands, lying on their side, where humans could’ve been comfortable. The Kiskadee Man must’ve sat there.

Arrow pulled his head back out, squinting against the brighter sun.

He had not found anything that looked like it would mend the Anima, but the boy would not be deterred. He examined other areas of the Burnt Circle, where the Kiskadee Man had lain, where he had eaten the fruit Arrow had brought him and been hoisted into the flying bullfrog, then swept away.

Arrow kicked the leftover mango skins, which were already starting to rot and feed the charred earth. He outlined the indents in the ash, made by the man’s body. He placed his small foot in the large print left by the man’s shoe.

And he frowned at a glint coming from under the burnt dirt.

Arrow wiped away the earth and pulled out a small golden circle. He rubbed his thumb over the protruding image, the same picture as the stinkbird that had been on the man’s shirt. The circle had a hole at the top, and Arrow held the piece high to watch the sun poke through it. With the disc clasped in his hand, Arrow ran to the line of trees, pulled a palm strand, separated a fiber thread, then hung the circle on it. After pulling the end knot tight with his teeth, he slung the thread over his neck so the disc shined next to his heart.

Fingering the gold circle with his right hand, Arrow gazed at the sky, in the direction the bullfrog had flown. He was no doubt playing the images of the Kiskadee Man in his head, wondering where he was, where he had come from.

And if he would return.

But while Arrow searched the scorched ground to the south, more of the curtain shredded in the north.

We would not be alone for long.





[image: ]


4


THE SMALLEST COFFEE TREE IN THE NORTH WAS BURSTING WITH SEEDS, UNTIL IT FELT SOMETHING STRANGE, SOMETHING WRONG, SOMETHING UNWELCOME IN ITS ROOTS. AND ALL THE SEEDS ON THAT SIDE SUDDENLY LET GO OF THEIR BRANCHES AND FELL TO THE GROUND.



Four moons trailed a path over the forest, and the birds and other animals began to join Arrow in the Burnt Circle, cautious, sniffing, curious. With each moon that passed, their bravery grew. Arrow had hidden the disc within the folds of his nest and searched for other trinkets he could collect, anything he believed would give him the secret to these humans, to how they lived, and if they could fix the Anima.

My fear of the humans didn’t lessen, despite Arrow’s hope. I pulled enough magic to patch the wound in the curtain where the Kiskadee Man had fallen through, but I couldn’t close it completely. I knew it would crack open again.

Meanwhile, in the north, rips like large open sores appeared in the curtain faster than I could mend them. It wasn’t long before I felt footsteps draw closer, closer, closer. I hoped their owner would retreat, wouldn’t see, but the tears were too big to be missed by searching eyes.

The footsteps came with another pair, light, cautious, hopeful. A fly showed the humans to me, sending their image and sound. It was a girl around Arrow’s age, and a boy who was older. As they crept nearer, apprehension swarmed around them, but it didn’t keep the children away.

“Look at this,” the girl said, reaching out tentative hands. “There’s a hole in the rock. I don’t remember seeing it here before.”

“Me neither,” the boy replied. “Don’t get too close.”

“There are trees on the other side. Real trees! Maybe there’s something we can use.” The girl stepped toward the opening. “Come on.”

The boy didn’t move. “I don’t think this is a good idea. Who knows what’s in there.”

I wished, wished, wished they would stay away. We needed more time for Arrow to mend the forest’s Anima. Then I could repair the curtain and we’d be hidden once again.

“What do you think is in there? A treasure trove guarded by a bloodthirsty dragon?” The girl thrust an elbow in the boy’s direction.

He scowled at her, and the girl laughed. He didn’t join in, though. His attention was squarely on the passage before them. “Something’s not right. We’ve scavenged here plenty of times. Why haven’t we seen this before?”

“I don’t know.” The girl shrugged. “It’s not like we’ve been looking at the rocks much. We just missed it.”

“Maybe,” the boy said, but he didn’t sound convinced.

Their words hung in the air, and I sent a silent plea for them to leave. But the girl broke the quiet. “Come on, Val. Trees!”

But the boy, Val, narrowed his eyes.

“Fine, stay. But I’m going in,” the girl said.

“No. We’ll tell the others, then send a scout party.”

“We can be the scout party,” the girl said. “Come on.”

“No! That’s not our job.”

“You never want me to do anything,” the girl mumbled.

“Of course not! You’re my sister. I’m trying to keep you safe. Let’s go.” Val turned and strode away.

Go. Go. Go, I silently told the girl. Listen to your brother. But her toes stayed firmly pointed in the direction of the hole.

Finally a foot lifted out of the dry sand and came down closer to the curtain, then another, then another.

The boy shouted, “Petari! No.”

“Just a peek,” his sister said. She was as stubborn as Arrow. And as brave.

I wished she weren’t.

Then Petari stepped through the hole in our curtain.

Her energy felt weaker than Arrow’s, filtered through the hard bottoms of her shoes, but I could still feel her heartbeat lift, hear her breath falter. Inside the curtain must’ve seemed like a dream to her. Green, lush, alive. So unlike the world she knew.

“This is amazing,” she said.

“Come back,” Val called. But he followed the words with, “What’s it like?”

“See for yourself.” She grinned. “Come on. Stop being a baby.”

His feet tapped, tapped, tapped the ground; then he scurried through the passage too. “I’m not a baby. We’re supposed to be scavenging. This could be dangerous.”

“I don’t care. I don’t want to just scavenge the same spots again and again. I want to scout.” Petari soaked in the greens of the leaves, the browns of the sky-tall trunks, the pinks of the flowers of the trumpet tree. The sunlight was dimmer here, trickling through the forest canopy, but sharp rays bounced light from bloom to bloom.

“It smells so good,” she said. “What is that?”

“It smells like the hydro farm Luco and I raided, but this is much better.” The boy’s energy perked up with every glance around.

“What’s it from?” Petari asked.

“It’s humidity. Water in the air.”

“Water in the air!” Petari’s eyes grew wide, and that pushed a smile onto the boy’s face.

“Yeah, it’s brill, isn’t it?” he said.

Petari spun around, breathing in deeply, filling her lungs with the water in the air. “How can it be so different just on the other side of the rock?”

Her brother gazed up at the wall of rock they’d walked through, and I wondered if the tears in the curtain looked suspicious. If they did, the boy didn’t seem to notice.

“I don’t know,” he said. “The rock goes up pretty high, but I don’t see why that would make a difference. It’s weird. It’s like this is a completely different place, but it’s only separated by a few feet of rock.”

“However it works, I’m not complaining,” Petari said. “Let’s see what else is in here.” She took off running, leaving behind Val’s calls to “Slow down! Don’t run! We need to go back.” His words flitted into the trees, as Petari skipped over roots, and I braced for the worst.

I wished she would heed the boy’s warning. I wished they would both run back through the hole in the rock and never come looking for it again.

But they were entranced by this world of green. Val was soon walking too, feet trailing the girl, eyes looking all around.

Each was quiet, breaths held so as not to wake from what must have seemed like a dream. But with every timid step in, their noses swelled with the smells of the forest. Damp leaves on the ground. Fungi on the trees. Animals breathing and sweating and pooping. Life all around them, crisp and clean.

The opposite of their dry and dusty realm outside.

Their smiles grew bigger as they trod on, rubbing fingers on bark and tracing veins on leaves.

The girl led them inward, her bravery building, hope buoying her feet. Over high roots, under low branches, around thick trunks. Stopping only when she heard the chatter.

“There!” She pointed to near the treetops. “Come on.”

“Wait,” Val said, “are those monkeys?”

“They look just like the pictures in the books.” The thrill rode over Petari’s breath.

“Don’t get close,” Val said. “You don’t know what they’re like.”

“They’re small.”

“But still. In the books, they can be vicious.”

Petari pushed ahead. “Only the big ones.”

Their feet followed the monkeys, who were swinging from branch to branch, leading the boy and girl farther into the forest until, breathing heavily, the children stopped.

“Val, look!” the girl said, jumping as she pointed. “Is that real fruit? It looks like the picture on the fruit cocktail cans.”

Eyes like bright suns, they stared in wonder at the trees. Tall trees with smooth green coconuts, shorter trees with rows of yellow bananas, bushy trees with green almonds. The boy ran to a trunk, then jumped and jumped until his hand caught the end of a bunch of bananas and pulled it down.

“It looks ripe,” he said, turning the fruit over in his hand.

“How can you tell?”

“Dad showed me pictures in one of his books. Watch.” Val gripped the top and pulled the yellow skin down in strips. The fruit inside sparkled in the sun. Petari quickly snapped off the top, brought it to her mouth, and—

Val ripped it away. “Wait! What if this is a trap?”

“Are you serious? What kind of trap?”

“I don’t know.” Val glanced around. “This place is suspicious. What if people put that hole in the rock to lure kids in here then poison them with this fruit?”

Petari snatched the banana back. “Poisonous fruit? Growing from a tree? Really?”

“Poisonous stuff does grow on trees. And people could make a tree grow poisonous fruit, you know.”

Val tried to grab the banana back, but Petari quickly bit down on the textured goodness. She smiled, her eyes lit up, tongue licking every morsel from her lips.

“If this is poisonous, I— Oh no. No!” She grabbed her stomach, bent over, then collapsed onto her knees.

The boy grabbed her elbow to keep her upright.

“Petari!” Fear hung from Val’s voice. “I knew this was a bad idea. I—”

“Ha ha ha ha.” Petari threw her head back, laughing. Her brother stood quickly, his mouth pressed into a thin line.

“Not funny,” he said, crossing his arms. I had to admit I agreed with him. The bananas in this forest are loved by all.

“Very funny.” Petari grinned and pulled another banana from the bunch. “Go on. Try it. They’re so good.”

Val gave her a side-eye look, sniffed his banana, then nibbled the end. His mouth ticked up into a broad smile. He stuffed the rest into his mouth, then pulled down another and another, until their bellies were full.

“We have to show the others,” Petari said. “We should take some with us, so they can see we’re not lying.”

“When they don’t hear our stomachs rumbling, they’ll know we’re not lying,” Val said. “But yeah, let’s take some. Only what we can hide, though. We don’t want questions if we get caught by the goons.”

“Good idea.” Petari grabbed two bananas and pressed them against her belly, concealing them carefully under her shirt. She grinned at the boy. “This is the best discovery since you found that stash of toilet paper.”

Val nodded. “Hey, maybe the fruit will make Ruthie better.”

Petari plucked another banana from the bunch and peeled it. “Told you it was a good idea to come in here.”

My hope dwindled. If we could not close the curtain soon, these two would no doubt return, maybe with others.

And what if they went only a few steps farther? What if their gaze twisted between the trees? What if they found—

“Val, look!” Petari froze.

I knew then that the forest was doomed.

The girl’s arm stretched out, one finger pointing to a thin gap in the growth. The air around Val vibrated when he spied what she had. Beams that were horizontal instead of reaching for the sky. Colors and shapes that were not of nature.

Petari hurried forward, but her brother whipped out a protective arm. “Wait!” He threw her a frown. “I’ll go first.” And he stepped closer.

As the forest opened to the savanna, their eyes widened.

The old structure had no walls, just poles and a roof. Grass and small trees had begun to reclaim the spot, but the structure was still intact and enjoyed by the chittering monkeys hanging in the shade it offered.

Beyond, the humans saw the village that had been left so many years before. The huts, the fences, the open field where the young Forest Dwellers would kick a ball and cheer when it was corralled within lines.

“Do you see anyone?” Petari asked, stretching her neck as though a few inches could reveal the world.

Val shook his head. “I don’t think anyone’s been here for a long time. And look!” He ran, Petari close on his heels. “A river. A proper river, with water still in it.”

Petari gazed at the glistening water so close to her toes. She reached down but stopped when the boy said, “It’ll be polluted.”

“Even in here?”

“The water’s polluted everywhere. You think here will be different?”

Petari pouted. “Mercou will know how to filter it. And look over there.” She pointed at the thick forest on the other side of the river. “How many tasty foods do you think are over there?”

Val stared at the girl. “Don’t get any ideas. Who knows how many dangerous creatures live in this water. Remember the story Dad told us about that giant shark that attacked people at a beach?”

“That was just a movie. Wasn’t it?”

But Val didn’t answer.

“Besides,” Petari continued, “wasn’t that in the ocean?”

“Oceans connect to rivers.”

“They do?” Petari’s eyes widened, her heart ticking up at this news. I had never heard stories of giant sharks attacking people at a beach, but it had spooked the girl. Good.

She turned away from the river and gazed back at the village. “Still, we were wrong before. This is the best discovery ever.”

As they retraced their steps back through the trees to the hole that had brought them through the curtain to their great discovery, excitement spun in the air around them. Petari lifted one palm, and Val slapped it with his own. Smiles beamed bright on their faces.

I felt their footsteps retreat toward where stone ruled the land, where the soil was dusty and the air was dry. But I knew they’d be back. I knew they’d be back soon.

Any hope I had held of the forest staying hidden drained away.

I reached into the soil, connected with the root network, and alerted the rest of the forest.
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THE BLIGHT CREPT INTO MORE TREES. IN THE NORTH, ONE LEAF ON A YOUNG RUBBER TREE SPECKLED. THEN ANOTHER.

AND ANOTHER. UNTIL THEY WERE ALL COVERED IN DOTS.



“Arrow!” I called, but he was too far to hear my words. He was still taking in every inch of the Burnt Circle.

The images from the dragonflies showed me he had enticed Curly to join him. Curly’s brothers and sisters had followed, peering into the carcass of the metal bird as though they’d discovered lost treasure. None were listening for me.

I tried to dig deeper, to summon more Anima. But there wasn’t enough to stitch the hole in the curtain back together again.

I had always known this day would come, when our secret would be secret no more and we would be exposed to the humans again. But I had hoped it would be many, many rings from now. If we’d had more time, we could’ve discovered why the magic was diminishing. We could’ve fixed it, thickened the curtain, stayed hidden forever.

But focusing on problems would do no good. I needed solutions. And I needed them fast.

That’s when I felt the cold fear that had seeped into the charred soil. Arrow was in trouble.

I asked frogs for help, and they showed me the boy.

He was gazing at his palm, a frown clouding his face. I quickly understood why. I felt a small tap on the surface of the soil, then a slickness. Rainbow liquid had dropped from the carcass of the metal bird. This machine sap had been brought into the forest by the Imposters too, and it had ignited just as quickly.

The images of the fire devouring the liquid when the bird had crashed out of the sky flooded back to me.

There was no fire for it to feed now, but what if it created one? Uncontrolled fire was dangerous in the forest.

I did not like Arrow being so close to that liquid.

I did not like it being so close to our trees.

Arrow must’ve recognized it too. He retreated quickly, worry creeping onto the ground around him. He rushed to the river’s edge, tearing at his hand where it had touched the rainbow liquid. Smart. I didn’t want it to hurt him the way it had hurt the Kiskadee Man.

While Arrow scrubbed, the footsteps returned in the north. The Petari girl and her brother, Val. They came back even quicker than I had expected, and I was not prepared.

Arrow was too far to hear me call, and he had his own troubles.

Even worse, the children weren’t alone. This time, they were joined by a small herd. None of the footsteps were as heavy as the Kiskadee Man’s, and none of their energy was as old. All of these humans were still children, some around Arrow’s age, like Petari, some younger, and some older.

But they were still dangerous.

Many were laden down, walking on their heels to balance what they held in their arms, or walking on their toes to stabilize what they carried on their backs.

They came through the hole one by one, each stopping when they were inside. I didn’t need the dragonflies to know the children were gazing around in awe at the lush growth, just like Petari and Val had. Their words confirmed it.

“Wow!”

“It’s incredible.”

“How is this here?”

“Why didn’t we find this sooner?”

The herd chatted happily, slapped hands, patted shoulders, as fear spread through my roots.

“You sure you didn’t see anyone in here?” asked an older female with short hair as red as a scarlet macaw’s belly.

“No one.” Petari shook her head decisively.

“Doesn’t mean there aren’t any people,” said an older male. He was as tall as a grown caiman is long and as skinny as a spider’s legs.

“We’ll find out,” the Macaw Girl said with a smirk.

Petari’s toes pointed purposefully toward the village, ready to lead the others. “Come on.”

“I’ll show the way,” Val said, pushing Petari back. “We saw some monkeys that might be trouble, so stay close.”

I did not know why he was so quick to lead. Anxiety swirled around his every step, as he glanced behind and ahead. He did not like being in front.

Petari pouted but didn’t argue.

The herd’s footsteps trod, trod, trod along the path, crushing vines, stomping worms. The humans hooted and hollered as they walked, until the older ones quieted them with loud shushes. But they could still be heard across the river. Their heavy feet pounding the ground, heels snapping twigs, and squeaks ringing out from metal carts with small wheels, which the herd pushed across the dried leaves and soil.

The terrain was hard for them, and when they reached the downed branch, I hoped they would give up and go home.

“Hold up, Storma.” The Caiman Boy raised his hand to the Macaw Girl near the back of the herd, then turned to Petari and Val. “How much longer?”

“Not too much more,” Petari said. She hopped on her toes, excitement squelching under her feet.

The Macaw Girl, Storma, ran up to the front. “All right. Come on, people. Lift!”

The herd was not to be stopped. The children gathered around the carts, lifted them across the branch, and continued on their journey.

“Arrow!” I cried as soon as I felt his footsteps were close enough that he could hear me.

“The metal bird was bleeding that rainbow liquid. Did you feel it on the soil?” He was lively after his adventure, swinging Curly as they journeyed back. Elated that he had been of use. I didn’t know how long that feeling would last.

“Yes, but—”

“I fixed it, though. I put sapodilla sap over the hole, and it’s not coming out anymore.” The soil beneath him warmed with pride.

“Good thinking, Arrow. I knew that bird was dangerous. But we have other dangers inside the curtain now. More humans have entered, in the north.”

“What?” He stopped walking, and Curly jumped onto his arm. “What do you mean? They’re in the forest?”

“Yes, in the forest. A herd of them came through a rip in the curtain. They’re headed for the abandoned village.”

Arrow’s feet picked up speed, a mixture of nerves and excitement in his wake. “Is it the Kiskadee Man?”

“No, not the Kiskadee Man. These are other humans. They walked in from the north.”

Arrow stopped still.

“Walked?”

“Yes. The curtain is shredding there. I couldn’t fix it with the magic.”

“Are they…?” Consternation flooded from the boy. He swallowed. “Are they the same ones who abandoned me?”

“These humans are too young to be the one who left you. But they could be from the same community. There’s no way of knowing. Whoever they are, they will be bad for us.”

Arrow slouched as anxiety swept into the air around him. Curly clutched his neck tight as if to comfort.
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