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  1. Prue stopped and leaned against a fir tree, taking in her verdant surroundings.


  
    2. I cant believe this has been here all along and I never even knew it.

  


  3. Prue was flying. The feeling was incredible.


  
    4. The fog continued to fall away from the bridge until it pooled just beneath the surface of the span, revealing the awesome edifice in its entirety.

  


  5. Incredible, yes? Youre not the first Outsider to see the Council Tree, though very few have braved the journey.


  
    6. Holding him flat against the Plinth with one hand, the Governess began her ritual.

  


  


  WILDWOOD
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  CHAPTER 1


  A Murder of Crows


  How five crows managed to lift a twenty-pound baby boy into the air was beyond Prue, but that was certainly the least of her worries. In fact, if
  she were to list her worries right then and there as she sat spellbound on the park bench and watched her little brother, Mac, carried aloft in the talons of these five black crows, puzzling out
  just how this feat was being done would likely come in dead last. First on the list: Her baby brother, her responsibility, was being abducted by birds. A close second: What did they plan
  on doing with him?


  And it had been such a nice day.


  True, it had been a little gray when Prue woke up that morning, but what September day in Portland wasnt? She had drawn up the blinds in her bedroom and had paused for a moment, taking in
  the sight of the tree branches outside her window, framed as they were by a sky of dusty white-gray. It was Saturday, and the smell of coffee and breakfast was drifting up from downstairs. Her
  parents would be in their normal Saturday positions: Dad with his nose in the paper, occasionally hefting a lukewarm mug of coffee to his lips; Mom peering through tortoiseshell bifocals at the
  woolly mass of a knitting project of unknown determination. Her brother, all of one year old, would be sitting in his high chair, exploring the farthest frontiers of unintelligible babble:
  Doose! Doose! Sure enough, her vision was proven correct when she came downstairs to the nook off the kitchen. Her father mumbled a greeting, her mothers eyes smiled from above her
  glasses, and her brother shrieked, Pooo! Prue made herself a bowl of granola. Ive got bacon on, darling, said her mother, returning her attention to the amoeba of
  yarn in her hands (was it a sweater? A tea cozy? A noose?).


  Mother, Prue had said, now pouring rice milk over her cereal, I told you. Im a vegetarian. Ergo: no bacon. She had read that word, ergo, in a novel
  shed been reading. That was the first time she had used it. She wasnt sure if shed used it right, but it felt good. She sat down at the kitchen table and winked at Mac. Her
  father briefly peered over the top of his paper to give her a smile.


  Whats on the docket today? said her father. Remember, youre watching Mac.


  Mmmm, I dunno, Prue responded. Figured wed hang around somewhere. Rough up some old ladies. Maybe stick up a hardware store. Pawn the loot. Beats going to a
  crafts fair.


  Her father snorted.


  Dont forget to drop off the library books. Theyre in the basket by the front door, said her mother, her knitting needles clacking. We should be back for
  dinner, but you know how long these things can run.


  Gotcha, said Prue.


  Mac shouted, Pooooo! wildly brandished a spoon, and sneezed.


  And we think your brother might have a cold, said her father. So make sure hes bundled up, whatever you do.


  (The crows lifted her brother higher into the overcast sky, and suddenly Prue enumerated another worry: But he might have a cold!)


  That had been their morning. Truly, an unremarkable one. Prue finished her granola, skimmed the comics, helped her dad ink in a few gimmes in his crossword puzzle, and was off to hook up the red
  Radio Flyer wagon to the back of her single-speed bicycle. An even coat of gray remained in the sky, but it didnt seem to threaten rain, so Prue stuffed Mac into a lined corduroy jumper,
  wrapped him in a stratum of quilted chintz, and placed him, still babbling, into the wagon. She loosed one arm from this cocoon of clothing and handed him his favorite toy: a wooden snake. He shook
  it appreciatively.


  Prue slipped her black flats into the toe clips and pedaled the bike into motion. The wagon bounced noisily behind her, Mac shrieking happily with every jolt. They tore through the neighborhood
  of tidy clapboard houses, Prue nearly upsetting Macs wagon with every hurdled curb and missed rain puddle. The bike tires gave a satisfied shhhhhh as they carved the wet pavement.


  The morning flew by, giving way to a warm afternoon. After several random errands (a pair of Levis, not quite the right color, needed returning; the recent arrivals bin at Vinyl Resting Place
  required perusing; a plate of veggie tostadas was messily shared at the taqueria), she found herself whiling time outside the coffee shop on the main street while Mac quietly napped in the red
  wagon. She sipped steamed milk and watched through the window as the caf employees awkwardly installed a secondhand elk head trophy on the wall. Traffic hummed on Lombard Street, the first
  intrusions of the neighborhoods polite rush hour. A few passersby cooed at the sleeping baby in the wagon and Prue flashed them sarcastic smiles, a little annoyed to be someones
  picture of sibling camaraderie. She doodled mindlessly in her sketchbook: the leaf-clogged gutter drain in front of the caf, a hazy sketch of Macs quiet face with extra attention
  paid to the little dribble of snot emerging from his left nostril. The afternoon began to fade. Mac, waking, shook her from her trance. Right, she said, putting her brother on her
  knee while he rubbed the sleep from his eyes. Lets keep moving. Library? Mac pouted, uncomprehending.


  Library it is, said Prue.


  She skidded to a halt in front of the St. Johns branch library and vaulted from her bike seat. Dont go anywhere, she said to Mac as she grabbed the short stack of books from
  the wagon. She jogged into the foyer and stood before the book return slot, shuffling the books in her hand. She stopped at one, The Sibley Guide to Birds, and sighed. Shed had it for
  nearly three months now, braving overdue notices and threatening notes from librarians before shed finally consented to return it. Prue mournfully flipped through the pages of the book.
  Shed spent hours copying the beautiful illustrations of the birds into her sketchbook, whispering their fantastic, exotic names like quiet incantations: the western tanager. The
  whip-poor-will. Vauxs swift. The names conjured the images of lofty climes and faraway places, of quiet prairie dawns and misty treetop aeries. Her gaze drifted from the book to the
  darkness of the return slot and back. She winced, muttered, Oh well, and shoved the book into the opening of her peacoat. She would brave the librarians wrath for one more
  week.


  Outside, an old woman had stopped in front of the wagon and was busy searching around for its owner, her brow furrowed. Mac was contentedly chewing on the head of his wooden snake. Prue rolled
  her eyes, took a deep breath, and threw open the doors of the library. When the woman saw Prue, she began to wave a knobby finger in her direction, stammering, E-excuse me, miss! This is
  very unsafe! To leave a child! Alone! Do his parents know how he is being cared for?


  What, him? asked Prue as she climbed back on to the bike. Poor thing, doesnt have parents. I found him in the free book pile. She smiled widely and pushed the
  bike away from the curb back onto the street.


  The playground was empty when they arrived, and Prue unrolled Mac from his swaddling and set him alongside the unhitched Radio Flyer. He was just beginning to walk and relished the opportunity
  to practice his balancing. He gurgled and smiled and carefully waddled beside the wagon, pushing it slowly across the playgrounds asphalt. Knock yourself out, said Prue, and
  she pulled the copy of The Sibley Guide to Birds from her coat, opening it to a dog-eared page about meadowlarks. The shadows against the blacktop were growing longer as the late afternoon
  gave way to early evening.


  That was when she first noticed the crows.


  At first there were just a few, wheeling in concentric circles against the overcast sky. They caught Prues attention, darting about in her periphery, and she glanced up at them. Corvus
  brachyrhynchos; shed just been reading about them the night before. Even from a distance, Prue was astounded by their size and the power of their every wing stroke. A few more flew into
  the group and there were now several, wheeling and diving above the quiet playground. A flock? thought Prue. A swarm? She flipped through the pages of Sibley to the back where there
  was an index of fanciful terms for the grouping of birds: a sedge of herons, a fall of woodcock, and: a murder of crows. She shivered. Looking back up, she was startled to see that this murder of
  crows had grown considerably. There were now dozens of birds, each of the blackest pitch, piercing cold empty holes in the widening sky. She looked over at Mac. He was now yards away, blithely
  toddling along the blacktop. She felt unnerved. Hey, Mac! she called. Where ya going?


  There was a sudden rush of wind, and she looked up in the sky and was horrified to see that the group of crows had grown twentyfold. The individual birds were now indiscernible from the mass,
  and the murder coalesced into a single, convulsive shape, blotting out the flat light of the afternoon sun. The shape swung and bowed in the air, and the noise of their beating wings and screeching
  cries became almost deafening. Prue cast about, seeing if anyone else was witnessing this bizarre event, but she was terrified to find that she was alone.


  And then the crows dove.


  Their cry became a single, unified scream as the cloud of crows feinted skyward before diving at a ferocious speed toward her baby brother. Mac gave a terrific squeal as the first crow reached
  him, snagging the hood of his jumper in a quick flourish of a talon. A second took hold of a sleeve, a third grabbing the shoulder. A fourth, a fifth touched down, until the swarm surrounded and
  obscured the view of his body in a sea of flashing, feathery blackness. And then, with seemingly perfect ease, Mac was lifted from the ground and into the air.


  Prue was paralyzed with shock and disbelief: How were they doing this? She found that her legs felt like they were made of cement, her mouth empty of anything that might draw forth words
  or a sound. Her entire placid, predictable life now seemed to hinge on this one single event, everything shed ever felt or believed coming into terrible relief. Nothing her parents had told
  her, nothing shed ever learned in school, could possibly have prepared her for this thing that was happening. Or, really, what was to follow.
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  LET MY BROTHER GO!
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  Waking from her reverie, Prue found she was standing on top of the bench, shaking her fist at the crows like an ineffectual comic-book bystander, cursing some supervillain for the theft of a
  purse. The crows were quickly gaining altitude; they now topped the highest branches of the poplars. Mac could barely be seen amid the black, winged swarm. Prue jumped down from the bench and
  grabbed a rock from the pavement. Taking quick aim, she threw the rock as hard as she could but groaned to see it fall well short of its target. The crows were completely unfazed. They were now
  well above the tallest trees in the neighborhood and climbing, the highest flyers growing hazy in the low-hanging clouds. The dark mass moved in an almost lazy pattern, stalling in motion before
  suddenly breaking in one direction and the next. Suddenly, the curtain of their bodies parted and Prue could see the distant beige shape of Mac, his cord jumper pulled into a grotesque rag-doll
  shape by the crows talons. She could see one crow had a claw tangled in the fine down of his hair. Now the swarm seemed to split in two groups: One stayed surrounding the few crows who were
  carrying Mac while the other dove away and skirted the treetops. Suddenly, two of the crows let go of Macs jumper, and the remaining birds scrambled to keep hold. Prue shrieked as she saw
  her brother slip from their claws and plummet. But before Mac even neared the ground, the second group of crows deftly flew in and he was caught, lost again into the cloud of squawking birds. The
  two groups reunited, wheeled in the air once more, and suddenly, violently, shot westward, away from the playground.
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  Determined to do something, Prue dashed to her bike, jumped on, and gave pursuit. Unencumbered by Macs red wagon, the bike quickly gained speed and Prue darted out into the street.
  Two cars skidded to a stop in front of her as she crossed the intersection in front of the library; somebody yelled, Watch it! from the sidewalk. Prue did not dare take her eyes off
  the swimming, spinning crows in the distance.


  Her legs a blue blur over the pedals, Prue blew the stop sign at Richmond and Ivanhoe, inciting an angered holler from a bystander. She then skidded through the turn southward on Willamette. The
  crows, unhampered by the neighborhoods grid of houses, lawns, streets, and stoplights, made quick time over the landscape, and Prue commanded her legs to pedal faster to keep pace. In the
  chase, she could swear that the crows were toying with her, cutting back toward her, diving low and skirting the roofs of the houses, only to carve a great arc and, with a push of speed, dart back
  to the west. In these moments Prue could catch a glimpse of her captive brother, swinging in the clutches of his captors, and then he would disappear again, lost in the whirlwind of feathers.


  Im coming for you, Mac! she yelled. Tears streamed down Prues cheeks, but she couldnt tell if shed cried them or if they were a product of the cold fall
  air that whipped at her face as she rode. Her heart was beating madly in her chest, but her emotions were staid; she still couldnt quite believe this was all happening. Her only thought was
  to retrieve her brother. She swore that she would never let him out of her sight again.


  The air was alive with car horns as Prue zigzagged through the steady traffic of St. Johns. A garbage truck, executing a slow, traffic-stalling Y-turn in the middle of Willamette Street, blocked
  the road, and Prue was forced to hop the curb and barrel down the sidewalk. A group of pedestrians screamed and dove out of her way. Sorry! Prue shouted. In an angular motion, the
  crows doubled back, causing Prue to lay on the brakes, and then dove low in an almost single file and flew straight toward her. She screamed and ducked as the crows flew over her head, their
  feathers nicking her scalp. She heard a distinct gurgle and a call, Pooooo! from Mac as they passed, and he was gone again, the crows back on their journey westward. Prue pedaled the
  bike to speed and bunny-hopped the wheels of the bike back onto the black pavement of the street, grimacing as she absorbed the bump with her arms. Seeing an opportunity, she took a hard right onto
  a side street that wound through a new development of identically whitewashed duplexes. The ground began to gently slope and she was gathering speed, the bike clattering and shaking beneath her.
  And then, suddenly, the street came to an abrupt end.


  She had arrived at the bluff.


  Here at the eastern side of the Willamette River was a natural border between the tight-knit community of St. Johns and the riverbank, a three-mile length of cliff simply called the bluff. Prue
  let out a cry and jammed on the brakes, nearly sending herself vaulting the handlebars and over the edge. The crows had cleared the precipice and were funneling skyward like a shivering black
  twister cloud, framed by the rising smoke from the many smelters and smokestacks of the Industrial Wastes, a veritable no-mans-land on the other side of the river, long ago claimed by the
  local industrial barons and transformed into a forbidding landscape of smoke and steel. Just beyond the Wastes, through the haze, lay a rolling expanse of deeply forested hills, stretching out as
  far as the eye could see. The color drained from Prues face.


  No, she whispered.


  In the flash of an instant and without a sound, the funnel of crows crested the far side of the river and disappeared in a long, thin column into the darkness of these woods. Her brother had
  been taken into the Impassable Wilderness.


  


  [image: ]


  CHAPTER 2


  One Citys Impassable Wilderness


  As long as Prue could remember, every map she had ever seen of Portland and the surrounding countryside had been blotted with a large, dark green
  patch in the center, stretching like a growth of moss from the northwest corner to the southwest, and labeled with the mysterious initials I.W. She hadnt thought to ask about
  it until one night, before Mac was born, when she was sitting with her parents in the living room. Her dad had brought home a new atlas and they were lying in the recliner together, leafing through
  the pages and tracing their fingers over boundary lines and sounding out the exotic place names of far-flung countries. When they arrived at a map of Oregon, Prue pointed to the small, inset map of
  Portland on the page and asked the question that had always confounded her: Whats the I.W.?


  Nothing, honey, had been her fathers reply. He flipped back to the map of Russia they had been looking at moments before. With his finger, he traced a circle over the wide
  northeastern part of the country where the letters of the word Siberia obscured the map. There were no city names here; no network of wandering yellow lines demarking highways and roads.
  Only vast puddles all shades of green and white and the occasional squiggly blue line linking the myriad remote lakes that peppered the landscape. There are places in the world where people
  just dont end up living. Maybe its too cold or there are too many trees or the mountains are too steep to climb. But whatever the reason, no one has thought to build a road there and
  without roads, there are no houses and without houses, no cities. He flipped back to the map of Portland and tapped his finger against the spot where I.W. was written.
  It stands for Impassable Wilderness. And thats just what it is.


  Why doesnt anyone live there? asked Prue.


  All the reasons why no one lives up in those parts of Russia. When the settlers first came to the area and started to build Portland, no one wanted to build their houses there: The forest
  was too deep and the hills were too steep. And since there were no houses there, no one thought to build a road. And without roads and houses, the place just sort of stayed that way: empty of
  people. The place, over time, just became more overgrown and more inhospitable. And so, he said, it was named the Impassable Wilderness and everybody knew to steer clear. Her
  father dismissively wiped his hand across the map and brought it up to gently pinch Prues chin between his thumb and finger. Bringing her face close to his, he said, And I dont
  ever, ever want you to go in there. He playfully moved her head back and forth and smiled. You hear me, kid?


  Prue made a face and yanked her chin free. Yeah, I hear you. They both looked back at the atlas, and Prue laid her head against her fathers chest.


  Im serious, said her father. She could feel his chest tighten under her cheek.


  So Prue knew not to go near this Impassable Wilderness, and she only once bothered her parents with questions about it again. But she couldnt ignore it. While the downtown
  continued to sprout towering condominium buildings, and newly minted terra-cotta outlet malls bloomed beside the highway in the suburbs, it baffled Prue that such an impressive swath of land should
  go unclaimed, untouched, undeveloped, right on the edge of the city. And yet, no adult ever seemed to comment on it or mention it in conversation. It seemed to not even exist in most peoples
  minds.


  The only place that the Impassable Wilderness would crop up was among the kids at Prues school, where she was a seventh grader. There was an apocryphal tale told by the older students
  about a manso-and-sos uncle, maybewho had wandered into the I.W. by mistake and had disappeared for years and years. His family, over time, forgot about him and continued on
  with their lives until one day, out of the blue, he reappeared on their doorstep. He didnt seem to have any memory of the intervening years, saying only that hed been lost in the
  woods for a time and that he was terribly hungry. Prue had been suspicious of the story from her first hearing; the identity of this man seemed to change from telling to telling. It
  was someones father in one version, a wayward cousin in another. Also, the details shifted in each telling. A visiting high school kid told a group of Prues rapt classmates that the
  individual (in this version, the kids older brother) had returned from his weird sojourn in the Impassable Wilderness aged beyond belief, with a great white beard that stretched down to his
  tattered shoes.


  Regardless of the questionable truth of these stories, it became clear to Prue that most of her classmates had had similar conversations with their parents as she had had with her father. The
  subject of the Wilderness filtered into their play surreptitiously: What once was a lake of poisonous lava around the four-square court was now the Impassable Wilderness, and woe betide anyone who
  missed a bounce and was forced to scurry after the red rubber ball into those wilds. In games of tag, you were no longer tagged It, but rather designated the Wild Coyote of the I.W., and it was
  your job to scamper around after your fleeing classmates, barking and growling.


  It was the specter of these coyotes that made Prue ask her parents a second time about the Impassable Wilderness. She had been awakened one night in a fright by the unmistakable sound of baying
  dogs. Sitting up in bed, she could hear that Mac, then four months old, had awoken as well and was being quietly shushed by their parents as he wailed and whimpered in the next room. The
  dogs baying was a distant echo, but it was bone-shivering nonetheless. It was a tuneless melody of violence and chaos and as it grew, more dogs in the neighborhood took up the cry. Prue
  noticed then that the distant barking was different from the barking of the neighborhood dogs; it was more shrill, more disordered and angry. She threw her blanket aside and walked into her
  parents room. The scene was eerie: Mac had quieted a little at this point, and he was being rocked in his mothers arms while their parents stood at the window, staring unblinking out
  over the town at the distant western horizon, their faces pale and frightened.


  Whats that sound? asked Prue, walking to the side of her parents. The lights of St. Johns spread out before them, an array of flickering stars that stopped at the river and
  dissolved into blackness.


  Her parents started when she spoke, and her father said, Just some old dogs howling.


  But farther away? asked Prue. That doesnt sound like dogs.


  Prue saw her parents share a glance, and her mother said, In the woods, darling, there are some pretty wild animals. Thats probably a pack of coyotes, wishing they could tear into
  someones garbage somewhere. Best not to worry about it. She smiled.


  The baying eventually stopped and the neighborhood dogs calmed, and Prues parents walked her back into her room and tucked her into bed. That had been the last time the Impassable
  Wilderness had come up, but it hadnt put Prues curiosity to rest. She couldnt help feeling a little troubled; her parents, normally two founts of strength and confidence,
  seemed strangely shaken by the noises. They seemed as leery of the place as Prue was.


  And so one can imagine Prues horror when she witnessed the black plume of crows disappear, her baby brother in tow, into the darkness of this Impassable Wilderness.


  [image: ]


  The afternoon had faded nearly completely, the sun dipping down low behind the hills of the Wilderness, and Prue stood transfixed, slack-jawed, on the edge of the bluff. A train
  engine trundled by below her and rolled across the Railroad Bridge, passing low over the brick and metal buildings of the Industrial Wastes. A breeze had picked up, and Prue shivered beneath her
  peacoat. She was staring at the little break in the tree line where the crows had disappeared.


  It started to rain.


  Prue felt like someone had bored a hole in her stomach the size of a basketball. Her brother was gone, literally captured by birds and carried to a remote, untouchable wilderness, and who
  knew what they would do to him there. And it was all her fault. The light changed from deep blue to dark gray, and the streetlights slowly, one by one, began to click on. Night had fallen. Prue
  knew her vigil was hopeless. Mac would not be returning. Prue slowly turned her bike around and began walking it back up the street. How would she tell her parents? They would be devastated beyond
  belief. Prue would be punished. Shed been grounded before for staying out late on school nights, riding her bike around the neighborhood, but this punishment was certain to be like nothing
  shed ever experienced. Shed lost Mac, her parents only son. Her brother. If a week of no television was the standard punishment for missing a couple curfews, she couldnt
  imagine what it was for losing baby brothers. She walked for several blocks, in a trance. She found that she was choking back tears as, in her minds eye, she witnessed anew the crows
  disappearance into the woods.


  Get a grip, Prue! she said aloud, wiping tears from her cheeks. Think this through!


  She took a deep breath and began assembling her options in her mind, weighing each ones pros and cons. Going to the police was out; theyd undoubtedly think she was crazy. She
  didnt know what police did with crazy people who came into the station ranting about murders of crows and abducted one-year-olds, but she had her suspicions: Shed be carried off in an
  armored van and thrown into some faraway asylums subterranean cell, where shed live out the rest of her days listening to the lamenting of her fellow inmates and trying hopelessly to
  convince the passing janitor that she was not crazy and that she was falsely imprisoned there. The thought of rushing home to tell her parents terrified her; their hearts would be irretrievably
  broken. They had waited so long for Mac to come along. She didnt know the whole story, but understood that theyd wanted to have a second child sooner, but it just hadnt come
  about. They had been so happy when they found out about Mac. They had positively beamed; the entire house had felt alive and light. No, she couldnt be the one to break this terrible news to
  them. She could run awaythis was a legitimate option. She could jump on one of those trains going over the Railroad Bridge and split town and travel from city to city, doing odd jobs and
  telling fortunes for a livingmaybe shed even meet a little golden retriever on the road whod become her closest companion, and theyd ramble the country together, a
  couple of gypsies on the run, and shed never have to face her parents or think about her dear, departed brother again.


  Prue stopped in the middle of the sidewalk and shook her head dolefully.


  What are you thinking? She reprimanded herself. Youre out of your mind! She took a deep breath and kept walking, pushing her bike along. A chill came over her as she
  realized her only option.


  She had to go after him.


  She had to go into the Impassable Wilderness and find him. It seemed like an insurmountable task, but she had no choice. The rain had grown heavy and was pelting down on the sidewalks and the
  streets, making huge puddles, and the puddles became choked with flotillas of dead leaves. Prue devised her plan, carefully gauging the dangers of such an adventure. The chill of evening was
  draping over the rain-swept neighborhood streets; it would be unsafe to attempt the trip in the dead of night. Ill go tomorrow, she thought, unaware that she was mumbling some of the
  words aloud. Tomorrow morning, first thing. Mom and Dad wont even have to know. But how to keep them from finding out? Her heart sank as she arrived at the scene of Macs
  abduction: the playground. The play structure was abandoned in the sheeting rain, and Macs little red wagon sat on the asphalt, a heap of soggy blanket sitting inside, collecting water.
  Thats it! said Prue, and she ran over to the wagon. Kneeling down on the wet pavement, she started to mold the sopping blanket into the form of a swaddled baby. Standing back,
  she studied it. Plausible, she said. She had started to attach the wagon to the back axle of her bike when she heard a voice call:


  Hey, Prue!


  Prue stiffened and looked over her shoulder. Standing on the sidewalk next to the playground was a boy, incognito in a matching rain slicker and pants. He pulled the hood back on his slicker and
  smiled. Its me, Curtis! he shouted, and waved.


  Curtis was one of Prues classmates. He lived with his parents and his two sisters just down the street from Prue. Their desks at school were two rows apart. Curtis was constantly getting
  in trouble with their teacher for spending school time drawing pictures of superheroes in various scrapes with their archenemies. His drawing obsession also tended to get him in trouble with his
  classmates, since most kids had abandoned superhero drawing years before, if they hadnt abandoned drawing altogether. Most kids devoted their drawing talent to sketching band logos on the
  paper-bag covering of their textbooks; Prue was one of the only kids whod transitioned away from her superhero- and fairy-tale-inspired renderings to drawings of birds and plants. Her
  classmates looked askance at her, but at least they didnt bother her. Curtis, for clinging to his bygone art form, was shunned.


  Hey, Curtis, said Prue, as nonchalantly as possible. What are you doing?


  He put his hood back on. I was just out for a walk. I like walking in the rain. Less people around. He took his glasses off and pulled a corner of his shirt from beneath his
  slicker to clean them. Curtiss round face was topped by a mass of curly black hair that sprang from beneath his slicker hood like little coils of steel wool. Why were you talking to
  yourself?


  Prue froze. What?


  You were talking to yourself. Just back there. He pointed in the direction of the bluff as he squinted and put his glasses back on. I was sort of following you, I guess. I
  meant to get your attention earlier, but you looked so . . . distracted.


  I wasnt, was all Prue could think to say.


  You were talking to yourself and walking and then stopping and shaking your head and doing all sorts of weird things, he said. And why were you standing on the bluff for so
  long? Just staring into space?


  Prue got serious. She walked her bike over to Curtis and pointed a finger in his face. Listen to me, Curtis, she said, commanding her most intimidating tone. Ive got
  a lot on my mind. I dont need you bothering me right now, okay?


  To her relief, Curtis appeared to be easily intimidated. He threw up his hands and said, Okay! Okay! I was just curious is all.


  [image: ]


  Well, dont be, she said. Just forget everything you saw, all right? She started to push her bike away toward home. As she straddled the bike seat and put her
  feet in the toe clips, she turned to Curtis and said, Im not crazy. And she rode off.
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  CHAPTER 3


  To Cross a Bridge


  It was nearing seven oclock as Prue approached her house, and she could see the light on in the living room and the silhouette of her
  mothers head, bowed over her knitting. Her father was nowhere in sight as she crept around the side of the house, moving slowly so as not to disturb the pea gravel of the walk. The soggy
  blanket in the wagon made a convincing slumbering one-year-old but definitely wouldnt withstand close inspection, so Prue held her breath in hope that she wouldnt encounter an
  inquisitive parent. Her hopes were dashed as she rounded the back corner of the house and saw her dad fumbling with the garbage and recycling bins. The following day was garbage day; it had always
  been her fathers task to wrestle the bins curbside. Seeing Prue, he wiped hands together and said, Hey, kiddo! The porch light spread a hazy glow across the darkened lawn.


  Hi, Dad, said Prue. Her heart was racing as she slowly walked the bike over to the side of the house and rested it against the wall.


  Her dad smiled. You guys were out late. We were starting to wonder about you. You missed dinner, by the way.


  We stopped at Proper Eats on the way in, said Prue, shared a stir-fry. She stepped awkwardly sideways so as to stand between her dad and the wagon. She was painfully
  aware of her every movement as she tried to feign nonchalance. How was your day, Dad?


  Oh, fine, he said. Fairly hectic. He paused. Get it? Craft fair? Fairly hectic? Prue let out a loud, high-pitched laugh. She immediately second-guessed
  the reaction; usually she groaned at her fathers terrible puns. Her father seemed to notice the inconsistency as well. He cocked an eyebrow and asked, Hows Mac?


  Hes great! Prue sputtered, maybe too quickly. Hes sleeping!


  Really? Thats early for him.


  Um, we had a really . . . active day. He ran around a lot. Seemed pretty tuckered out, and so after we had food I just wrapped him up in his blanket and he fell asleep. She smiled
  and gestured at the wagon behind her. Just like that.


  Hmm, said her father. Well, get him inside and into his jammies. He might be down for the count. He sighed, looked back at the recycling bins, and began dragging them
  along the side of the house toward the street.


  Prue let out a breath of relief. Turning around, she carefully scooped the wet blanket out of the wagon and walked into the house, bouncing and shushing the bundle as she went.


  The back door let into the kitchen, and Prue walked as softly as she could across the cork flooring. She had almost made it to the stairs when her mother called from the living room,
  Prue? Is that you?


  Prue stopped and pressed the wet blanket against her chest. Yes, Mother?


  You guys missed dinner. Hows Mac?


  Good. Hes sleeping. We ate on the way home.


  Sleeping? she asked, and Prue could imagine her bespectacled face turning to look at the clock on the mantel. Oh. I guess get him


  In jammies, Prue finished for her. Im on it.


  She tore upstairs, skipping every other step, and rushed into her room, dumping the soaked blanket in her dirty clothes hamper. She then walked out into the hall and headed into Macs
  room. She grabbed one of his stuffed animalsan owland placed it in his crib, carefully shrouding the toy with blankets. Satisfied that the lump, at a glance, would suggest a sleeping
  baby, she nodded to herself and turned off the light, then headed back into her room. She closed the door and threw herself onto her bed, burying her head in her pillows. Her heart was still
  beating wildly and it took several moments to get her breath under control. The rain made a quiet rattle against the glass of her window. Prue lifted her head from the bed and looked around her
  room. Downstairs, she could hear her father shutting the outside door behind him and walking into the living room. The shushed murmur of her parents voices followed, and Prue rolled out of
  her bed and set about preparing for tomorrows adventure.


  [image: ]


  Pulling her messenger bag from beneath her desk, she upended it and dumped everything out onto the floor: her science book, a spiral notebook, and a clutch of ballpoint pens. She grabbed the
  flashlight she kept under her bed and took the Swiss Army knife her dad had bought her for her twelfth birthday from her desk drawer and stuck them in the bottom of the bag. She stood for a moment
  in the middle of her room and chewed on a fingernail. What did one pack for a trip into an impassable wilderness to retrieve ones brother? She would get food from the pantry in the morning.
  For now, all she needed to do was wait. She thumped back down on her bed, pulled The Sibley Guide to Birds from inside her peacoat, and flipped through the pages, trying to clear her mind of
  the frantic thoughts that were racing through her head.


  After an hour or so, she heard her parents walk up the stairs, and her heart started pounding again. There was a knock at her door.


  Mm-hmm? she said, again feigning nonchalance. She didnt know how much longer shed be able to keep this act up, all this nonchalance-feigning. It was exhausting
  work.


  Her dad cracked the door and peeked in. Gnight, sweetheart, he said. Her mom added, Dont be up too late.


  Uh-huh, said Prue. She turned and smiled at them, and they closed the door.


  Prue frowned as she heard their footsteps on the hardwood floor, moving toward her brothers room. The sound of Macs door creaking open sounded like a peal of thunder to
  Prues hyperattentive ears, and her breath caught in her throat. Thinking quickly, Prue leapt from her bed and ran to her door, peeking her head out from around the jamb. Hey, Mom?
  Dad? she whispered loudly.


  Whats that? said her father, his hand on the doorknob. The light from Macs night-light spilled into the hall.


  I think hes really wiped out. Maybe try not to wake him?


  Her mom smiled and nodded. Sure thing, she said, before poking her head into Macs room and saying quietly, Good night, Macky.


  Sweet dreams, whispered her father.


  The door creaked shut, and Prue smiled at her parents as they passed her on the way to their bedroom. Seeing the door close behind them, she returned to her bed and let out her breath. It
  emerged from her chest as if shed held it in all day long.


  That night, Prue slept restlessly, her sleep fraught with dreams of great flocks of giant birdsowls, eagles, and ravensin dazzling plumage, swooping down and carrying away her
  father and mother and leaving Prue alone in their emptied house. She had set her alarm for five a.m. but had been awake for a while when it finally went off. She rolled out of bed, careful not to
  make too much noise. The house was silent. The world was still dark outside and the neighborhood had yet to wake up, the only sound being the occasional car whispering past the house. Prue slipped
  into her jeans and threw on a shirt and a sweater. Her peacoat was still draped over her desk chair from the night before, and she cinched a scarf around her neck before putting on the coat. She
  wiggled her feet into her black sneakers and padded out into the hall. She put her ear to her parents door and listened for the sawing snore of her father. Her parents were fast asleep. She
  figured she had an hour before they would be up, which would be plenty of time to make her escape. She walked down to her brothers room and pulled the stuffed animal from his crib and upset
  the blankets; she picked a set of warm clothes from Macs red chest of drawers and stuffed them into her messenger bag. Tiptoeing downstairs, Prue wrote a hasty note on the dry-erase board by
  the refrigerator:


  
    
      Mom, Dad:


      Mac was up early. Wanted to go adventuring.


      Back later!


      Love, Prue

    

  


  She opened the pantry and puzzled over the potential rations she might bring along, settling on a handful of granola bars and a bag of gorp left over from the summers last camping trip.
  By the camping staples was the familys emergency first aid kit, and Prue slipped the plastic case into her bag. An air horn, a kind of canister with a plastic belled horn on the top, caught
  her attention, and she picked it up, inspecting it. A picture of a menacing grizzly bear graced the label. The words BEAR-BE-GONE made an arc in the air above him.
  Apparently the noise was loud enough to scare away wildlife, something she imagined would come in handy in an impassable wilderness. She dropped it into the messenger bag and scanned the kitchen
  before slipping out the back door to the yard. The air was brittle and cold, and a slight breeze disturbed the yellowing leaves in the oak trees. Prue pushed her bike, the Radio Flyer wagon still
  attached, quietly out into the street. The first glimmers of dawn could be seen to the distant east, but the streetlights still illuminated the leafy sidewalks as Prue pushed her bike a safe
  distance from her house before climbing on. The scarf her mother had knit for her the prior winter clung snugly to her neck as she gained speed over the pavement, heading southwest through the
  streets and alleys. Lights in the houses began flickering on, and the hum of cars on the streets grew as the neighborhood awoke to the morning.


  Following the path of her pursuit the day before, Prue made her way through the park to the bluff, the wagon jumping and clattering behind her. A heavy mist hung over the river basin, obscuring
  the water completely. The lights of the Wastes on the far banks of the river flashed under the cloud. An inscrutable clanking noise was carried across the wide trough of the river, echoing off the
  cliff walls of the bluffs. It sounded to Prue like the grinding gears of a giants wrist-watch. The only thing beyond the bluff that was exposed above the bank of clouds was the imposing iron
  lattice of the Railroad Bridge. It seemed to float, unmoored, on the river mist. Prue dismounted her bike and walked it south along the bluff toward an area where the cliff side sloped down into
  the clouds. The world around her dimmed to white as she descended.


  When the ground below Prues feet finally evened out, she found she was standing in an alien landscape. The mist clung to everything, casting the world in a ghostly sheen. A slight wind
  was buffeting through the gorge, and the mist occasionally shifted to reveal the distant shapes of desiccated, wind-blown trees. The ground was covered in a dead yellow grass. Just beyond a line of
  trees, a span of railroad tracks carved a straight line east to west, disappearing into the haze on either end. Assuming the tracks would lead over the bridge, Prue began following them
  westward.


  Ahead, the mists lifted, and she could see the spires of the Railroad Bridge. As she made her way toward it, she suddenly heard the sound of footsteps in the gravel behind her. She froze. After
  a moment, she cautiously looked over her shoulder. There was no one there. She had turned and kept walking when she heard the sound again.


  Whos there? she shouted, searching the area behind her. There was no response. The railroad tracks, flanked by the line of strange, squat trees, disappeared into the mist;
  there was no sign of a pursuer.


  Prue took a deep, shuddering breath and began walking faster toward the bridge. Suddenly, the footsteps sounded again unmistakably, and she spun around in time to see a figure dart off the
  tracks and through a gap between two of the trees. Without thinking, she dropped her bike to the ground and gave chase, her shoes sending up a small plume of gravel as she took the corner into the
  trees.


  Stop! she yelled. She could now see the person through the mistit was rather short and wore a heavy winter coat. A stocking cap was pulled down over the figures head,
  obscuring his face. When Prue yelled, the person momentarily looked behind himand slipped in a patch of loose dirt, slamming shoulder-first into the ground with a hoarse yell of
  surprise.


  Prue dove onto the prostrate form of her pursuer and yanked the figures stocking cap away. She gave a startled cry.


  Curtis! she yelled.


  Hi, Prue, said Curtis, out of breath. He squirmed underneath her. Can you get off of me? Your knee is really pushing into my stomach.


  No way, said Prue, regaining her composure. Not till you tell me why you were following me.


  Curtis sighed. I w-wasnt! Really!


  She jammed her knee farther into his ribs, and Curtis let out a cry. Okay! Okay! he shouted, his voice quavering on the edge of crying. I was up early taking the recycling
  out and I happened to see you riding by and I just wondered where you were going! I heard you talking to yourself last night about your brother and how you were going to get him, and then I saw you
  leave your house so early this morning and I figured something had to be up, and I just couldnt help myself!


  What do you know about my brother? Prue asked.


  Nothing! said Curtis, sniffling. I just know hes . . . hes missing. He blushed a little. Also, I dont know who you were trying to fool
  with that wet blanket in the wagon.


  Prue released the pressure on his ribs, and Curtis let out a breath of air.


  You scared the crap out of me, said Prue. She stepped off his body, and Curtis sat up, dusting off his pants.


  Sorry, Prue, said Curtis. I didnt really mean anything by it, I was just curious.


  Well, dont be, said Prue. She stood up and began to walk away. This is none of your business. This is my mess to deal with.


  Curtis scrambled to his feet. L-let me come with you! he shouted, following after her.


  Back at the railroad tracks, Prue pulled her bike up from the gravel and started walking it toward the bridge. No, Curtis, she said. Go home! The riverbank sloped in
  toward the first abutment of the bridge, creating a kind of peninsula, and the track followed a gentle slope to meet the lattice of the bridge. Prue led her bike up the middle of the tracks while
  she balanced on the rail. As she climbed, the mists began to clear to reveal the first spire of the bridge. The spires housed the pulley mechanism that lifted the middle section when taller boats
  crossed under it, and they were topped with flashing red beacons. Prue breathed a sigh of relief to see that the lift span was down, allowing her to cross.


  Arent you worried that a trains going to come? asked Curtis, behind her.


  No, said Prue, though in truth it was one thing she hadnt really considered. Between the track and the truss of the bridge there was barely three feet of space, and the
  loose gravel was not too friendly to pedestrian traffic. As she arrived at the middle section of the bridge, she looked over the edge and gulped. The mist sat heavily on the river basin and created
  a floor of clouds that hid the water below, giving the illusion that the bridge sat at a tremendous height, like one of those delicate rope bridges spanning some cloudy Peruvian chasm Prue had seen
  in National Geographic magazine.


  Im a little worried that a trains going to come, admitted Curtis. He was standing beneath one of the spires in the middle of the track.


  Prue stopped, leaned her bike against the bridge truss, and picked up a rock from the gravel bed. Dont make me do this, Curtis, she said.


  Do what?


  Prue threw the rock, and Curtis leapt out of the way, nearly tripping on the rail of the track.


  Whatd you do that for? he yelled, couching his head in his hands.


  Cause youre being stupid and youre following me and I told you not to. Thats why. She bent down and selected another rock, this one sharper and bigger
  than the previous one. She juggled it in her hand as if gauging the weight.


  Cmon, Prue, Curtis said, let me help you! Im a good helper. My dad was den leader of my cousins Webelos group. He let his hands fall from his
  head. I even brought my cousins bowie knife. He patted the pocket of his coat and smiled sheepishly.


  Prue threw the second rock and swore as it glanced off the ground in front of Curtis, missing his feet by inches. Curtis yelped and danced out of the way.


  Go HOME, Curtis! Prue shouted. She crouched down and selected another rock but paused as she felt the ground give a sudden tremble below her. The rocks began to clatter in place as
  the bridge gave a long, quaking shudder. She looked up at Curtis, who was frozen in place in the center of the track. They stared at each other, wide-eyed, as the trembling began to grow stronger,
  the steel girders of the truss lowing in complaint.


  TRAIN! shouted Prue.
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  CHAPTER 4


  The Crossing


  From the quick glance that Prue was afforded of the train, she could tell it was not a long one, but it was moving at a fairly steady pace, puffing
  up the incline of the hill they had climbed minutes before. She turned and bolted for her bike, lifting it from where it rested against the side of the bridge and tossing it between the rails of
  the track. She vaulted the seat and jammed down on the pedals, sending the back tire into a free spin against the loose rock between the railroad ties.


  Wait for me! screamed Curtis from behind her.


  The metal of the bridge was now heaving and rattling under the weight of the oncoming locomotive. Prue was already in motion and threw a fast glance over her shoulder to measure the distance
  between her bike and the train. Backdropped by the ominous iron face of the train bursting through the mist, Curtis was running toward her, his arms swinging in frantic arcs. The bike frame jolted
  with every wooden tie she crossed, and she had to keep a studied eye on the space in front of her in order to keep the bike upright on the unsteady ground. The Radio Flyer in tow hopped from tie to
  tie, threatening to upend at each pedal. Jump in the back! shouted Prue over the deafening hiss of the train.


  I cant! Youre moving too fast! shouted Curtis.


  Prue swore under her breath and pumped the handle brakes, her back tire fishtailing in the gravel. The train, now reaching the middle section of the bridge, let out a staccato burst of whistle,
  the tracks audibly groaning under its weight. Curtis dove for the Radio Flyer and let out a bone-numbing OOF! as his body met the metal floor of the wagon. He grasped the sides
  of the wagon and hollered, Go! and Prue was off, peeling a wake of shale from the track and firing down the far side of the bridge.


  On the other side of the bridge, the tracks split into a Y at a dense, deep green bank of trees. Prue was picking up speed on the gradual incline as the end of the bridge came into view, and her
  bike leapt and kicked against the pounding of the tires on the ties. The wagon, now freighted with Curtiss writhing body, held to the ground much better, though Prue was panting to keep her
  momentum up. The train was getting louder behind them. She couldnt bring herself to steal a glance to mark its progress; her eyes were intent on the far side of the river.


  Hold on, Curtis! she shouted over the din as she reached the spot where the tracks split and angled away from the bridge in either direction. She shoved her right foot down on the
  pedal and hopped her front wheel over the track, sending the bike over the rail and into the deep, loose gravel of the ditch that fell away from the track at the bridges end. The back tire
  and the wagon followed quickly after, and the whole bike pitched forward in a violent spasm, sending both occupants over the handlebars and into a dry bed of scrub brush on the other side of the
  ditch. The train went screaming by, the steel rails wailing under the weight of the train as the engine rolled southward into the bank of clouds.


  Prue lay flattened against the cold ground, rapidly panting. Her every limb felt charged with electricity. She pushed herself onto her knees and spat, wiping a smear of mud from her cheek. She
  looked around her; she was sitting in a shallow culvert in a drab field of dead grass. Just beyond stood the Industrial Wastes, a bizarre and imposing neighborhood of windowless buildings and
  silos; beyond that lay the first rise of a steep hill, blanketed thickly with a dizzying retinue of towering trees. They were on the borderlands of the Impassable Wilderness. She shuddered. A
  grumble issued from the bed of grass beside her, and she looked over to see Curtis struggling to his knees, the red Radio Flyer wagon obstinately clinging to his back like a turtles shell.
  He threw it off and rubbed at the nape of his neck.


  Ow, he said. He looked at Prue mournfully and repeated, Ow.


  Maybe you shouldnt have followed me, then, said Prue, bringing herself to her feet. The wreckage of the bike and wagon lay in a crumpled mess next to them. Prue grunted as
  she pulled the frame of her bike from the grasp of the culverts sticker bushes and studied the remains: Most of the bike had withstood the impact well enough, but the front wheel was
  irretrievably bent, its twisted spokes jutting from the rim at desperate angles.


  Cursing loudly, she dropped the bike and kicked at a clump of thistles, sending up a spray of dirt.
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  Curtis was sitting cross-legged, marveling at the bridge behind them. I cant believe we made it, he wheezed. We outran that train.


  Prue was not listening. She was standing with her hands on her hips, staring at the twisted remnants of her front bike wheel, her brow deeply furrowed. Shed worked all summer on tuning up
  the bike. The front rim, now disfigured beyond repair, had been practically brand-new. Her mission was clearly not getting off to a very good start.


  We did pretty well back there, Curtis was saying. I mean, we worked together really well. You were riding the bike and I was . . . on the wagon. He laughed as he
  massaged his temples with his fingers. We were like partners, huh?


  Prues messenger bag had been thrown to the ground during the crash, and she stooped and picked it up, fitting the strap over her shoulder. Bye, Curtis, she said. Leaving
  behind the bike and the wagon, she began walking through the Wastes toward the steep hill of trees.


  The tawny field of dried and burned grass led into the tight grid of the mysterious buildings. Some appeared to be warehouses, paneled in corrugated metal, while others had the aspect of massive
  boxy silos and had doors at wild heights that seemed to open to nowhere and yards of metal ducting snaking out of them, leading to their neighboring buildings. A few of the buildings had windows
  that glowed and flickered red, as if great fires were raging within them. All along, this city rang with an insistent metallic clanging and the gaseous belching of smokestacks, giving
  it the strangest appearance of being completely abandoned yet perfectly active. Far off, the grunts and shouts of stevedores, their bodies lost to the low-lying mist, rang from the metal walls. As
  Prue walked, she cast her eyes about her; no one she knew had ever ventured here before. So soon in her journey, she already felt like the first explorer of some alien world. The fog continued to
  dissipate. Recessed in the grid of the gravel-paved avenues was a gray stone mansion, its mossy roof topped by a clock tower. A bell tolled the hour; Prue counted six bells.


  After a time, the boxy structures of the Wastes gave way to a slope of deep green brush; Prue stepped across the northbound branch of the train tracks and found herself immersed in a lush,
  knee-deep thicket of ferns. The ground continued to slope upward toward the first trees that marked the boundary between the outside world and the Impassable Wilderness. Prue took a deep breath,
  adjusted the bag at her shoulder, and began walking into the woods.


  Wait! shouted Curtis. He had pulled himself up and was stumbling after her. He stopped at the barrier of trees. Youre going in there? But thats . . .
  thats the Impassable Wilderness.


  Ignoring him, Prue marched on. The ground was soft beneath her feet, and leaves of salal and fern whipped at her calves as she walked. Uh-huh, she said. I know.


  Curtis was at a loss for words. He crossed his arms and shouted as Prue ventured farther up the slope and into the forest: Its impassable, Prue!


  Prue paused and looked around. I seem to be passing through it okay, she said, and kept walking.


  Curtis scampered forward so as to remain within earshot of Prue. Well, yeah, right now, maybe, but who knows what its like once youre farther in there. And these trees . .
  . Here he paused and scanned one of the taller trees on the hillside, top to bottom. Well, I have to tell you Im not getting a very friendly vibe from them.


  His warnings had no effect on Prue, who kept marching up the wooded slope, steadying herself on the trunks of the trees as she hiked.


  And coyotes, Prue! continued Curtis, scrambling up the incline but stopping at the first tree of the boundary. Theyll tear you apart! There has to be another way to
  go!


  There isnt, Curtis, said Prue. My brothers in here somewhere, and I have to find him.


  Curtis was shocked. You think hes in here? Prue was far enough into the woods now that Curtis could barely make out the red of her scarf through the bramble of trees.
  Before she disappeared completely from view, Curtis took a deep breath and stepped into the woods. Okay, Prue! Ill help you find your brother! he shouted.


  Prue stopped and leaned against a fir tree, taking in her verdant surroundings. As far as the eye could see, it was green. As many shades of green as Prue could imagine were draped across the
  landscape: the electric emerald of the ferns and the sallow olive of the drooping lichen and the stately gray-green of the fir branches. The sun was rising higher in the sky, and it streamed
  through the gaps of the dense wood. She looked back at Curtis, panting up the hill behind her, and kept walking.


  Wow, said Curtis, between gasps for breath, the kids at school are not going to believe this. I mean, no ones ever been in the Impassable Wilderness before.
  Least Ive never heard. This is wild! Look at these trees, theyre so . . . so . . . tall!


  Try to keep it down, Curtis, said Prue finally. We dont want to alert the whole Wilderness that were here. Who knows whats out there?


  Curtis stopped and gaped. You said we, Prue! he shouted, and then caught himself, repeating in a hoarse whisper, You said we!


  Prue rolled her eyes and turned around, jabbing a finger at Curtis. Like I have a choice. But if youre going to come along, youve got to stick by me. My brother was lost on
  my watch, and Im not about to lose a stupid schoolmate too. Is that clear?


  Clear as . . . , Curtis began. He grimaced, remembering Prues instruction, and whispered the rest: . . . as crystal! He raised his hand to his brow,
  apparently imitating some kind of specialized salute. He looked like he was tending an eye injury.


  They walked in silence for a while; a deep gully in the trees opened up to their left, and they scrambled down the bank to the bottom, skidding on the mossy loam of the forest floor. The small
  trickle of a creek had cut a wash down the valley of the ravine and no trees grew, only short plumes of fern and shrubs. The walking was easier here, though they occasionally were forced to
  struggle underneath some of the low fallen trees that crisscrossed the ravine. The sunlight dappled the ground in hazy patterns, and the air felt pure and untouched to Prues cheeks. As she
  walked, she wondered at the majesty of the place, her fears subsiding with every step in this incredible wilderness. Birds sang in the looming trees above the ravine, and the underbrush was
  periodically disturbed by the sudden skitter of a squirrel or a chipmunk. Prue couldnt believe that no one had ever ventured this far into the Impassable Wilderness; she found it a welcoming
  and serene place, full of life and beauty.


  After a time, Prue was pulled from her meditations by the voice of Curtis, whispering, So whats the plan?


  She paused. What?


  He whispered louder, I said, whats the plan?


  You dont have to whisper.


  Curtis looked nonplussed. Oh, he said, in his regular voice, I thought you said we had to keep our voices down.


  I said to keep it down, but you dont have to whisper. She looked around her and said, Im not quite sure what wed be hiding from anyway.


  Coyotes, maybe? offered Curtis.


  I think coyotes only come out at night, said Prue.


  Oh, right, I read that somewhere, Curtis said. Do you think well be done before night comes?


  I hope so.


  Where do you think your brother is?


  The question, simple as it was, made Prue blanch. It was dawning on her that the job of finding Mac might be harder than it had initially seemed. On second thought, had she even considered what
  she was going to do once shed made it into the Impassable Wilderness? It was one thing to brave the journey butwhat now? Improvising, she said, I dont really
  know. The birds disappeared around


  Curtis interrupted her. Birds? What birds?


  The birds that kidnapped my brother. Crows, actually. A whole flock of em. A murder. Did you know that? That a flock of crows is called a murder?


  Curtiss face had dropped. What do you mean, birds kidnapped your brother? he stammered. Like, birds?


  Prue flared her eyes and said, Try to keep up here, Curtis. I have no idea what is going on, but Im not insane and I have to believe what I saw. So if youre going to come
  along, youre going to have to believe this stuff too.


  Wow, said Curtis, shaking his head. Okay, Im there. Im with you. Well, how are we going to find out where these birds went?


  I saw them dive into the woods in the hills above the Railroad Bridge, and I didnt see them fly back out, so I have to assume theyd be around here somewhere. She
  studied the world around her: The forest seemed limitless and unchanging, the ravine ascending along the hill as far as the eye could see. The word hopeless suddenly sprang to mind. She
  pushed it away. I guess well just have to keep searching and hope for the best.


  Does he understand English? asked Curtis.


  What?


  Your brother. If we called for him, would he answer?


  Prue thought for a moment and said, Nah. He speaks his own weird language. He babbles pretty loudly, but Im not sure hed respond if we started yelling his name.


  Tough, said Curtis, scratching his head. He looked up at Prue sheepishly. Not to change the subject or anything, he said, but you didnt happen to bring
  any food along, did you? Im kinda hungry.


  Prue smiled. Yeah, Ive got some stuff. She sat down on a broken tree limb and swung her messenger bag over her shoulder. You like gorp?


  Curtiss face brightened. Oh yeah! Id kill some of that right now.


  They sat on the log together and scooped handfuls of the trail mix into their mouths, looking out over the brambly ravine. They talked about school, about their sad, boozy English teacher, Mr.
  Murphy, who had teared up while reading Captain Cats opening monologue in Under Milk Wood.


  I was out that day, said Curtis. But I heard about it.


  People were so cruel about it, behind his back, said Prue. I didnt get it. I mean, its a really pretty bit, huh?


  Hmm, said Curtis. I didnt get that far.


  Curtis, its like in the first ten pages, snorted Prue, tossing another handful of peanuts into her mouth.


  They started talking about their favorite books. Curtis briefly profiled his favorite X-Men mutant, and Prue playfully teased him before admitting a certain envy for Jean Greys
  telekinesis.


  So whyd you stop? asked Curtis after a pause.


  What do you mean?


  Well, remember, in fifth grade, we used to pass pictures to each other? Of superheroes? You did really good biceps. I totally ripped off your bicep technique. Curtis was shyly
  looking down into the bag of gorp, fishing through the raisins and peanuts for the M&Ms.


  Prue felt castigated. I dont know, Curtis, she said finally. I guess I just lost interest in that stuff. I still like drawing, I like drawing a lot. Just different
  stuff. Getting older, I guess.


  Yeah, said Curtis. Maybe youre right.


  Botanical drawing, thats sort of my thing now. You should try it.


  Botanical? What, like drawing plants and things? He was incredulous.


  Yeah.


  I dont know. Maybe Ill try it sometime. Find a leaf to draw. He spoke quietly, almost despondently.


  Prue glanced down at the log they were sitting on. A wild tangle of ivy had claimed the territory; scarcely any of the woods bark could be seen below the green leaves. It looked as if the
  ivy itself had been the reason for the trees toppling. Look at these ivy leaves, she said, trying on the tone of an art teacher. How the little white lines make designs
  against the green of the leaf. The more detail you get into, the more fun it gets.


  Curtis shrugged. He tugged at one of the vines. It clung to the bark tenaciously, like some obstinate animal. Letting go, he quietly reached back into the bag of gorp for another handful.


  Prue tried to lighten the mood. Hey, she said pointedly. Stop picking through for the chocolate. Thats so illegal.


  Embarrassed, Curtis smiled and passed the bag back to her.


  After theyd finished half the bag, Prue produced her bottle of water and took a slug. She handed it to Curtis, and he took a drink too. The early morning light dimmed as a gray bank of
  clouds blew in above the trees and covered the sun.


  Lets keep moving, said Prue.


  They continued marching up the ravine, grabbing fistfuls of ivy to steady themselves as the ground steepened below them. The creek bed, which seemed like it would carry a lot of water during the
  winter and spring, was shallow and mostly dry, and they soon found the going easier if they used it as a makeshift trail. The wash flattened out at the crest of a hill, and they were again standing
  in the midst of the trees on a slight plateau.


  I have to pee, said Prue.


  Okay, said Curtis, distractedly staring back down the ravine.


  So go over there, said Prue, pointing to a thicket of bracken, and dont look.


  Oh! said Curtis. Yeah. Okay. Ill give you some privacy.


  Prue waited until he was out of sight through the branches, found a spot behind a tree, and squatted. Just as she was finishing she heard an unintelligible rasp coming from the thicket. She
  quickly buttoned her jeans and cautiously came around the tree; there was no one there.


  Prue! repeated the rasp. It was Curtis.


  Curtis, I said you didnt have to whisper, she said, relieved it was him.


  C-come here! Curtis sputtered, still whispering. And keep quiet!


  Prue walked over toward his voice, pushing her way through a tangle of vines. On the other side of the thicket, Curtis was hunched down and staring into the distance.


  Look there! he whispered, and pointed.


  Prue blinked and stared. What she began, before she was interrupted by Curtis.


  Coyotes, said Curtis. And theyre talking.
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  CHAPTER 5


  Denizens of the Wood


  The ground fell away from the edge of the thicket at a steep grade, creating a kind of promontory over a small meadow amid the trees. In the middle
  of the clearing was a gathering of roughly a dozen figures, collected around the remnants of what appeared to be a campfire. From the distance, it was difficult to make out details, but the figures
  were definitely coyotes: They were covered in a matted gray fur and their haunches were thin. Some prowled around the smoldering campfire on all fours, while others stood on hind legs and sniffed
  at the air with their long gray snouts. However, there were two rather startling aspects of the scene: One, they all seemed to be wearing matching red uniforms with tall, plumed helmets on their
  heads, and two, they were definitely talking to one another. In English.


  The coyotes spoke in a brittle, yapping timbre, and they punctuated their sentences with snarls and barks, but Prue and Curtis could occasionally make out what they were saying.


  Youre pathetic! shouted one of the larger coyotes, baring his yellow teeth at one of his smaller compatriots. I request a simple fire and you idiots
  cant get a single ember alight. Some of the animals had what appeared to be sheathed sabers attached to belts around their waists, while others stood leaning against tall,
  bayonet-topped rifles. This larger coyote rested his paw on the ornate pommel of a long, curved sword.


  The coyote to whom this tirade was addressed was skulking in the grass and whinging little yelps in response.


  This platoon is not fit to serve, continued the larger one, if it cannot complete a simple routine scouting drill. He looked about him at the rest of the group.


  Curtis whispered to Prue: Are they . . . soldiers?


  She nodded slowly, still deeply in shock.


  And look at the filthy condition of your uniforms, howled the larger coyote, who Prue assumed to be a commander of some sort. His dress was marginally cleaner than that of his
  soldiers, and his shoulders were ornamented with epaulets. He wore a kind of large feathered hat that Prue thought she recognized from a documentary about Napoleon their world history teacher had
  shown them. The commander continued, I should bring you before the Dowager Governess in this state and see how shed receive you. He snapped his jaws at another coyote, who was
  cowering on the ground behind him. Shed cast you out of Wildwood, is what shed do, and wed see how you fared without your pack. He stiffened and adjusted his
  sword handle at his side and said, I have half a mind to do it myself, but Id rather not soil my hind feet booting you out into the brush.


  The coyote at whom the commander had been yelling finally spoke words between his abashed yelps: Yes, Commandant. Thank you, Commandant.


  And where was your confounded guard detail? the commander barked, pacing the ground. I walked up without a single soul batting an eyelash. You are an embarrassment to the
  corps, a stain on the legacy of every soldiering coyote whos come before you.


  Yes, Commandant, was the response from the cowering coyote.


  The commander sniffed the air and said, Itll be dark soon. Lets finish this drill and head back to camp. You, and you! Here he pointed at two of the soldiers who were
  standing at attention by the campfire. Get into the brush and start collecting firewood. Ill get this fire started if I have to throw one of you into the pit for kindling!


  The group burst into activity with this command. Curtis and Prue eased themselves flat to the ground and froze under the fronds of a particularly large stand of ferns. A few coyotes began
  circling out from the group in search of firewood while others stood in formation in the center of the meadow and continued to be berated by the commander.


  What do we do if they see us? hissed Curtis as a few of the coyotes walked closer to them.


  Just keep quiet, whispered Prue. Her heart was racing in her chest.


  Two of the coyotes wandered over to a pile of scrub right below Curtis and Prues perch and began collecting branches of deadfall in their spindly arms. They were snapping at each other
  while they worked, and Prue held her breath as she listened to their canine bickering.


  Its your fault were in this mess, Dmitri, said one coyote to the other. My usual detail is never this incompetent. Its embarrassing.


  The other, bent down among the branches, said, Oh, shut up, Vlad. You were the one who insisted everyone mark the territory everywhere. Never seen so much pee in one place.
  No wonder the stupid fire wouldnt start.


  Vlad waved a birch branch in Dmitris face, his eyes wide in anger. Thatsthats the blasted protocol! Check your field manual. Or can you even
  read?


  Dmitri dropped his load of firewood and bared his teeth. The coyotes were close enough now that Prue could see his lips snarl back to reveal a frightful set of chipped yellow teeth emerging from
  his bright red gums. Ill show you protocol! shouted Dmitri. They both stood silent for a moment until Vlad spoke up.


  What is that supposed to mean? asked Vlad.


  Dmitri barked sharply and leapt at his compatriots throat, his teeth flashing.
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  Through the mossy ground cover, Curtis crept his hand along until it met Prues, and he squeezed her fingers. She squeezed back, not daring to take her eyes off the battling coyotes. The
  two soldiers had fallen to the ground and were thrashing about in a desperate whirl of motion, their jaws locked on to each others throats. Their pained and angered yips caught the immediate
  attention of the rest of the platoon, and the commander roared as he ran over to the tangle of the two soldiers. He had drawn his saber from its sheath, and when he arrived at the warring coyotes,
  he grabbed the first one he could get his hands onVladand yanked him from the scrum, his blades edge at Vlads throat.


  Ill have your heads on tree branches! swore the Commandant. Ill see you strung limb from limb, so help me God. He threw his captive to the ground and
  swiveled, swinging his sword point so that it was a mere hairbreadth from Dmitris muzzle. He spoke more slowly. And you, you raggedy, snot-snouted, pathetic excuse for a coyote:
  Im prepared to end this right here, right now. Dmitri whimpered at the point of the blade, and the commander brought the sword up to swinging height. From above, Curtis gaped and Prue
  buried her head in her hands to avoid witnessing the gruesome scene to come.


  Suddenly a breeze picked up and whispered down through the trees, traveling over Prue and Curtiss bodies from their feet to their neck, out over the promontory and down into the meadow
  below. The violent scene playing out below them froze into stillness as each of the coyotes ears flinched and their snouts sniffed the air. The commander huffed, his saber motionless above
  his head in mid-swing. Dmitri, his sentence temporarily commuted, let out a rush of breath and looked around him. Prue lifted her head from her hands. Slowly, the Commandant lifted his nose and
  took a deep, lingering inhalation.


  HUMANS! the Commandant shouted, breaking the silence and swinging his sword to point at the stand of ferns above them. IN THE TREES!


  In an eruption of action, several soldiers who had been flanking the Commandant broke away and started clambering up the embankment toward Prue and Curtis.


  RUN! shouted Curtis, pushing himself up from the ground. Prue scrambled to her feet and dove out of the bushes, away from the embankment. The coyotes were baying frantically behind
  her as they crested the lip of the plateau and tore through the ferns. She sprinted back through the trees until she arrived at the ravine theyd been following. She took one wild step over
  the edge, caught a foot on a tangle of briar, and was thrown headlong into the gully.


  Curtis had plowed in a different direction, choosing instead to make his way up the hillside in the direction they had been walking. The grade was steep and unrelenting in this densely wooded
  area, and the birch branches and blackberry vines thrashed at his face and arms, hampering his scrabbling sprint. The coyotes, accustomed to the terrain, raced through the underbrush on all fours,
  and Curtis had barely made it ten yards from the embankment before the first coyote lunged on his back and brought him to the ground.


  Youre mine! hissed the coyote, and Curtiss arms and legs were pulled taut and pinned to the ground as more soldiers arrived at the scene of his capture.
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  C-Curtis? Prue mumbled, gaining her bearings. It was clear shed been knocked momentarily unconscious; she found herself lying facedown in the bracken of the
  ravine with a splitting headache and the metallic taste of blood in her mouth. She heard a distant howling and was jolted into her present circumstance. Staying close to the ground, she dragged
  herself through the underbrush and peeked over the lip of the ravine. Apparently, the soldiers had not seen her headfirst vault into the gully and had chosen to take down Curtis instead. From her
  vantage, she could see the soldiers hauling Curtis to his feet. She watched the Commandant slowly approach, grab Curtis by the scruff of his coat, and shove his muzzle into either side of
  Curtiss throat, sniffing. She could see the fear in Curtiss eyes. He was surrounded by a group of coyote grunts who were skulking around his feet on all fours, whining and snapping.
  The Commandant barked a series of orders, and their captive was bound by rope and thrown over the back of one of the larger coyotes, and the party disappeared into the woods.


  Prue fought the urge to cry; she could feel the sobs coming from the pit of her stomach, and her eyes started to well with tears. Her fingers clenched around a tussock of grass and squeezed as
  she willed her mind to quiet. She felt with her tongue the spot on her lip where there was a small bulb of blood and licked it clean. The air was still and the light was flat as the early afternoon
  sun began to dim. She thought about the note shed left for her parents that morning. Back later, it had said. Despite the gravity of the situation, she couldnt help but stifle
  a laugh. She pulled herself up from the ground and sat on the edge of the ravine, dusting the stain of dirt from the knees of her jeans. A squirrel popped its head from behind a rotted tree stump
  and looked at her quizzically.


  What do you want, squirrel? she jeered. She laughed to herself and said, I suppose I should watch what I say. You probably talk too. Do you?


  The squirrel said nothing.


  Great, thats actually a bit of a relief, she said, propping her chin in her hands. Though you might just be the quiet type.


  She scanned her surroundings and then looked back at the squirrel, which had cocked its head to the side, studying her. So what do I do now? asked Prue. My brother was
  kidnapped by birds. My friend was captured by coyotes. She snapped her fingers. And I nearly forgot: My bike is broken. Sounds like a country song. If country songs were really,
  really weird.


  The squirrel suddenly straightened and froze, its ears twitching. Beneath the hush of the breeze in the tree branches came an unexpected sound: the putter of a car engine. As it grew louder, the
  squirrel dove from its perch and disappeared. Prue jumped up and started running toward the sound, fighting her way through the fallen tree branches and brush. Stop! she shouted as
  the sound seemed to grow louder. The woods were particularly dense here and the hillside steep, and Prues run became more of a desperate stagger as she tried to reach the sound. A hedgerow
  of blackberry brambles bloomed in front of her and she dove into them, feeling the thorns tear at her coat and hair. Her eyes closed, she fought through the bushes, flailing at the stinging
  branches until suddenly she was released from their clutches and she fell forward onto the first level, empty ground shed seen since entering the woods. She looked up to find she had fallen
  onto what appeared to be a road. And quickly approaching along this road was what appeared to be a van. Prue leapt up and waved her arms frantically, and the driver slammed on the
  brakes, the vehicles tires skidding in the dirt of the road.


  It was a bright red cargo van, and it looked like it had seen better days. It was of an indeterminate age, though the amount of rust and scraped paint on the sides suggested it had seen its fair
  share of punishment. The side of the van was emblazoned with a strange crest that Prue did not recognize.


  As she stared in disbelief at this mysterious vehicle, she heard the distinctive click of a shotgun being cocked. She looked to see the driv-ers-side window being hastily rolled
  down, and a grizzled, balding head emerged, eyes squinting down the sight of a massive double-barreled rifle that looked to be of Civil War vintage.


  Make one move, missy, and Ill fill you full of holes, said the driver.


  Prue threw her hands into the air.


  The driver cautiously lowered the rifle and gaped at Prue.


  [image: ]


  Are you . . . , spluttered the driver, are you an Outsider?


  Prue wasnt quite sure how to respond; the question was bizarre. She stared blankly for a moment before hazarding a response: I live in St. Johns, in Portland.


  The shotgun was now lowered at a much less threatening angle, and Prues pounding blood relaxed in her chest. Is that what you call it? asked the man in the van.


  I guess so, responded Prue.


  The man continued to gape at Prue. Incredible, he said. Just incredible. In all my years, I never in my life thought Id ever run into one of you. From the
  Outside.


  Now that the shotgun was no longer at his eye, Prue had a better view of the driver. He was an elderly manhis skin was pale and weathered and two great plumes of wiry hair were his
  eyebrowsbut there was something Prue couldnt put her finger on that seemed to exude from him, something that made him seem like no one shed ever met before. It was a kind of
  aura or shine, like the way a familiar landscape is transformed in the light of a full moon.


  Prue summoned her courage and spoke. Sir, can I put my hands down? When he nodded consent, she dropped her hands to her sides and continued, Im in a little bit of a
  jam. My little brother, Mac, was kidnapped yesterday by a flock of birdscrows, actuallyand brought somewhere in these woods. On top of this, my classmate Curtis stupidly followed me
  into the woods, and we were attacked by what I think were coyote soldiers. I managed to escape, but he was captured. Im really tired and a little confused by all thats happened today,
  and if you wouldnt mind helping me, Id really, really appreciate it.


  The speech seemed to render the man at a loss for words. He pulled the shotgun back into the cab of the van and looked behind him, down the road. Then he looked back at Prue and said,
  Okay, get in the van.


  Prue walked around to the side of the van, and the driver opened it from the inside. She climbed into the cab and extended her hand to the man, saying, My names Prue.


  Richard, said the man, shaking her hand. Pleasure to make your acquaintance. He turned the key in the ignition, and the van grumpily sputtered to life. Behind the cab
  was a metal gate leading into the cargo area. Through the gate Prue could see piles of manila-colored boxes and crates teeming with neatly tied stacks of envelopes.


  Wait, said Prue. Youre a . . . mailman?


  Postmaster general, miss, at your service, said Richard. He wore a tattered uniform: a royal-blue blazer with dirty yellow piping. A patch on his chest sported the same emblem as
  Prue had seen on the side of the truck. His chin bristled with a weeks worth of white, unshaved stubble, and his face was etched with wrinkles.


  Okay, said Prue, assessing the situation. Well, itll have to do. Now: My friend Curtis was taken just back there. They cant have gotten far. Between you and me
  and that shotgun of yours, I figure we can probably devise some sort of plan . . . where are you going?


  Richard had gunned the van, and it lurched forward, moving bumpily along the uneven road. He had to shout his response over the roar of the engine: No way were going back
  there, he hollered. Its way too dangerous.


  Prues eyes widened. Butsir! I have to help him! Hes on his own out there!


  Ive never seen these coyote soldiers youre talking about, but Ive heard about em, and believe me, your friend is beyond help at this point. No sense in us
  getting killed as well over it. No, best we get back to South Wood and report this to the Governor-Regent.


  The what? stammered Prue, and then, before waiting for Richard to respond, Listen: Those coyotes might look scary, but theyve only got swords and old-looking
  rifles. Youve got a really big gun. With you waving that shotgun around, Im sure we could get in and out of there without a scratch.


  Ive got a job to do, said Richard, gesturing to the piles of mail in the cargo hold. And Im not about to jeopardize it over some boyo who gets himself nabbed
  by coyotes. This is Wildwood, kid, and I cant afford to stop for anything. Youre lucky you jumped in my way. Otherwise, Id have left you on the side of the road.


  Fine, said Prue, and she started fumbling at her side for the door handle. Id like to be let out, please. Im going to save him myself.


  Before she could swing the door open, Richard shot his hand across her lap and held the door closed, the van swerving nearly into the roadside ditch. A single wheel hopped over a stray tree
  branch, and Richard yelled, Dont go out there if you value your lifeI aint joking around! Prue retracted her hand and crossed her arms over her chest
  grumpily.


  Listen to me, said Richard calmly. This is no place for a young girl to be out alone. And an Outsider one at that. Those animals will catch your scent from a mile
  away. I dont know how you got this far on your own but I can tell you, your luck wouldnt likely last much longer. If the coyotes didnt get you, the bandits who camp in these
  parts would. In the cab of this van is the safest place you could be right now. Ive got to take you straight to the Governor-Regent. Its protocol.


  Who is the Governor-Regent? asked Prue. And why does everyone keep calling this place Wildwood? I heard the coyotes say that too.


  Richard pulled a half-chewed cigar from the ashtray and put it between his teeth, leaning out the window to spit a few flecks of tobacco onto the road. The Governor-Regent, he
  said, talking around the stogie in his mouth, is the leader of South Wood. His name is Lars Svik. He suddenly lowered his voice. Though, between you and me, hes got
  enough snakes around him hissing advice into his ears to populate a sultans salon. He glanced at Prue. Figurative snakes, that is. Bureaucrats and the like.


  Wildwood, Richard continued, is the uncivilized country. Using the dashboard as a map, he traced his finger along the vinyl. It stretches from the northernmost
  border of the Avian Principality all the way to the border of North Wood. I found you about halfway in the middle of nowhere, right smack in the center of Wildwood where there aint nothing
  but wolves and coyotes and thieves living off what they can scavenge from the ground or loot from the occasional passing supply truck. Or mail truckwhich is why I carry that piece of iron
  down there. He pointed at the shotgun. Being the postmaster general, its my job to deliver mail and supplies and whatnot from the folks in South Wood to the country folk in
  North Wood and vice versa, and I do that by driving this blasted roadits called the Long Road, which is a no-brainer of a nameback and forth between the two places, braving
  this madness and putting my life and limb at great risk every week. And I tell you one thing, Port-Land Prue, being a state employee is not a pathway to wealth and riches.


  You can just call me Prue, was all she could think to say. She was dumbstruck by Richards monologue. She had so many questions swirling around her head, begging to be asked,
  she was barely able to sort them out. So there are other people. Living here. In these woods. Where I come from, this place is called the Impassable Wilderness.


  This made Richard laugh so hard his cigar flew out of his mouth, and he had to fumble around at his feet to find it again. Impassable Wilderness? Oh boy, would that it were. I might have
  a little more time at home. Nah, I dont know who told you that, but you Outside folk have got it all wrong. Course, youre the first of your kind Ive ever seen here, so
  it stands to reason that no one ever made an effort to find out about the WoodWild, North, or South. He looked at Prue and smiled. Seems like you just might be our first
  pioneer, Port-Land Prue.
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