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1.   They were staring intently at their houseguest, who was taking up most of one side of the dining room table.

2.   “That’s what the Chapeaux Noirs are all about: a clean slate for the Industrial Wastes. Wipe out the oppressors, the wreckers, the looters. Finis.”

3.   And then, her son appeared from the curtain of shadow: a boy of fifteen summers, fourteen winters.

4.   She thrust her hands into the robe’s pocket and retrieved the three things she’d stowed there: an eagle’s feather. A pearly stone. A boy’s full set of teeth.

5.   The ship pitched in the waves that drew it closer to the rock’s only visible landing spot: a wave-racked wooden jetty.

6.   The ivy hung from the creature’s frame like a shaggy coat and draped in long tendrils from its faceless head, like an overly hairy dog.

7.   Alexandra held out her arms; her son stepped into them and laid his head, softly, on his mother’s chest.
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PART ONE
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CHAPTER 1

The May Queen

First, the explosion of life. Then came the celebration.

Such had it been for generations and generations, as long as the eldest of the eldest could remember; as long as the record books had kept steady score. By the time the first buds were edging their green shoots from the dirt, the parade grounds had been cleared and the maypole had been pulled from its exile in the basement of the Mansion. The board had met and the Queen decided; all that was left was the wait. The wait for May.

And when it came, it came wearing a bright white gown: the May Queen. She appeared on horseback, as was tradition, wearing a blinding white gown and her hair sprouting garlands of flowers. Her name was Zita and she was the daughter of a stenographer for the courts, a proud man who stood beaming in the stands—a person of honor—with the Interim Governor-Regent-elect and his flushed, fat wife and his three children looking bored and bemused, stuffed as they were into their little ill-fitting suits that they only wore for weddings.

But the May Queen was radiant in her long brown braids and white, white gown, and everyone in the town flocked to see her and the procession that followed. In the center square, a brass band, having performed “The Storming of the Prison” to satisfy the powers that be, launched into a familiar set list of seasonal favorites, led by a mustachioed tenor who played up the bawdiest bits to the delight of the audience. A traditional dance was endured by the younger set among the audience, while the elders cooed their appreciation and waxed nostalgic about their own time, when they wore those selfsame striped trousers and danced the May Fair. The Queen reigned all the while, smiling down from her flower-laden dais; she must’ve been only fifteen. All the boys blushed to make eye contact with her. Even the Spokes, the hard-liners of the Bicycle Revolution, seemed to drop their ever-present steeliness in favor of an easy gait, and today there were no words of anger exchanged between them and the few in the crowd who might question their fervor. And when the Synod arrived to rasp the benediction on the day, the crowd suffered them quietly. The rite was a strange insistence, considering the fact that the May Fair’s celebration had long predated the sect’s fixation on the Blighted Tree; indeed, the May Fair had been a long-standing tradition, it was told, even when the tree’s boughs were full with green buds, before it earned its present name, before the strange parasite had rendered the tree in a kind of suspended animation. But such was the spirit that day: Even the spoilers were allowed their separate peace.

By the time the festivities, the beribboned maypole their axis, had spiraled out into the surrounding crowd and the light had faded and the men gathered around the barrels of poppy beer and the women sipped politely at blackberry wine and the dancing had begun in earnest, the May Queen had long since been hoisted on the shoulders of a crowd of local boys and brought with much fanfare to her home, where, her now-tipsy father assumed, she was peacefully asleep, her white gown toppled in a corner, her braids a tattered mess, and her pillow strewn with flowers.

But this was not the case.
 
Zita, the May Queen, was climbing down the trellis from her second-floor room, still wearing her white gown, and her wreath of flowers still atop her braided hair. A thorn from the climbing rose made a thin incision in the taffeta as she reached the ground. She stopped and studied her surroundings. She could hear the muffled, distant sounds of the celebrations in the town square; a few straggling partygoers, homeward bound, laughed over some joke on the street. She whistled, twice.

Nothing.

Again, she pursed her lips and gave two shrill whistles. A rustle sounded in the nearby junipers. Zita froze.

“Alice?” she asked to the dark. “Is that you?”

Suddenly, the bushes parted to reveal a girl, dressed in a dark overcoat. Remnant pieces of juniper stuck obstinately to her short blond hair. Zita frowned.

“You didn’t have to come that way,” said Zita.

Alice looked back at her improvised path: a hole in the bushes. “You said to come secret.”

Another noise. This time, from the street side. It was Kendra, a girl with wiry, close-cropped hair. She was carrying something in her hands.

“Good,” said Zita, seeing her. “You brought the censer.”

Kendra nodded, proffering the thing in her hands. It was made of worn brass, discolored from decades of use. Tear-shaped holes dotted the vessel; strands of gold chain clung to its side, like hair. “I need to get this back tonight,” she said. “It’s serious. If my dad knew this was missing. He’s got some weird thing he has to do tomorrow.” Kendra’s dad was a recent recruit to the rising Synod, an apostle to the Blighted Tree. She clearly wasn’t very happy about his newfound religiosity.

Zita nodded. She turned to Alice, who was still brushing needles from her coat. “You have the sage?”

Alice nodded gravely and pulled a handful of green leaves, bundled by twine, from a bag slung over her back. The earthy smell of the herbs perfumed the air.

“Good,” said Zita.

“Is that all we need?” asked Alice, stuffing the herb bouquet back in her bag.

Zita shook her head and produced a small blue bottle. The two other girls squinted and tried, in the half-light, to make out what was inside.

“What is it?” asked Kendra.

“I don’t know,” said Zita. “But we need it.”

“And isn’t there something about a mirror?” Again, this was Kendra.

Zita had it: a picture mirror, the size of a tall book. The glass sat in an ornate gold frame.

“Are you sure you know what you’re doing?” This was Alice, fidgeting uncomfortably in her too-large coat.

Zita flashed her a smile. “No,” she said. “But that’s half the fun, right?” She shoved the bottle back in her pocket, the mirror in a knapsack at her feet. “C’mon,” she said. “We don’t have a ton of time.”

The threesome marched quietly through the alleyways of the town, carefully avoiding the crowds of festivalgoers on their weaving ways homeward. The red brick of the buildings and houses gave way to the low, wooden hovels of the outer ring, and they climbed a forested hill, listening to the last of the brass bands echo away in the distance. A trail snaked through the trees here; Zita stopped by a fallen cedar and looked behind them. The lit windows of the Mansion could be seen winking some ways off, little starfalls in the narrow gaps between the crowding trees. She was carrying a red kerosene lantern, and she lit it with a match; they were about to continue when a noise startled them: more footsteps in the underbrush.

“Who’s there?” demanded Zita, swinging the lantern toward the sound.

A young girl appeared, an overcoat hastily thrown over flannel pajamas.

“Becca!” shouted Alice. “So help me gods, I’m going to kill you.”

The girl look appropriately shamed; her cheeks flared red and her eyes were downcast. “Sorry,” she muttered.

Zita looked directly at Alice. “What is she doing here?”

“I’d ask her the same thing,” said Alice, her eyes not leaving the young girl.

“I know what you’re doing,” said the young girl.

“Oh yeah?” asked Zita.

“Becca, go home,” said Alice. “Do Mom and Dad know you’re gone?”

The young girl ignored her sister’s question. “You’re calling the Empress.”

Zita’s eyes flashed to Alice’s. “What did you tell her?”

“N-nothing,” stammered Alice. She glanced around at the gathered girls, hoping for some rescue. Finally, she frowned and said, “She heard us talking. Last night. She said she’d tell Mom and Dad if I didn’t let her in on it.”

“I wanna come,” said Becca, still staring at Zita. “I want to see you do it. I want to see what happens.”

“You’re too young,” said Zita.

“Who says?” said Becca.

“I do,” said Zita. “And I’m the May Queen.”

This seemed to silence the little girl.

“Go home, Becca,” said Alice. “And I won’t make you rue the day you were born.”

Becca rounded on her sister. “I’ll tell Mom and Dad. I swear to the trees. I’ll tell ’em. And then you won’t be able to go out for a week. You’ll have to miss the school Spring Pageant.”

Alice gave Zita a pleading, desperate look that seemed to say, Little sisters: What can you do? The May Queen gave in, saying to Becca, “How much do you know?”

The young girl gave a deep, relieved breath and said, “I heard about it before, but I didn’t know anyone who’d done it. At the old stone house. Off Macleay Road. They say she died there.” She looked from girl to girl, judging by their silence that there was truth in her telling. “You say something? A chant? In the center of the house. And turn around three times. To wake her. Her ghost.”

Zita listened to the girl in silence. When she’d finished, Zita nodded. “Okay,” she said. “You can come. But you’ve got to swear you’ll not tell a soul what you see. You swear?”

“I swear.”

“Follow me,” said Zita, and she continued walking. Alice, cuffing her sister on her head, took up the rear of the procession.

A clock struck the half hour, somewhere in the distance, and Zita quickened her pace. “Not long now,” she said.

“Why the rush?” asked Kendra.

“After midnight, it won’t work. It’s got to start before the hour. The first of May, too loo too ray.”

Kendra looked to Alice for some sort of explanation, but Alice only shrugged. Zita had long been a mysterious force in their lives: Since they were little, she’d always had a kind of peculiar magnetism. An imaginative girl, she’d captivated her friends with strange drawings and poetry, with her long-standing fascination with the occult.

The forest grew wilder as they moved away from the populous part of South Wood and into the mangy scrub that bordered the Avian Principality. A path led through the undergrowth; before long, the girls arrived at the house, or what was left of it.

It was a ruin, its stone walls worn down by the elements and nearly consumed by a thick blanket of winding ivy. Branches invaded the house where the roof had been, and thick swatches of moss lay in the chinks of the stone. The four girls walked cautiously into the center of the house, its floor long overtaken by the forest’s greenery: a carpet of ivy fighting for dominion of the small enclosure. Whoever had lived here before had made do with very little: The house amounted to a single, small room. Two breaks in the rock walls suggested windows; a door, its keystone long collapsed, led out into a dark, empty expanse. Which is not to say that the house had remained entirely uninhabited all these years: Empty tins of food, their labels sun-bleached indecipherable, littered the corners of the house, and the names and exploits of past explorers made a kind of diary on the inner walls: BIG RED SLEPT HERE SOME. TRAVIS LOVES ISABEL. NOT REALLY NOW NOT ANYMORE. LONG LIVE THE EMPRESS! were all scrawled in chalk and paint or chiseled into the stone.

Zita looked at her watch. She nodded to the other girls. “Let’s do this,” she said.

As she’d been told, as she’d heard from the older girls in her class (who whispered around her in the back of the small schoolhouse classroom, who smoked illicit cigarettes in the schoolyard and who sneered when she approached), as she’d finally learned when she’d got older: The Verdant Empress was a ghost who inhabited the house, who’d lived in the house, centuries before, when the Wood was an empire. She’d run afoul of the old government and they had sent knives to exact their final revenge. But rather than take her life, the assassins went after something more precious to her: her son. They stole into her garden one afternoon and cut the child down in front of his mother. To greaten her suffering, they let the woman live. The Empress, it was said, lost her mind over her murdered child and spent the rest of her many years wandering the Wood asking after his whereabouts, her addled mind having ceased to believe that he was dead. It was said she died of a broken heart, a forgotten and embittered old woman. Her gray hair became so filled with leaves and twigs in her wanderings that the locals coined a new name for her: the Verdant Empress. It was almost as if she was becoming a part of the forest itself. It was said her body was never found, that her corpse had simply decayed into the earthen ground of the house. And it was common knowledge, at least among the village teenagers, that when someone does not receive a proper burial, her soul is cursed to wander the world of the living for eternity.

Learning the story was like a coming-of-age benchmark for teenagers in South Wood; everyone knew it. However, very few acted on the promise of the story, the dark epilogue: With the right incantation, at the right time of the month, when the moon was full and the sky bright with stars, the Empress’s soul could be called from her hellish purgatory to be witnessed by the living. Once she’d been called, though, there was very little information about what she would do: Some said she would do your bidding for seven days. Others swore she would administer revenge on whomever you named. Still others claimed only her shade appeared and wept for her murdered son, keening like a banshee. In any case, it was enough to drive the macabre fantasies of Zita and make her determined to bring the woman’s ghost from the ether.

At Zita’s instruction, the three other girls gathered around her in a tight circle in the center of the structure. She set the mirror at her feet. Taking the censer from Kendra, she opened it and filled the chamber with the sage leaves Alice had brought. The girls were silent as they followed Zita’s instructions, staring at their friend with the quiet expressions of parishioners before a solemn clergyman. Finally, she produced the blue bottle from her pocket and proceeded to pour its contents into the censer: By the light of the lantern, held by Kendra, the stuff appeared to be a grainy, gray powder.

“Match,” said Zita.

Alice brought out a small box labeled THE HORSE AND HIND PUBLIC HOUSE. Pulling a match from within, she struck it against the side and the thing flickered alight. Zita took it from Alice and held the flame to the now-closed censer.

A light exploded from the object.

Kendra shrieked; Alice threw her hand to her face. Only Zita and little Becca remained calm as an eerie illumination blew from the holes in the censer and flooded the ruined house like someone had tripped a floodlight. The smell of sage filled the air, sage and another scent that none of them could properly identify: Perhaps it was the smell of water. Or the smell of air released from an attic room long closed off.

“Okay,” said Zita calmly. “Everyone join hands around me.”
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The girls did as they were told. Zita stood in the center with the glowing censer, thick tendrils of smoke now pouring from the teardrop-shaped holes in the brass. Taking a deep breath, she began her recitation:

On the first of May

Too loo too ray

Before the dark succumbs to day

When sparrows cry

Too loo too rye

We call the Verdant Empress

She looked at the small circle of girls surrounding her. Their eyes were tightly shut. The littlest, Becca, furrowed her brow in deep concentration. “Now you all repeat,” said Zita, “after me.”

And they did:

We call you

Verdant Empress

We call you

Verdant Empress

Verdant Empress

Verdant Empress

Then Zita spoke alone. “Now count off. I’m going to turn.”

The girls hummed the count as Zita made slow pirouettes in the center of the circle.

ONE

TWO

THREE

Suddenly, the light from the censer was snuffed out, like an extinguished candle flame.

The ivy rustled at their feet, though no breeze disturbed the air.

And then, issuing from the ground came the distinct sound of a woman’s low, gravelly moan.

Kendra screamed and fell backward; Alice grabbed Becca and, in a state of absolute panic, threw her sister over her shoulder and stumbled for the house’s doorway. Within a flash, three of the four girls had made a hasty exit from the house and were sprinting, screaming, through the encircling woods. Only Zita remained, transfixed, the extinguished censer swinging in her hand.

All was silent. The moaning had ceased; the ivy had stopped writhing. Zita looked down at the mirror at her feet. The glass was fogged.

Slowly, words began to scrawl across the glass, as if drawn there by a finger.

GIRL, they read.

Zita’s breath caught in her throat.

I AM AWAKE.
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CHAPTER 2

A Difficult Houseguest

“Pancakes, pancakes, pancakes,” Prue’s dad announced in a cheerful singsong as he stuck his head around the kitchen door. “Who wants some more pancakes?”

Prue politely demurred, saying, “None for me, thanks.” She’d already had two. Her mother and baby brother, Mac, didn’t say anything, as if they hadn’t heard a word the pancake chef had said. Instead, they were staring intently at their houseguest, who was taking up most of one side of the dining room table.
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They were staring intently at their houseguest, who was taking up most of one side of the dining room table.





“I’d go for a few more,” said the guest. “If you insist.”

Prue’s mother’s eyes went wide, and the color vanished from her face.

“That’s what I like,” said Prue’s dad, undeterred. “A guy with an appetite.” He disappeared back into the kitchen, whistling some unidentifiable pop song.

“W-would you like some m-more o-orange juice?” managed Prue’s mother.

The guest looked at the three empty jugs of juice on the table. He suddenly seemed embarrassed. “Oh, no thanks, Mrs. McKeel,” he said. “I think I’ve probably had enough.”

Just then, Prue’s dad reappeared from the kitchen and heaped another five pancakes on the guest’s plate, steam hissing from the blueberries in the cooked batter. By Prue’s count, these would bring the guest’s pancake intake up to thirty-seven.

“Hope you don’t want any more,” said Prue’s dad, smiling, “’cause we’re cleaned out of flour. And milk. And butter.”

The guest smiled appreciatively at Prue’s dad, saying, “Oh, thanks very much. This’ll do just fine.” He reached across the table for the pitcher of syrup but stopped, daunted by the task of fitting a golden hook, which stood in place of his hand, through the pitcher’s handle.

“Here,” said Prue. “Let me help.” She picked up the syrup pitcher and proceeded to pour the thick brown liquid over the guest’s heap of pancakes. “Say when.”

“When,” said the guest.

“Your friend sure has an appetite,” said Mrs. McKeel.

Prue looked at her mom and sighed. “He is a bear, Mom,” she said.

That much was true: the McKeels’ breakfast guest was a very large brown bear. What’s more, he was a bear with shiny hooks in place of his claws. He could also talk. But the McKeel household had, by this time, become somewhat used to strange phenomena in their lives.

Only last fall, the youngest of the clan, Mac, barely a year old, had been abducted by a flock of crows (or, as Prue had corrected them: a murder of crows), and their daughter, unbeknownst to her parents, had gone after him, putting not only her own life in very serious danger, but also the life of her schoolmate, Curtis Mehlberg, who’d followed her. And it wasn’t as if the crows had simply deposited the babe in a nest somewhere; rather, they’d brought him to the Impassable Wilderness, a deep, vast stretch of woods that bordered the city of Portland, Oregon. It was a forbidden place—stories were traded about unlucky people becoming lost and walking into the woods, never to return. Apparently, this wasn’t the entire truth: Prue and Curtis had discovered a thriving world inside the boundary of these woods, a world of wise Mystics, savage bandits, warring moles, bird princes, and a Dowager Governess, consumed by living ivy. They’d become inextricably entwined with the events in this land, and now it seemed like the very fate of the place relied on their actions.

In normal households, a child coming to his or her parents reporting such things would mean immediate psychiatric evaluation, or, if the parent were particularly gullible, a call to the local authorities at the very least. The McKeels, having had their son Mac returned to them, did neither. In fact, it could be argued that they had themselves brought the whole episode down on their unsuspecting children. You see, in order to have children, they’d had to make a deal with a strange woman who’d emerged from the Impassable Wilderness, crossing a bridge that had appeared out of the very mist. So it didn’t strike them as being overly strange, this world inside the forest. They’d mostly just been happy to get their kids back safely.

After that, things just got weirder; Prue had disappeared some months before on her way to get naan bread from the local Indian take-out joint. They’d both, Lincoln and Anne McKeel, suffered a kind of instinctual shudder of fear when she hadn’t returned, but they both knew, deep down, that there were likely stranger things afoot. Their instincts had been proven right when, later that evening, an egret had landed on their front porch and knocked on their door with his beak. He announced, somewhat nonchalantly, that their daughter had been taken back into the Impassable Wilderness—more specifically, an area of the I.W. that this bird had called Wildwood—for her own safety. Apparently, she was someone of importance in this strange world, and an enemy had dispatched a shape-shifting assassin to end her short, preteen life. It made perfect sense to them at the time, and they immediately set about writing the requisite letters to her middle school, informing them that she had mono and would be missing class for the foreseeable future. They waited patiently for her return, knowing she was in very good hands.

And now this: Prue had arrived at their home some few weeks prior walking with a slight limp, her arm in a makeshift sling and a very large, very English-speaking brown bear in tow. They’d done their best to accommodate the new guest, setting up their giant car camping tent in Prue’s room so that the bear, whose name was Esben, could best achieve his preferred cavelike habitat. They’d made extra trips to the grocery store, procuring economy-size bags of flour and vats of milk to keep up with his ursine appetite. When seen by curious neighbors while making such excursions, the back of their station wagon riding low under the weight of thirty pounds of ground beef, Anne had said that they were stocking up for the end-times. (She’d even gotten used to making a kind of secretive, winking gesture at her husband for the neighbors’ benefit, as if to say, He’s the crazy one. Lincoln, for his part, played it up and peppered his daily exchanges with folks around town with conspiracy theories that he’d literally made up just moments before, e.g., “The Department of Transportation is hoarding avocados for use in avocado-fueled rocket ships that will take only DOT employees to a terraformed resort/theme park on the dark side of the moon, where they will engineer the eradication of Earth’s something-billion people in favor of genetically modified offspring of moon-living DOT employees. I’m not making this up.”) The novelty of the adventure had soon worn off, leading the family to be politely curious about the bear’s departure date. The only concern: He was bound to take their daughter with him.

Lincoln McKeel, de-aproned, joined them at the table, nursing a smoothie and a single fried egg. He smiled at the table while he tucked into his meager meal.

“Any idea when, you know, you’ll be ... ,” began Prue’s mom. She trailed off, unsure of her footing, not wishing to be a rude host.

“What my wife is trying to say, Esben,” took up Lincoln, his mouth full of yolk, “is we were just curious about, you know ... Well, it does seem that we’re out of flour. And butter. And eggs.”

“And while we’re perfectly happy to go out and get some more,” interjected Anne, “it would be maybe helpful to know ... to know ...”

Prue couldn’t take it anymore. “We’ll be out of here tomorrow, promise,” she said.

“We?” her parents said simultaneously.

“WEEEEEE!” shouted Mac, who swung his fork around his small, lightly furred head like a pike. The half-eaten piece of pancake that had been speared on the tines went flying across the room. “WEEEEE ANNND BEARRRR!”

“I told you guys the plan,” said Prue, watching the arc of the projectile. “This was always part of the plan.”

Esben, his mouth full of pancakes, grunted in agreement.

Prue continued, “As soon as my ankle and my arm got better, we had to get back to the Wood. We’re needed. We can’t waste any more time. We have to find—”

“The other ‘maker,’ sure,” finished her mother. “Whoever that is. I just thought that, well, maybe Esben could go. Work it out himself. You’ve missed a lot of school, Pruey. I don’t want to see you have to repeat the seventh grade.”

Prue stared at her mother. A silence filled the space between them. “I don’t care,” she said finally. “I don’t care about seventh grade anymore. I belong in there, in the Wood. They need me.”

Esben stopped chewing momentarily to grunt his agreement again. “It’s true, Mrs. McKeel,” said the bear. “This is very important. She’s needed.”

“You’re a talking bear,” pointed out Anne McKeel angrily. “Don’t tell me about parenting.”

Esben, a hookful of pancake nearly to his jaws, froze.

“Honey,” said Prue’s dad, reaching across the table to rest his hand on his wife’s, “I think we have to listen to them here. This is bigger than us.”

Just then, as the quiet descended over the dining room table and each person, even little Mac with his tuft of hair crusty with errant pancake, breathed in the silence like it was a calming gas and the periodic hum of cars on the street in front of the house punctuated their unsaid sentences, Anne McKeel burst into tears. Esben the bear was the first to react, saying “Aww, there now, Mrs. McKeel,” like the kind, embarrassed houseguest he was, witnessing something very private and perhaps very human.

Was that all that was needed to be said? For a time, the sound of Prue’s mother crying was all there was in the room until she sniffled the tears away and the bear finished his pancakes and everyone cleaned up the table, bringing the dirty dishes to the sink. The spring day unfolded in front of them, and before long the morning’s drama had been forgotten. Anne McKeel swallowed her tears.

That night, as the rest of the house was sleeping, Prue remained awake, her head reclined against her pillow. The bear snored fitfully in the houselike tent by her bed. When she heard a prolonged pause in the sawing, she ventured, “Esben?”

“Hmm?” grumbled the bear.

“Can’t sleep.”

“Again?”

“I don’t know how you can. There’s so much to think about.”

“Try not to.”

Prue pursed her lips and tried to do what the bear advised. Somehow, trying was making the whole endeavor more unlikely.

“Esben?” she said, after a while.

“Hmmm?”

“What’s he going to think? It’s the one thing that keeps bothering me.”

A shuffling noise followed: an immense body rolling over in a too-small fleece sleeping bag. “What’s who going to think?”

“Alexei.”

“Oh. Not entirely sure.”

“But the tree has to have, like, thought this through, right?”

“I suppose it has.” A pause. “Prue?”

“Yeah?”

“Try to get some sleep. Big day tomorrow.”

And so she tried, listening with amazement as Esben fell instantaneously into deep, clamorous sleep. But the thoughts continued to collide in her head: What would Alexei think of his own resurrection? It was something that had been bothering her, in the recesses of her mind, since she’d been given the message from the Council Tree: that the automaton child prince needed to be revived. Hadn’t the prince himself been responsible for his own death after his mother had re-created him? What sort of offense were they committing by making him live that same inconsideration—his resurrection—all over again? And yet the directive had come from the spiritual heart of the Wood itself, the Council Tree: Peace can only be gained by bringing back the boy prince. Wouldn’t he forgive them this imposition, for the greater good? What was the greater good? What sort of situation would be dispelled by simply bringing a single soul back from the ether?

The morning sun was brightening her bedroom window long before any sort of solution presented itself; Prue admitted defeat and pulled herself from her blankets, underslept and overwrought.
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She set about packing her bag full of supplies for the trip, the pain in her ankle now nearly vanished and her arm only aching when she pulled it too taut. Esben played with Mac in the living room, letting the two-year-old climb over his furry back and tumble into his lap; he spun twin Frisbees on his golden hooks, a trick perfected during his tenure in the circus, and Mac cooed with appreciative laughter. When Prue appeared at the bottom of the stairs with her packed bag slung over her shoulder, her parents were sitting in their respective chairs in the living room, her father reading a book and her mother attempting to coax a shape out of some new tangle of knitting.

Esben set Mac down and looked at Prue. “Ready?” he said.

Prue nodded.

Anne didn’t look up from her knitting; Lincoln stood and walked to his daughter. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s hit it.”

Anne remained in her chair, tussling with yarn.

“Bye, Mom,” said Prue.

Anne didn’t look up. Prue looked to her dad for guidance, but Lincoln only shrugged. Together they proceeded to wrap a threadbare quilt around Esben’s massive frame and enshroud his head with the giant knitted cap that Anne had made him. The bear, thus disguised, sidled out the door, and the three of them made their way to the family Subaru, parked out in front of the house.

They drove in silence, Esben huddled down in the back: An amorphous pile of blankets and yarn, he could easily be mistaken for one family’s Goodwill donation haul. The car speakers burbled a public radio pledge drive.

“Are we going to get another message-by-egret?” asked Prue’s dad.

His daughter smiled. “Only good news, promise.”

“And this assassin—that’s all taken care of?”

Prue briefly shuddered at the mention of Darla Thennis, the shape-shifting fox. She recalled the ungracious THUNKs that sounded her demise. “Yeah, she’s gone. Though there might be more. We don’t know. So that’s why we’re staying underground till we get to South Wood.”

“And you’re going to be greeted like a hero, right? That’s what you’ve said.”

“Yeah, if our hunch is right.”

“Unless things have changed,” pointed out Esben.

“There’s that,” said Prue, though she’d not wanted to consider the potentially darker side of their plan. She ran her finger along the car’s window, feeling the sun beat against it. They’d pulled up alongside a sedan at a stoplight, and the toddler in the backseat craned his neck. A light in his eyes suggested he’d seen Esben, and he began frantically hitting the window, trying to point out the anomaly to his parents. The light changed and they’d taken a right turn before the bear had been made by the adults in the car, leaving the toddler, Prue assumed, to an afternoon filled with ignored proclamations.

They arrived at the junk heap after a time, and Esben ditched his disguise: The place was empty of any other soul that might be thrown by the appearance of a talking bear. He breathed a deep sigh of relief and stretched his thick arms skyward. “No offense,” he said to Lincoln, “but that blanket smelled like cat drool and moldy carpeting.”

“None taken,” said Lincoln.

The bear did, however, keep the knit cap on his head. He’d said, when he was given it, that he always had a hard time finding suitably fitting headwear. He nestled it close over his small ears as he walked down toward the shack in the middle of the trash heap, its door hanging on its loose hinges; clearly, whoever was responsible for the upkeep of this tunnel access had been negligent in their maintenance. The shack covered a concrete conduit leading into the belowground. Esben stopped at the entrance and turned to the McKeels, who were still standing by the car.

Prue and her father shared a long hug. A flurry of plastic bags floated around them like revenant angels. “Careful out there,” said Lincoln McKeel.

“I will, promise,” said his daughter. She walked down the hill of trash to join the bear at the doorway to the underground.
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CHAPTER 3

The Forgotten Place

Either the flash or the boom from the explosion—she couldn’t know which—startled Elsie from her sleep. Thing is: She hadn’t realized she was sleeping; she’d only begun telling herself she was simply resting her eyes and the world dropped away and she was transported, weightless, to some other place, some other world, when the sound of the explosion anchored her rudely back to her present circumstances. She rubbed her eyes and squinted against the dark of the night; somewhere, a fire was raging, a flickering glow on the distant horizon. A few months ago, such a sound would’ve set her heart racing, but now, two months into her newfound life, it served only to remind her that she was neglecting her duty.

Answering a pleading ache from her crisscrossed legs, she stood up and stretched, her hand holding tight to the broken brick wall. It was a long fall from this distance, she judged. She kicked at the ground; a piece of rock flew from her perch and sounded, some seconds later, on the ground below.

Another explosion lit up the dark; this time she saw it happen. Some chemical silo, miles distant. Flames erupted skyward and showered the surrounding buildings with light and stray metal. The fire smoldered a little but soon became indistinguishable from the gas flares and yellow electric lights that dotted the landscape of the Industrial Wastes. They were curious, these explosions. They happened fairly regularly, enough that it was clear they weren’t part of the normal workings of the Wastes. The older kids said there was a war going on, but between whom, they couldn’t say. They’d all grown accustomed to the noise—the flash and the boom—and treated it as you would the sound of the garbage truck appearing at your curb, or the mailman knocking on your door.

She was tempted to press the voice-box button of the doll she held in the crook of her arm—it was an Intrepid Tina toy and so came preprogrammed with every manner of confidence-building aphorism—but held off, having been forbidden by the older kids to do so for fear of alerting anyone to their presence in the warehouse. Instead she pulled the doll’s face close to hers and gave it a quick pat on the shoulder with her fingertip.

“It’s okay, Tina,” said Elsie. “No explosions here.”

The dark was taking on a tinge of blue, heralding the coming sunrise. To Elsie’s left, just below her, a light winked. She looked at it; a voice came in a loud whisper: “Elsie!”

“Michael?”

“It’s five. Hit the hay.”

“Got it.” Elsie grabbed the small bag at her feet. Opening it, a burlap bag one might carry onions or potatoes in, she stowed the provisions she’d packed for the evening: a flashlight, a bag of raisins, and a yellowed pamphlet on earthquake safety (her only reading material). By the time she’d finished, Michael appeared at the top of the stairs that led from the perch. For a moment, they shared the narrow space that was the warehouse’s stairwell, the brick wall that had once hidden it long broken away.

“How’d it go?” he said.

“Fine,” said Elsie. “Nothing special. Couple explosions, just now. One after another, real quick. Otherwise, normal stuff.” She paused, remembering. “Oh. And I saw him.”

“Him. The Weirdo?”

“Yeah, but it was a ways off.”

The boy sniffed a few times, looking out at the vista. They’d called the figure the Weirdo, or at least that’s what Carl had called it—he was the first one to have spotted the figure—and it had first made its appearance a few weeks prior. They couldn’t tell if the Weirdo was a he or she—it was too shrouded in clothing and blankets to be discernible. They’d quickly deduced that this person—whoever it was—was mostly harmless, as it rarely strayed very close to their hideout and when it did, a well-placed rock seemed to scare the thing away handily, like a sad, stray dog.

Clearly, Michael was unalarmed, saying to Elsie, “Well, Sandra’s got some oats on the stove. If you’re quick, you could be first in line.”

“Okay, thanks,” said Elsie. She handed Michael the rusty machete she’d propped against a pile of bricks at her side. He accepted it with a grunt of thanks. It was the only weapon the Unadoptables carried—they’d found it nearly a week into their residency in the Wastes, lodged amid a thicket of half-hacked blackberry brambles. She took a few careful steps down the wooden stairs before lighting the flashlight, as she’d been taught. It was one of many precautions they took; the more invisible they remained, the less likely they were to be found out. Even in this farthest redoubt of the lonely Industrial Wastes, a vast wilderness of burned-out warehouses and buildings, which the Unadoptables had taken to calling the Forgotten Place.

The light was growing as Elsie made her way down the twisting stairway, lighting the path ahead through the great breaks in the brick walls and the emptied window frames. By the time she’d made it back to the floor of the abandoned warehouse, the place was filled with a dim light and a fire was raging in a metal barrel in the center of the massive room. A few pigeons darted between the eaves and the rafters, high above her head, and the sleeping forms of the other children were like the peaks of little waves on the weathered wooden floor. Sandra was stirring something in a black metal pot, and she greeted Elsie as she arrived.

“Morning,” said Sandra.

“Morning,” said Elsie. “Whatcha cooking?”

“Gruel. I think,” the cook said, smiling. She scooped up a ladleful of the pot’s contents by way of demonstration: It looked like phlegm.

“Yum,” said Elsie. “I love gruel.”

“That’s the spirit,” said Sandra. She grabbed a tin bowl and, filling it with the pasty stuff, handed it to Elsie. “Dig in.”

Elsie could feel her stomach growling as she made her way over to the children’s dining area: an old cafeteria table, rotted by weather and disuse. By now, the rest of the kids were rousing and pulling themselves from their salvaged blankets. A familiar mop of black hair appeared from one such blanket and proceeded to shake itself out: It was Elsie’s sister, Rachel, fifteen years old as of this morning. She sat in her pile of blankets as if marinating in them, clearly mourning inwardly about having a birthday in such desperate circumstances. Elsie put a spoonful of gruel in her mouth and let the warmth descend into her chest and fan out across her shoulders and into her arms. She watched her sister stare into space until she couldn’t take it anymore. “Rach!” she said.

Rachel looked in her direction; her eyes were sad, quiet.

“Happy birthday,” said Elsie, stirring her gruel.

Her sister smiled and pushed herself up. Many of her fellow sleepers had made their way over to Sandra’s pot of morning mush. Rachel walked over and sat across the table from Elsie.

“Thanks, sis,” said Rachel.

Elsie spoke around a mouthful of food. “Get some gruel. It’s good. Sandra made it.”

Rachel looked into Elsie’s bowl and attempted a meager smile. “Guess I’m not hungry. You had lookout last night, right? How’d it go?”

“Fine,” Elsie said. “I saw him. The Weirdo.”

“Get a better look?”

“Nah. He didn’t come close or anything. I think Michael’s right. He’s just some lost hobo.”

“Anything else?”

“Nothing special,” said Elsie. “Couple explosions. Pretty far off.”

“Oh yeah?” This came from Carl Rehnquist, a boy about Elsie’s age, who’d come and joined them at the table. Steam rose from his bowl of breakfast. “What kind?”

“What do you mean, what kind?”

“Like, big explosions? Or little ones? What blew up?”

“I don’t know,” said Elsie. “Just some buildings. A ways off.”

“Cool,” said Carl.

Elsie shrugged and took another spoonful of gruel. “It’s just the Wastes, right? Seems like it’s just industrial ... stuff.”

“Michael said that it’s happening more often, the explosions,” said Carl.

“Really? He didn’t say anything to me about that,” replied Elsie.

“I overheard him, just yesterday. He said that they’re happening a lot more. And they’re closer.”

“Yeah, don’t trust everything that kids tell you,” said Rachel.

Carl took a big bite of his breakfast. “Next thing you know, right here: boom!” Bits of wet, white oats flew from his lips; whether he did this on purpose for effect or accidentally, the girls couldn’t know. “Whole place goes up. Doesn’t matter to you guys, though. Aren’t you out of here in a bit? I mean, didn’t you say your parents would be back from their trip soon?”

The two sisters didn’t say anything. Rachel toyed with the strands of her hair; Elsie stirred her gruel in silence.

Carl sensed he had overstepped. “They are coming back, right?”

What Carl couldn’t know was that the two girls had received another postcard from their parents, the second since their adoptive orphanage had gone up in flames in the winter’s violent uprising. The first had arrived just after their discovery of the abandoned warehouse in this, the children’s new home in the Forgotten Place. It was postmarked February 20 from Iğdır, Turkey: Their parents wished them well and reported briefly that their attempts to find their son, Curtis, in the slums of Istanbul had been a dead end; however, they now had actionable intelligence that the boy had been smuggled over the border into Armenia by a group of gypsy circus performers, and the elder Mehlbergs were likely to stay abroad for a further two weeks (a check, payable to the Joffrey Unthank Home for Wayward Youth, would be on its way, presently, to the orphanage’s address). The second postcard, received only the day before, had their intrepid parents now in the farthest-flung reaches of the Russian continent: a black-and-white photo of a ship frozen in thick, jagged ice, with their mother’s clean handwriting on the flip side saying, “Greetings from Archangel’sk! Ignore that bit about the Armenian circus; was a red herring. Good news: A young American boy was spotted near here, on an island off the north coast. Nearly the Arctic Circle! Brrrr! Back in two weeks, promise! Check en route to Mr. Unthank; tell him sorry for delay.” Rachel, the unofficial archivist of the two Mehlberg sisters, kept both cards folded neatly in the pocket of her jumper.

Elsie deftly changed the subject. “You know it’s Rachel’s birthday today?”

“Really?” Carl’s eyes had lit up. “No kidding?”

Rachel grumbled an affirmative.

“May ninth,” said Elsie. “Nineteen ...”

“Ninety-eight,” finished Rachel. “Yup.”

“Well, we’ll have to have a party or something,” said Carl.

“That’s okay,” said Rachel.

“No, really,” continued the boy. “When Michael gets back, we’ll have to do something, you know, special.”

“Like what?” asked Rachel. “Fry up an oatcake? Pop the cork on some rat pee champagne?”

Elsie gave her sister a withering look. “C’mon, Rach. He just wants to be nice.”

“Suit yourself, grump,” said Carl, unaffected. He shoveled more breakfast into his wide mouth.

It was true: Any kind of celebration they threw in their new home would have to be a fairly scanty one. In the two months since they’d been there, a few of the orphans’ birthdays passed by uncounted save for a few cheers from their fellows and an extra ration of bread for the birthday boy or girl at dinner. Anything beyond that was deemed an extravagance. And so most of the kids kept their celebrations to themselves, not wishing to somehow highlight their destitute circumstances just when they were all trying to get their feet under them. They still had faith in Martha Song’s clear vision for their future: They would build their own insulated world here, free of the strictures of either the Periphery, their previous prison within the boundary of the Impassable Wilderness, or the world of the adults, which loomed beyond the Industrial Wastes like a disapproving parent. Here, they were Living Free. So far, they had the freedom part down pretty well; the “living” side of the equation was proving to be a challenge.

Food was scarce; every day, a scavenging party set out into the occupied areas of the Wastes, pulling half-eaten apples and sandwich scraps from Dumpsters and trash barrels. The stevedores, the maroon-beanie-wearing hulks who populated the silos and warehouses of this industrial zone, congregated for lunch on the stoops and staircases of their factories after the noon whistle; whatever they left behind was quarry for the orphans. While modest, it was enough to eke out a subsistence.

Protection was another matter; not only did they have to thwart the occasional stevedore sentry, still bitter from the hiding they’d received during the Unthank Home uprising, but packs of wild dogs were known to inhabit this reach of the Wastes, putting the children’s lives, if not just their food stores, at risk. Hence the nightly vigil at the perch in the warehouse’s bombed-out stairwell. They all took turns, trading shifts. They’d established a simple system: One whistle meant stevedores. Two meant dogs. They’d gotten it down to a science: In the case of the stevedores, they’d send out a decoy party to lure the sentries farther away from the warehouse. At the sound of a second whistle, they knew to batten down the hatches, secure all the doors, and wait for the marauding dogs to find some other place to terrorize. The rusty machete, which the kids had taken to calling Excalibur, seemed to serve only as a bravery totem: They were all emboldened by it but were a little afraid of what it would mean to actually use it. But with every invasion scare, with every drill, they became more and more proud of the home they were defending. The home that Martha Song had envisioned; just without Martha herself.
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That was the thing that still stuck in Elsie’s craw: the fact that two of their family—Martha and Carol Grod—were still, as far as they knew, in the grip of the stevedores. They’d been captured by the stevedores during the orphanage rebellion; their whereabouts were anyone’s guess. This fact had become even more important to Rachel, something she was keen to remind the rest of the kids anytime they felt like they’d become more acclimated to their new situation.

And so, that evening, when the nightly meeting was called to order, Rachel was poised for confrontation. Michael, holding the machete, hushed the crowd: Seventy-three children, varying in age from eight to eighteen, sat around the burning steel drum fire and squirmed to attention. “Unadoptables,” he said. “Gather round.” Even though most of the kids hadn’t earned the title of Unadoptable, they’d all taken it on as a show of solidarity to those who’d been sent off by Joffrey Unthank to molder in the Periphery.

“First off,” said Michael, “we should all wish one of our family a happy birthday. Rachel Mehlberg is—what—fifteen today?”

The crowd murmured their congratulations.

Rachel seized the opportunity. “Thanks. So what about Martha and Carol?”

Michael gave her a weary smile. “We’re going to get to that.”

“When?” challenged Rachel. “We’ve been ‘going to get to that’ for two months now.”

“Well, it will take time. ...”

“Time enough. We’ve been sitting here like a bunch of, I don’t know, whatevers while our friends—our family!—are out there, being who-knows-whated by those clods. I think it’s pretty simple: We just—” She was interrupted by Michael, who was waving the machete, Excalibur.

“I’ve got the sword,” said Michael. “So you’re talking out of turn.”

“It’s not technically a sword,” one of the boys at Michael’s feet said. “It’s more like a machete.”

“Whatever,” Michael shot back. “Whoever has it does the talking.”

This seemed to quiet the room. Michael cleared his throat and continued.

“Carol and Martha, believe me, are really important to me. Martha was a good friend. She was one of the first people I met at the Unthank Home.” Here he turned to Rachel. “And I remember it was me who introduced you to Carol, Rachel.” He paused, soaking in the silence of the dead room. “You might even say we wouldn’t be in this situation if I’d had my way. We’d still be happy and safe, all of us, in the cottage in the Periphery.”

“And I wouldn’t be having a birthday,” pointed out Rachel. A few of the other kids nodded sagely; time was literally stopped in the Periphery, the protective boundary around the Impassable Wilderness, and none of the children aged while they lived there. It was part of Martha’s pitch to leave: She, astutely, questioned the benefits of not growing old.

“We’re still getting on our feet here,” said Michael, ignoring Rachel’s riposte. “It’s going to take some time. As soon as we’re strong, that’s when we’ll act.”

“We’re strong now,” said Rachel. “We’ve waited long enough as it is.”

Michael began to interject, to insist to the girl that he was still the one holding the machete, when the rest of the group began to howl in support of Rachel: “Give her Excalibur!” “Give it up, Michael!” “Give her a chance!” With a begrudging grimace, Michael walked over to Rachel and handed her the machete, hilt first.

Elsie watched as her sister took the grip of the blade in her hand, weighing it, and walked to the front of the assembly. Change comes over people slowly, gradually, Elsie reasoned. But ever since their exit from the Periphery, along with the revelation that the Mehlberg sisters were able to walk through the boundary itself unaffected, Rachel had become a new person, a stronger person. Gone was the cross-armed girl who seemed to vanish beneath her long, straight hair, her chin burrowing ever farther into her threadbare black T-shirt. The fact that it was Rachel’s birthday today only seemed to underscore how much Elsie’s sister was in the process of some grand transformation that she, Elsie, could barely comprehend.

“Listen up,” said Rachel as she arrived in front of the group. “We’ve got a good thing here, we’ve got a system down. But as far as I’m concerned, the longer we wait to go after Martha and Carol, the more we’re seriously letting them down. The stevedores have them. Who knows what they’re doing to them right now. We owe it to them to be devoting every waking hour to finding where they are and rescuing them. It’s super simple. We’ve been here two months. We can’t afford to wait another two.”

Several of the kids in the audience nodded. Michael stood with his hands in his pockets, alternately watching the girl as she spoke and surveying the crowd.

“I say we do a show of hands. Who wants to start organizing a search-and-rescue party now? Huh? No more waiting.” Rachel’s head was held high as she spoke, the machete sitting comfortably in her hand as if she’d been born to wield it.

Elsie was about to raise her hand in agreement—she had the sense that she would be in the majority, weighing in—when the alarm was sounded: a single, shrill whistle from the perch above the warehouse. It was the unmistakable whistle of Cynthia Schmidt, who was a practiced whistler; it came like a wren’s call. The room was seized with a sudden, palpable fear.

The stevedores were coming.
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CHAPTER 4

The Spiral in the Trees;
A Finger on a Windowpane

They’d traveled for days, over mountain passes still stuck with snow, through craggy valleys where trees grew in the most unreachable places. They traversed hillsides and crossed grand plantations, where the farmers’ children ran from their work in the fields to meet the small, yet immediately recognizable procession. There were four travelers: two humans, a fox, and a coyote. One of the humans was a middle-aged woman, the other a boy of perhaps ten. They were all Mystics, of the North Wood. They wore identical sackcloth robes. They were on a journey that would bring them into the very heart of Wildwood.

The youngest, the boy, carried a small, bright flag in his hands.

They didn’t speak as they walked, choosing instead to pass the long spans of time in meditation, absorbing the spectrum of languages they received from the plants and trees that surrounded them on their journey. It was their gift: the ability to commune with the mute flora of the forest. They wore this incredible ability with solemnity, using it not so much as one might flourish some crass magic trick, but in a reserved and mindful way, so that their relationship with the plants and trees would be a model to the rest of the citizens of the Wood, that they might live in more perfect harmony with the organic world around them. For this reason, the people of North Wood revered them.

As they came down from the mountains, their surroundings began to change; gone were the little hovels by the road and the farmhouses and inns. Instead, the vegetation by the side of the single, curving road they followed grew heavy and cluttered with thick, wild greenery, fighting for supremacy on the uneven ground. Even the language of the plants and trees shifted; it became uneven and scattered, a white noise of garbled shouting, barraging the quiet minds of the Mystics as they traveled. They found they needed to stop and rest more often; carrying the weight of the forest’s belligerent voices was burden enough.

They broke camp early and traveled all day. As the final morning of their journey dawned, the young boy sat on the cracked stump of a storm-fallen hemlock and stared into space. The older woman came over to him and put her hand consolingly on his shoulder.

“Not long now,” she said. “We’re not far off.”

He acknowledged her with a wan smile. “I can feel it,” he said. “But there’s something else. ...”

The woman looked at him curiously. “What is it?”

“I don’t know,” the boy said. His finger, lazing at his side, began drawing a looping spiral on the grain of the tree trunk. “I’ve been having dreams.”

“About the tree?”

The boy cleared his throat; his finger continued to trace the pattern. “No,” he said. “I can’t say. I can’t quite see it.”

The other two Mystics had risen and were busily pulling down their canvas tents. The early morning sun was breaking through the tangle of trees; a mist had settled on the lower branches. The boy’s finger had finally traced to the center of the spiral he’d been creating, and it stopped there. He looked down at his fingertip and watched it, like someone monitoring an unmoving spider in the center of an elaborate web.

“Let’s go,” he said.

The other three Mystics followed him wordlessly. They knew not to question his leadership, even though his selection as the Elder Mystic, a role once reserved, as its name would suggest, for the eldest of the sect, was wholly unprecedented. After the death of the prior Elder Mystic, Iphigenia, the tree surprised everyone by selecting the young boy—a Yearling—as the old woman’s successor. As long as anyone remembered, as long as the histories had been written, there was no record of anyone but the eldest being selected for this highest responsibility; the change was enough to cause confusion among even the most sage and learned of the robed sect. But, as was clear in the teachings of the tree, all was flux; nothing was determined or permanent. Change was the only certainty of life. Perhaps, they decided, the descriptor Elder did not so much refer to the individual’s physical age as their spiritual age. And so the boy was raised from Yearling to Elder Mystic; the boy himself seemed neither surprised nor flattered by the election. He seemed suited to the calling.

And this was their first task: to make the pilgrimage to the Ossuary Tree, in deepest Wildwood, where vicious animals lived freely and bandits made easy prey of the unwary traveler. There to hang a flag on a bough in remembrance of the departed Elder Mystic, Iphigenia. Because the journey was only made on the occasion of an Elder Mystic’s death, each generation of acolytes and Mystics were forced to relearn the journey from the writings of the Ancients and their guidance from the trees. They could follow the road for only so long; eventually they would need to break away and traverse Wildwood itself.

Here there were no roads, no paths. Occasionally a game trail would open up to them, but often they chose instead to follow the guidance of the trees and the plants, ferreting what information they could from the jumble of voices they produced, snaking carefully through the maze of branches and brambles made by the forest.

Now, on the eighth day of the pilgrimage, they arrived at their goal, having broken through a ring of blackberry bushes into a wide, sweeping glade. In the center of the clearing stood the Ossuary Tree.

The Ossuary Tree, one of the three Trees of the Wood, was neither living nor dead. It seemed to hover in some in-between place; it had no leaves, though its bark was a deep, lively brown and its boughs strived skyward and it stood taller by several lengths than any of the other trees in its proximity. Fastened to the ends of its long, gnarled limbs were little colorful flags; each one had been tied there in remembrance of Elder Mystics past. Some of the fluttering scraps of fabric were centuries old, and while they all endured the ravages of the seasons, they remained as perfectly intact as when they first were tied. They became, essentially, the leaves of the Ossuary Tree and were imbued with its life.

Wordlessly, the four Mystics sloughed off their bags. They sat for a moment at the base of the tree, wondering at its height and sharing a few good-natured handshakes in celebration of a successful journey. The sun was shining now; it was clear the season was ebbing into the next, and the May day felt fresh and alive. The young boy, the Elder Mystic, had elected to do the tying himself, though this was unprecedented as well; typically the Elder Mystic, often infirm from age, deferred such a challenging duty to the young and agile. The boy, without saying a word, his face still etched with a strange, contemplative stillness, took the little red flag, the flag that would hang for Iphigenia, in his teeth and began scaling the trunk of the great tree.

The others stood at the base of the wide trunk and watched him climb. Like most of the citizens of North Wood, he had a deep connection with his natural surroundings, his nonhuman neighbors, and he scaled the tree’s rough bark with the agility of an ocelot. Before long, he’d disappeared from the sight of the spectators on the ground.

In the higher boughs, bedecked with snapping pendants, the view was breathtaking. The world splayed out before the boy like a dappled carpet of green and brown and blue. A tussock of clouds migrated slowly eastward, across the distant horizon. The Cathedral Mountains, which they’d crossed only days prior, presented themselves like magnificent knuckles of earth, all snowcapped and tall. The boy found a bare branch and, pulling the flag from his teeth, tied the memorial to the deceased Elder Mystic Iphigenia on the stalk of one of the branch’s thin fingers. It joined its fellow pieces of fabric on the tree, rippling unanimously in the wind.

Watching his footing as he prepared to make his way down the tree, the boy noticed a change in the forest; it was something he couldn’t have seen from ground level. It was as if the texture of the wood changed very slightly in a distinct block of the greenery. Looking closer, he noticed that the pattern repeated itself in a slow, lazy curve away from the base of the Ossuary Tree. As he followed the pattern outward, it began to take the form of a very familiar shape.
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The boy was greeted with uncertain smiles when he arrived back at the ground. They still found him unknowable. He barely spoke, and when he did, his speech patterns were stilted and strange and he never made eye contact. It was unnerving to the personable Mystics; they waited for the boy to speak now and he did not.

“How was the climb?” the woman ventured finally.

The boy was staring somewhere, just beyond her shoulder.

“Was it comfortable? Did you get very high?” The woman was keen on making a connection.

“There,” said the boy. “Just there.”

The woman looked over her shoulder. The other two Mystics followed his pointing finger.

“What?” asked the woman. “What’s there?”

The boy ignored her question, but instead began moving into the thick of the bushes, clambering over the bowed saplings that stood in his way. The other Mystics went to follow the boy but he moved too quickly; before they could even cross the threshold of bushes, the boy was gone.

[image: Image]

The mirror rested against the wall on top of the girl’s dresser. She sat across the room from it, staring at it with her arms crossed. She was sitting upright in bed. Her bedside table light was on; the windows had gone dark. A gaslight flickered into life outside her window and she blinked at it, suddenly aware of the passage of time. How long had she been staring at the mirror? Long enough to have lost track of the hours; she could hear her father in the hall outside her door, shuffling his way toward bed. She could hear the wheeze of a wind gust. She could hear the absence of the songbirds. She could hear the rattle of a single, lonely coal cart.

The mirror, on the dresser, was not speaking. She was thankful for this. But she knew, when the tall grandfather clock in the sitting room chimed midnight, the words would appear on the glass.

It’d been this way for several days. Ever since the séance at the old stone house.

She’d already dismissed the first time she’d seen the letters, the scrawled writing, on the mirror’s surface as being something she’d dreamed up, something her overactive imagination had conjured out of her own desperate need to see the thing happen. It was a hallucination, pure and simple. It appeared that her friends, the ones who had been there that night, had taken a similar course—it was as if the incident hadn’t even occurred. No one spoke about it; in school, when they met before class, the conversation swirled around other topics, normal topics. No one dared broach the bit about the glowing aura, the distinct moan, the woman’s moan, that rose from the ground.

But they hadn’t seen the writing. The fogged-up mirror, the scrawl across the glass in the shape of a thin fingertip. The words: I AM AWAKE.

And that hadn’t been the last of it.

Every midnight, shortly after the chime of the grandfather clock in the sitting room, a strange mist would overtake the simple mirror sitting propped on her dresser, and the glass would become cloudy, as if someone had breathed over it, and the sound would come: the sound of a hand drawing over a wet surface, a sort of gasping scrape; and then the words would appear.

The first time it’d happened in her room, Zita had only seen the word GIRL appear before she’d dashed from her bed in a panic and slammed the mirror down on the top of the dresser. After she’d taken several pacing spins around her room, she was relieved to see, when lifting the heavy glass again, that the word was not there. A single hairline crack had crawled across the top left corner of the mirror, but the writing was definitely gone.

The next night, though, it happened again. Zita was an insomniac, had been since she was a toddler, and the second night after the séance found her trying a new braiding pattern in the mirror very late at night when the grandfather clock in the hallway chimed its chime and her face, lit by the kerosene lamp on the dresser, grew suddenly dim and fogged. To her terror, the writing came again: GIRL.

This time, she was frozen in horror, her fingers still tangled in her braid. The writing continued: BRING came next. Before the specter had a chance to write a third word, Zita had slammed the mirror down flat again and had leapt, shivering, into her bed. She
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