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      To my patr(e)on saints, Kay and Lauren.

And to my wife and editor, Angela.

   
      Content Guidance

      This story explores topics related to violence, mental illness, grief and trauma, abuse, parental death, and kidnapping that may be upsetting for some readers.  Additionally, please be advised that sex, coarse language, and alcohol consumption are also depicted.

   
      i. lucía

      


      (untangle me like christmas lights,

      i can't tell which bulb burned out)

      


      


      
The Witch is beautiful.

      Witches, Lucía had always thought, always heard in bedtime stories and read in books at school, are meant to be as ugly outside as they are wicked inside—warts on their noses, cracking yellow teeth, and eyes blazing with cruel mischief... But the Witch is beautiful.

      The Witch—the Antlers Witch.

      Bony branches break from her skull—two stark, deformed trees.  The kind of trees that grab little children in their leafless branches and devour them.  This is the only part of her that could possibly be called ugly, and even they hold a macabre beauty.  If Lucía was a writer or a painter, she thinks she’d have a lot to work with in the uncanny quirks and twists of bone atop the Witch’s skull.

      Perhaps that is the best way to sum up the Witch’s grotesque beauty—it comes from the oldest and deepest horrors.  Her skin is sallow and bloodless, and yet there is an uncanny brightness to her—a glow that recalls the spectacular:  mermaids, fairies, angels; her tangled waves are, beneath the twigs and briars, a honeyed shade of wheat; and her eyes—that’s what it really is, Lucía has long since decided: her eyes—are the searing blue that accompanies strokes of lightning in the summer sky.


      The Antlers Witch never seems to blink; she often holds herself so still that Lucía thinks she may have turned to stone (but this is not true: she has learned this through several unpleasant lessons, though the Witch is not otherwise violent); and she turns her head—ear pressing towards her thin shoulders—much like a bird.  There is nothing particularly human about her except that she is shaped like a human.

      The Witch speaks with a rasp.  She sounds like the bottom of an angry river—silt in a wild current.  It is raw and terrible to hear, and yet she rarely seems to be angry or sad or tired.  These emotions and their conveyances are far too human for her, and though she occasionally tries to smile at Lucía, it is never anywhere else in her face.  She does not speak often—only when it is time to move, and she coaxes Lucía awake again.

      But once she had said to Lucía, as though offering an explanation for a question that had not been asked: “A witch is not an evil thing—it is only something that wants a thing different from yourself.”

      She had not offered anything further, and Lucía was not sure if this was meant to be reassuring, or an effort to soften her feelings towards her captor.  But she has come to think that there is something nebulous and yet profound about the remark.  She has not known the Antlers Witch to be particularly malevolent (aside from holding her hostage for...she isn’t sure how long it has been, but a long time—too long), though she is very different from everything Lucía understands as human.

      At first, Lucía was terrified by their differences—cowering beneath the weight of the unknown, unable to plan because she could not anticipate the motives of something so bizarre—but she has come to accept it.  The Witch is different, but not necessarily unkind.  She is not kind or benevolent either.  She only is. 

      But Lucía does not have time for speculation when she wakes.  She only has time to try to imprint as much of herself as she can on her surrounds, in case Maya comes looking for her.  If anyone will sense her, if anyone can find her—she tries to leave as much of herself as she can, and she hopes that one day it will be enough to save her.

      Mostly she dreams.

      Dreams and dreams and dreams, and sometimes she is not entirely sure what is asleep and what is awake, except in the occasional pain of stones and pinecones under her feet, or the grumble of her stomach, soured by hunger.  She dreams, and she stretches out as far as she can, and occasionally, she brushes against the sleeping layers of the wolves around her...but they are always just out of reach, and so she waits on the outskirts, watching their worries and hopes play out.  If she knew their names, she would call out to them—maybe they would hear her, maybe they could help free her—but they are strangers, and they are always gone by the next dream, leaving her to wander and weave through these foreign landscapes, looking for the road that will return her to Abuela’s table, let her savor the salty grains of her mamá’s beans and rice, and feel Papá’s big hand rest heavily atop her head—approving, safe, and warm.

      She dreams of them, and she knows those are the least helpful dreams, because they trick her—make her stumble into mirages that take her further and further from where she needs to go—but they are hard to resist, and she misses them in her every fiber and molecule.

      Lucía turns in the leaves under the long shadow of the Antlers Witch, and she tries to dream of true things—she fights to keep herself from feeling that she is free before she knows that she is free.

      In the forest, under the black tree, Lucía dreams.

   
      ii. harper

      


      (if you reach for the stars,

      they'll burn holes in your palms)

      


      


      He can see Costello’s yellow-tan ass hanging from the cabinet, stubby corgi tail erect, back feet scrabbling for purchase, and Harper wonders how this dog keeps getting up on the counter when the corgi is about as tall as his ankles.  At his feet, Abbott whines softly, fluffy black tail sweeping the floor uneasily, and Harper reaches down to rest a hand on the flat crown of the border collie’s skull.

      
“You.”


      Costello freezes.

      “Too late for that.”

      The dog slides out of the cabinet onto the countertop—half a biscuit jutting from his mouth.  Harper frowns, and he drops it on the counter. 

      “Down.”

      Amnesia strikes:  Costello can’t seem to recall how he arrived at this place, and Harper sighs as he scoops the dog up and puts him on the ground next to the dolefully well-behaved Abbott.

      This is an exciting Friday night—the most excitement he’s had since Nova went back to California. 

      “But I like it quiet,” he tells Abbott, rustling his ears.  “Fuck people.  All that background noise.”

      Abbott stretches and pads out of the kitchen.  Costello eyes the edge of the countertop, thinking he might have earned the rest of that biscuit due to now being on the floor.  The amnesia of a smart dog is convenient.  Harper wishes he knew how to do that, so that he could stop thinking about Nova, stop thinking about Maya, stop remembering that night.

      “No shelf life for trauma,” his high school counselor used to say. 

      He’d always enjoyed following it with a well-practiced: “Whatever.”

      He scoops up the remainder of the biscuit and opens the fridge, grabbing a beer.  A Pirates game is on in the background.  He pops the tab and tosses Abbott the remainder of the biscuit before settling in the center of the broken leather sofa—Abbott resting his head on Harper’s thigh, Costello balling up at his side.  He rests the beer on the corgi’s butt and pulls out his phone.

      [PUTTING 20 ON PIRATES TONIGHT. GOOD FEELING. YOU COMING TO KNUCKLE BONES. GOT SOME CUBS FANS TO EMBARRASS.]  


      Uncle Heath, fifteen minutes ago. 

      
He pauses, then taps out, [ha ha sry too drunk to drive]. 


      He swipes to the next message.

      [new idea for pie. sat brek?] 


      Aunt Jelly, from two in the afternoon. He’d been busy hammering a sign back in place—a warning about timber rattlers: the eggs will hatch in about a month, and people never seem to take the needs of snakes very seriously. 

      
He replies, [yeah ok].


      He’s about to close his phone, but he pauses on the third message, dated several days back:

      [happy birthday starchild]

      [haha i one ldienk]

      [drunk already?]

      [yyy]

      [you're a fucking mess]

      [Ifkkg oe]

      Nova.  His heart goes dull, clenched in his chest.

      The conversation preceding is two months old already.  Harper scrolls up and down with his thumb, sighing, and Abbott wags his tail uncertainly, maybe consolingly.

      “Don’t worry about it.”  

      He starts to put the phone back into his pocket, but Costello is suddenly up, knocking the beer out of his hand and across the floor.

      “Fucking— What was that for?”

      Costello ignores him, diving from the sofa to lap up the liquid.

      “Oh no you don’t...”

      Harper storms into the kitchen, intent on grabbing the paper towels and cutting the dog off.  He snatches them off the top of the fridge and the rustling of the curtain over the sink draws his eye just long enough to see her—a loose blue dress, her thick hair tumbling around her shoulders, teasing her ears with soft curls.  The yellow kitchen light cuts across the yard, stopping at her knees.

      Maya stares at him, seizes his gaze.  He forgets to breathe.  She just stands there, holding his eyes—unsmiling, unspeaking, unmoving—and then she turns and disappears into the trees. 

      The paper towels escape his fingers, rolling across the floor, and he throws open the door, jumping down the steps barefoot.  Abbott is immediately behind him, barking and surging towards the trees.  He follows, runs as hard as he can after the sound of the dog’s barks—soles of his feet breaking on twigs and the rough edges of rocks—but eventually the sound tapers and goes silent, and he is out of breath and alone in the trees.  He stands for a long time, bent in half and ragged, straining his ears for Abbott's voice, but the forest is quiet now. 

      Slowly, he straightens, switching his ears for his nose.  He can still smell hints of Maya’s skin and hair—a trace of orange and caramel—but no matter how he tries, he can’t narrow down the direction it’s coming from.  Abbott returns, licking his hand and whining softly.

      He wants to keep looking.  He wants to know how Maya outran Abbott.  He wants to know—

      Her scent circles him, fading in and out.  He turns and turns and takes a step towards the strongest point only to find it weak again.  Abbott whines again, and he lets the dog bring him home.  Costello has lapped up the spilled beer and torn the trail of paper towels to shreds.  Harper ignores the mess, going straight for his phone.

      “The number you have dialed cannot be reached.  Please leave a message after the tone.”

      
He breathes in, holding the fuck in his lungs, and squeezes his eyes shut.  He tries Nova’s number a second time.


      “The number you have dialed—”

      “Fucking fuck dog!”

      Abbott whines.

      “Not you.”  

      
He sighs, putting the phone on the counter and running his hands over his face.  Outside, the trees are still and dark.  He peers into their shadows, still searching for Maya, but she’s gone, and he taps the counter—distracted and frustrated—before grabbing the phone again and sinking to the floor.  He stares at the screen for a long time.  Costello comes over, sniffing his feet and knees, and licks his elbows before trundling off to search the base of the cabinets for forgotten morsels.  Abbott curls beside him.  At length, after he has glared all he can glare at those five ugly letters, he makes the call.


      It rings for a long time before Mason picks up, his voice muzzy and bewildered.  It sounds less like he'd been considering the unfamiliar number and more like he’d been sleeping, but Harper begrudges him the wait anyway.

      “Hello?”  Mason has that same easy Northern California accent as Nova.  (Harper hates him for that, too.)  He muffles a yawn.  “Who is this?”

      Harper closes his eyes, works to unclench his jaw.  

      “It’s Harper,” he says as flatly as he can. His eyes skirt the trees.  He tries not to think about the fact he is talking to Mason Murray—that he has to go through Mason to reach Nova.  He wonders if Mason is satisfied by that.  Mason’s status as Nova’s ex seems so much more legitimate than Harper’s.  He puts his hand on Abbott’s head and tries to center himself.  

      “I’m trying to reach Nova.  He isn’t picking up.”

      “Have you tried his moms’?”

      Harper inwardly kicks himself.  “No, I...  I’ll do that.  Thanks—”

      “Hold on.”  The phone clicks, goes silent. 

      “Did you put me on hold?  You fuckjack...”  

      He considers hanging up; he doesn’t.  It takes Mason a while to return, though, and he wants to tell the bastard to stop wasting his time, but then Mason is back, his voice pinched as he reports:  “He’s not at his moms’.  I can’t reach him either.  I haven’t talked to him since his birthday.”

      Harper tries not to think about whether Mason got an actual call—if it’s only Harper who’s been relegated to text.

      “That’s weird,” Mason continues. “He doesn’t start work for a few hours, but he’s usually up by now.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then again, it’s Nova.  When he—”  But Mason cuts himself off before the bitterness in his tone can spill across the line. 

      Harper is quiet, considering.  He knows that sadness—that frustration and loneliness.  But Nova left him to run back to Mason, and three years isn’t long enough to forget that. 

      “Sometimes he disappears.”

      “Yeah.  I know.”  He pauses, warring, but his own bitterness swells and washes over him, and he says it anyway:  “But he usually answers when I call...or text.  Like, within a day.”

      
Mason’s voice sounds tight:  “But you just called him, right?  Or did you also call this morning?”


      “Mm.”

      “Is this an emergency?”

      “Maybe.”

      “But you aren’t going to explain.  Is Nova in trouble?”

      
“What?  I don’t think so.  I just—  Something happened.  I wanted to tell him.”


      
“Right.  Well, I wouldn’t think anything of it, unless he doesn’t call back in—” There’s a faint pause, thick and buzzing with anger. “—a day.”


      “Yeah.  Sorry to bother you.”  

      And Harper hangs up before Mason can reply.   He runs a hand through his hair, pushing it out of his face.  It’s gotten so long, he doesn’t meet the end of it before he’s at the back of his skull.  He tries to extract his fingers from the knotted waves and pushes himself to his feet.

      [hey call me asap]

      


      ° ° °

      


      Nova hasn’t called back the next day.  Frustrated, Harper tries Nova’s moms’ house.  Amaris sounds surprised that a second friend is calling less than a day after the first.  He feels bad for making her Momdar go off, but does a poor job of assuaging her budding concern.  Afterward, he puts the dogs in the truck and drives to Jelly Pie.  His uncles are already there, holding hands under the booth and chatting with Aunt Jelly.  She turns as the cowbell clatters, her face breaking into a smile.

      “Harper!  Here for pie?”

      “Mm,” he replies, holding the door so that Costello can trundle inside.  The corgi immediately makes for the stools lining the counter, earning a couple of crusts.  Abbott dutifully follows Harper as he slides into the booth.  Uncle Heath kicks him under the table, grinning cheekily, like it’s the best joke Harper was never entirely in on.  He rolls his eyes.  “Coffee first.”

      
Aunt Jelly’s hand goes to her hip, and she tuts.  “What happened to please?” 


      
Aunt Jelly is slight and long—wiry, some would say.  The figure-eight-ish version of Uncle Heath.  Like Harper, dark brown curls frame his aunt's and uncle’s ears, brushing the tops of their shoulders, and like Harper, they both have frightfully large blue eyes—too big against their thin Irish mouths and noses.  Uncle Heath is red and leathery from working at the garage day in and out, and so Aunt Jelly appears at least a decade younger than her brother.  She might look young except for the worry lines around her eyes—the ones Harper put there from 12 years of dealing with his baggage. 


      “Should’ve come out last night.  Lost fifty bucks.  You could’ve gotten a free drink off me.”

      “You always lose when you bet on the Pirates.”

      Uncle Heath snorts, and Aiden grins, releasing his hand to sit up.  He picks up the menu, tapping it on the tabletop.  “Thought you’d gathered us here for some pie, Angel,” he says in his soft, feathered growl.

      “Coffee first,” Harper repeats.

      Aunt Jelly smacks him with her lined pad.  “I’m going to put you on dish duty, brat.”

      His mouth quirks, and her face softens.  She reaches out, ruffling his hair, and he frowns again, pulling it out of his face.  He forgets about worrying over Nova long enough to realize he’s stopped worrying about Nova, and then he drags a hand through his hair, because now he’s thinking about Nova again—and about Maya—and wondering if he didn’t imagine her, and more importantly, wondering why Nova deserves to be worried over in the first place.  The bitterness in Mason’s voice conveyed it all—this is just what Nova does.  He leaves.  He runs.  He flies.  Floats away.  Dances away.  It doesn’t matter how it’s framed.  Nova is Nova.  He’s a tumbleweed—picking up his roots and going where the wind takes him.  He’ll stop by for a drink, but he won’t stick around, and he isn’t Harper’s problem. 

      His phone vibrates.

      [Hello this is mason. Has nova gotten back to you?]

      “Hot date?” Uncle Heath asks, kicking him again.

      He kicks back.  “No. Just waiting to hear back about something.”

      
“Something, sure.”


      “Heath, don’t,” Aiden mutters, mouth scrunched up like he doesn’t think Heath should pick on his nephew, but he also finds it funny and won’t hate if he continues.

      Aunt Jelly frowns, tugging Harper’s hair.  “You look worried.  You know that?”

      “What do you have to worry about?”

      
“Heath,” Aunt Jelly and Aiden groan.

      Harper frowns at his uncle.  Sometimes it’s hard for him to look Uncle Heath directly in the face.  He looks too much like Harper’s dad.  He can’t wholly recall what his dad looked like, but Uncle Heath’s features offer too much plausible explanation for the holes in his memory.   

      Sometimes, it makes him want to flip the entire diner.

      “Whatever his problem is, it isn’t me.  I don’t have a thing to do with it,” his uncle points out.

      Aunt Jelly smacks him with a menu.  “Stop it, or no pie.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “Try me.”

      Harper pats his hair back into place, eyes returning to his phone.  The screen has gone blissfully dark, but the text from Mason is still there, still waiting on the other side of the black, like all the other bad shit that’s ever haunted him.

      “Harper.”

      “Earth to Harper.”

      “What?”  He looks up, glaring.

      They’re all staring at him—Aunt Jelly’s brow furrowed, the familiar lines around her mouth hollowing out her cheeks; Aiden’s lips have squeezed to one side, which means he’s giving his full attention to being concerned now; and even Uncle Heath’s brow has furrowed into fat hillocks over his skull.

      Harper sighs.  “I saw Maya.”

      “Maya...from college?”

      “Yeah, and from, you know, elementary school.”

      Aunt Jelly looks confused, which makes Harper confused, because he doesn’t know what there is to be confused about.  Aiden shifts uncomfortably, returning his attention to the menu.  Harper narrows his eyes.

      “Is there something I should know?” he asks, trying not to grit his teeth.  His eye is already threatening to twitch.

      “She went missing, didn’t she?” Aunt Jelly asks, not quite looking at him.

      “Sort of.  She left, and...” 

      And he hasn’t seen a trace of her until now. 

      “Sure she wasn’t a ghost?” Uncle Heath asks, his tone more jittery than playful.

      “What the fuck.”

      “Language.”

      
He shakes his head, frowning harder.  “Why the fuck are you being all—” he waves one hand, partially to brush aside Aunt Jelly’s second protest, but mostly because they are being weirdly circumspect and, by extension, stupendously suspicious.


      “We’re just concerned.  Maybe you’ve been spending too much time alone.  Just seems unlikely that—”  But it seems Uncle Heath doesn’t know what to say, or he’s thought better about running his mouth (for once).

      “Whatever.”  He shoves out of the booth, and Abbott scuttles to his feet.

      “Harper—” Aunt Jelly begins.

      He shakes his head, whistling for Costello, and heads for the door, but she catches him by the elbow.

      “You have been spending a lot of time alone recently,” she murmurs, glancing at the regulars sipping coffee at the counter.  “And even if you did see someone from back then, maybe it’s better not to push it.”

      “Push what?”

      “To just— To get involved.”

      “Are you going to tell me why, or are you going to continue this cryptic bullshit?”

      
“It’s just that someone saw—  They saw him.  Maddox Hirst.  They say he and his pack were hanging around Camp Little Nest.”


      He tries to remember how to talk, or how to arrange his face so that he looks human and not like a wolf about to rip a deer’s throat out. 

      “Who?  Who saw him?”

      “Harper—”

      
“Who?”


      “Manu Escalera.  He and Oren Fisher were here a few days ago and told me.  You are not to go poking around there by yourself.  I’m not joking, Harper.”

      “The fuck I’m not—”

      
“We all want him dead,” Aunt Jelly hisses, gripping his elbow a little too tightly.  He tries not to react, though she’s pinching his funny bone.  “But I don’t want us dead in the doing.”


      “Are you gonna check it out?  If he’s here, if Maya’s out there...  She could be in danger.”

      Aunt Jelly sighs, releasing him.  “Heath and Aiden have plans to check it out.  I don’t want you to go.”

      “Too bad, because I’m going.  Old man, do you hear that?  Don’t you dare leave without me.”

      “Whatever you say, fetus.”

      
“Will you sit down now?  Have some pie?  Relax?”


      He glances back at the booth—the frayed sea green vinyl, the reflection of his uncles in the metal walls.  It looks cozy.  But he shakes his head.

      “I have to make a call.”

      “Right now?”

      “Yeah, right now.  Maya isn’t the only one who’s gone A.W.O.L.”

      “Who else?” Aunt Jelly asks, trying to guide him back towards the booth.  He lets himself be pulled deeper into the diner, but stops before she can stow him on its seat.

      
“Nova.  It’s—”  He resists the urge to pull at his hair, or to drag at his face.  He tries to crush all the agitation that Nova brings to the surface.  “It’s not like it’s weird for him to go M.I.A.  Just that I have a weird feeling about it this time.”


      She regards him silently, something moving—restless and uneasy—across her brow.  He frowns at her, but before he can accuse her of hiding something else, she pats his arm and pushes him towards the door.  

      “Don’t take long.  There’ll be coffee waiting.  I’m not pouring it out if it gets cold.”

      He steps outside, because he loves Aunt Jelly too much to get into a shouting and screaming kind of fight in her diner, but he glowers through the window as he catches sight of them, watching Uncle Heath’s face go from cheeky to serious and secretive.

      “What the fuck,” he mutters and dials Mason’s number. 

      


      ° ° °

      


      His parents had been in their bedroom, talking to Maddox for half an hour.  It was weird; they’d never shut Harper out during his visits before.  There weren’t many secrets in the Lovell household.  There were secrets they kept from the outside world, but they didn’t hide things from each other.
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