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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. maya

      


      (trails of stars—

      you open your mouth & it's all stardust)

      


      
There’s a hole in the sleeve.  She puts her thumb through the slit, and she knows that Nova has done this hundreds of times before.  There’s no string to hold the fabric together; it’s long since frayed and snapped from the constant strain of a fidgeting thumb.  She pulls the cotton around her thumb and watches the skin swell.  This sweater belonged to Harper before it belonged to Nova (and most likely it never officially belonged to Nova), but before Nova, she’d been its primary thief.  She can’t remember Harper wearing it more than once or twice before she commandeered it.  It smells more like Nova than Harper now—vegetable and dry.  She wonders how many nights he spent huddled inside the stiff green fabric.  It would have swallowed him like a tent. 


      
She wonders why Harper brought it to college.  It would have been years since it fit him.  The wrists would have been halfway up his arms.  Back then, she’d been shocked to see how much he’d grown.  That first day in freshman history, she hadn’t even realized who was sitting next to her, not until he asked about her mom, and even then it’d taken her a second to realize the long-haired boy—too skinny for his skinny jeans but broad enough to make his jean jacket work—was her Harper. 


      
When they moved in together, she’d constantly worn his clothing.  It had felt like old times, only now they were something like adults, and they could go where they wanted to complain about the whole world.  Usually, they found refuge in the China Star below their apartment—just big enough for three booths, the chicken too dry and the sauce too sweet, but it was cheap, and sodas were free.  They’d tried exciting a few times.  They went to a gay club within bus distance, but Harper was never into the heavily sculpted, uber-masc type, and Maya...  Well, Maya was already learning that most spaces promising a gay old time catered to men looking for men, not women looking for women.  So they spent their Fridays eating orange chicken in their favorite booth, Maya cozy in Harper’s favorite flannels and sweaters.


      She’d brought a Blackpines relic of her own to university:  a jacket she’d stolen when she moved to California.  She’d worn it throughout the cross-country bonding adventure from Hell, during which her mom dragged her to every historical landmark and tourist trap between Jersey and California, ignoring the continuous ire emanating from Maya with a level of denial that would’ve made Harper proud.  The jacket had been too short, and she’d had to unbutton the sleeves and roll them up to make it fit.  It’d squeezed red braids into her arms and crushed her chest the entire 3,000 miles.  But it had gotten her through the first year of San Francisco, and so it came with her when she returned for college.

      
She draws her knees up to her chest.  Nova’s sweater reminds her of long yellow roads and thin blue skies.  She closes her eyes, and she can smell stale cigarettes haunting motel bed sheets and the briney note in every bucket of ice.  She vividly recalls the night the guests overhead had worn the springs of their bed out, which could have been a genuine bonding moment if her mom would’ve laughed, but she’d kept turning up the evening news until an attendant came and said they were violating some rule about noise and asked that the T.V. be turned down. 


      He hadn’t cared that the couple overhead were impressing Maya with curious ideas about heterosexual sex between their grunts and caterwauling.  By then, the lovebirds were tuckered out, and so the attendant had given them a very long, very boring lecture before slouching back to his post, leaving her mom ashamed and brittle, and Maya furious.

      


      ° ° °

      
“We could just turn around,” Maya said, throwing herself onto the sheets, wondering if someone had been using her bed for weird sex before they arrived.  She wondered how often the mattresses were cleaned and if it was possible to get pregnant from sleeping in a dirty motel bed. 


      She stared at her mom’s hunched back, trying to make sense of the complicated mood she’d fallen into.  There was an intuition that surfaced in these moments—an understanding of the world that resonated in her heart, but which bruised her to acknowledge.  Her mom had been humiliated, and her pain was older and deeper than Maya could handle.  Maya was afraid of sharing that experience, because her shame and frustration, though not aged into the poignancy of her mother’s, was still unbearable. 

      Back then, she just wished her mom would laugh at the absurdity of strangers having loud sex in the middle of nowhere.  Relax and let the moment go, so that Maya could forget about it, too.

      “It’s not a big deal,” she muttered into the pillow.

      “It never is.”

      She hated the hollowness in her mom’s voice.  It made her feel hot inside, the focus of her anger unclear, and though it would be nice to think it had been some kind of protective streak, she has no illusions:  she’d felt resentful, because they had been humiliated, and she was angry at her mom because it was the only safe place to be angry about what had happened.

      
“It’s only a big deal when you make it a big deal.”


      Her mom sighed, her back rounding further, and Maya felt a barb of guilt in her chest.  She considered apologizing, but they were only 400 miles along, and she was still at the apex of her 13-year-old wrath. 

      
She kicked her feet and asked, “Why did we have to leave?  I liked it in Blackpines.”


      “This is going to be good, Maya.  I wish you could just trust me.”

      
“Why should I trust you?” She threw herself upright, smart enough not to throw her pillow on the floor (but oh how she wanted to).  “You won’t even explain why we’re leaving!  Mom!”


      
“Maya Seraphine Douglas, do not talk to me that way.”


      And Maya deflated, hugging the pillow to her belly.  “It feels like we’re running away, but I don’t know what we’re running from.”

      “The world is bigger than Blackpines.  You’ll see, and you’ll be happy when you do.  You’ll make new friends.  You’ll get to experience things you never would have there.”

      “Stop talking to me like this is one of your books.  I don’t want new friends.  I want Harper.  So why?  Why did we leave?”

      Her mom offered a ragged chuckle, and her face looked so worn.  Maya stood, not sure whether she wanted to shake her mom or hug her.  She fisted her hands in the tops of her pajama shorts and repressed both urges.

      “You’ll understand one day, Maya.  One day, it’ll make sense.  It was a fluke that we ended up in Jersey.  If your dad hadn’t lost his job...  But Blackpines is a speck on the map, and I never wanted you to grow up there.  I want you to live somewhere where you have opportunities, where you can meet people who understand you—”

      
“Harper understands me.”  She paused, looking down at her peach painted toenails.  “Harper needs me.  He needs me.  His parents are gone.  I don’t want to leave him, too.”


      
“Maya, listen to me.  Harper has his aunt and uncles, and he is going to be okay.  You are not responsible for him.”  Her voice had the flat, mysterious tone of a parent who is using Adult Logic—the antithesis of Teenage Pathos:  cautiously taciturn, but still aggravatingly knowing and brutally pragmatic. 


      Unflappable.  Impossible.  Infuriating.

      “Harper’s problems are Harper’s.”

      He’s going to hate me... 

      


      ° ° °

      


      “I thought you were the one who hated him,” Lucía says, stifling a yawn.

      She sits on the bed beside Maya, lying on her stomach and flipping channels.  The screen yields nothing but the dark, spinous forms of pines, spreading for miles and miles, their tips lost in a haze of thunderheads.  Lightning crackles through the needles, sparkling like Christmas lights and raining from the corners of the television screen.

      “He lied to me.”

      Lucía hums, and Maya leans over her, hooking her thumbs in the cramped space between studded belt and jean loops. 

      “I don’t want to talk about him.  Let’s do something fun instead.”  She tugs at Lucía’s jeans.

      
“What if he wasn’t lying?  What if he didn’t know?” Lucía asks, ignoring her efforts and flipping to the next channel.  There’s a black figure in the trees.  She wants to look away, but she’s afraid if she does, it will come out of the television, and if they don’t change the channel quickly, it will see them.  She makes a grab for the remote, but Lucía rolls away, sitting up and hiding the remote under her butt.


      “Is that supposed to be funny?” Maya asks. 

      “Why are you still looking for me?” Lucía replies, her dark eyes blank and unblinking. 

      Maya shivers.  “Because I love you.  Why are you asking me that?”

      She moves across the bed, trying to hold Lucía, but there’s no warmth in Lucía’s arms:  just thorny brambles and wintery twigs.  She jerks back, casting dirt and insects from her arms, and Lucía crumbles into black clumps of mud, sliding thickly from the edge of the mattress.  Maya scrambles away, clasping her mouth.  Her eyes pinch with tears. 

      “No, no, no...”

      “Maya!”

      
Thunder cracks.  Lightning cuts from the television, skating along the curtains, burning them away with white, angry flames.  They recede in black Rorschach patterns, revealing the parking lot and the shapeless, hungry thing that had been inside the T.V. 


      
Maya screams, backpedaling, but hits the headboard, and there’s nowhere to go to put space between her and the thing. 


      
“Maya!  Maya!”


      Lucía’s voice is haggard and distant.  Maya cowers against the wall pushing her and the bed ever closer to the window. 

      “Maya, wake up!”

      “Lucía?”

      “Maya, get up!  Go!  You gotta go!”

      She risks lifting her head, trying to locate the source of the voice and finds herself staring straight in the grim emptiness of the creature beyond the glass.  The panes begin to melt, eaten by that same glittering white fire, and Maya screams herself awake. 

      She stutters to her feet, casting about.  Rain lashes their tent.  The top sags ominously.  Lightning flashes over the forest, temporarily illuminating Jude, asleep in a damp cocoon of  sheets and sweaters. 

      “Over there!”

      She pokes her head from the tent, squinting against the rain.  Muffled voices echo in the trees around them, growing nearer.  No flashlights, no radio crackle—which means not rangers.

      “Mother—”  She hurries over to Jude.  “Jude, wake up—we have to go.  Wake up!”  She lightly shakes Jude and then she lightly slaps her, and then she slaps her hard, and Jude starts awake. 

      “We have to move.  They’re coming.”

      Jude sits up, groggy, still ensnared in dreams.  Maya begins throwing what she can into her bag. 

      “Are you listening?”  She pauses only long enough to get Jude onto her feet before returning to frantically stuffing and zipping up the pack.  Jude moves surprisingly quickly, scooping and smashing her things so fast that Maya wonders if she isn’t using a little magic.  They throw their bags on their backs, racing from the tent.  She starts to break it down, but Jude tugs at her hand.

      “Just leave it!  They’re too close!”

      Laughter booms over the roar of thunder, and the bearded man enters the circle of their camp. 

      
“Oh darling, we’re here.”


      “Don’t scare the girls.  We’re not here to start a fight.” 

      The alpha emerges from the trees, his good eye a slit against the storm.  There’s a strip of gauze over the other one.  The area around it is still a sickly yellow-green and distorted.  Now that he’s close, there’s something about his face that seems familiar...but she can’t say why.  He sounds more tired than affable.  Tired is good.  Most of the wolves surrounding them are older.  If they’re also worn out, even if Maya and Jude are sleep deprived, she thinks they might have the upperhand.

      “Aren’t you going to ask why we are here?” he says.

      Shadows move behind him, surrounding them.  Maya narrows her eyes, counting eight, maybe nine.  It’s hard to tell in the deluge. 

      She smiles darkly.  “You can’t have her.”

      
“I only want one ‘her,’ and I’m sure it’s not the same ‘her’ you want, kitten.”


      
Jude bristles.  “The one I want, then, and you cannot have her either.”


      “Look, we can make a deal.  When you think about it, our interests aren’t at odds.”

      
He strolls closer.  Jude’s hand tightens around her fingers, and then she lets go, and Maya flinches, trying to find her again and failing.  She glances down, and Jude is doing something complicated with her fingers—magic more advanced than anything Maya knows, but she gets the message, readying herself with what Jude has taught her.


      
“We want the Witch, yes.  We need her power to bring back the people we love, and isn’t that what you’re trying to do, kitten?”  He turns to Maya.  “If you let us, if you help us find them, we can make the Witch the least of your problems for—well, the rest of your life.  You and your girl can live happily ever after.”


      
“She is mine,” Jude repeats, her lips drawn back from her gums, purple with the cold, white with the force.  “Mine, mine, mine!”


      Jude’s dress melts into her skin, turning the same sallow color as her arms and chest.  Her face is white and bruised with sleeplessness and anger.  She looks like she might try tearing this pack apart with her own ragged nails, but her hands stay at her sides, fingers still twitching, and Maya hopes she’s working on a spell—that this is not just a symptom of an ill-timed meltdown.

      
“What will you use her for?” the man asks.  “Why do you need that much power?”


      Jude withdraws—not physically, but her face grows guarded, and that little sneer returns to the corner of her lips.  “You will never bring them back, cur.  She is not for you.”

      
One brow pops up, and the man lets out a soft, whuffling chuckle.  “You know, you’re only a little older than he would have been.  I’m being forgiving on account of that, but this is the last time I’ll ask.  We can still reach an accord, but if you say no, then everything’s off the table, and we will take what we need.”


      “Scary,” Maya murmurs, trying to muster up a sneer, but it comes out a snarl.

      
She peeks at Jude, fingers still jerking and curling, and she can’t tell if it’s a spell or anger, and she doesn’t know whose side Jude is on.  She used to think Jude was only in it for Jude.  When they first met, it was unquestionable:  their relationship hinged on mutual convenience.  But they’ve been together so long...  She wants to trust Jude.  She wants to believe that they’re in this together.  If Jude isn’t her friend, she’ll have to fight alone, and she knows she cannot win.  Lucía will be lost.  Everything will have been in vain.  If Jude isn’t her friend, then maybe it is better to take this shabby, broken circle of strays up on their offer.  But if Jude is her friend, she can’t throw her to the less-than-proverbial wolves.  If Jude is her friend, they can fight this pack. 


      They might even win. 

      She avoids looking at Jude and prays for a sign that she still remembers Maya is here, that she’s willing to fight beside Maya to defend their common interests—to protect the fragile history they’ve shared.

      Jude opens her mouth and screams.

      Maya can’t understand the words that rush from between her red tongue and her frothing teeth.  The limbs of the trees strain away from the clearing, their leaves and needles torn from the branches and whirling off into the rain.  A deep sound—the kind that’s hard to register as sound and not feeling—rattles the air, rattles her bones, rattles pebbles free of the wet forest floor, and makes her teeth clack together.  Maya grunts, trying her best to weave her own magic around Jude’s.

      All around them, the older wolves begin shouting spells of their own—red slashes and bright pops in the air—but Jude’s furious tunnel of wind blows each attack aside.  They move closer, straining against the gale—teeth gritting and hair streaming from their weary faces.  A lash of red slaps Jude’s calf, and she screeches in pain.  The wind slows for half a second, and then her hands are conducting the night, her voice is filling the trees with her anger, and one of the wolves is blown back and away. 

      The bearded man puts his shoulders up, barreling into the cyclone, meaty arms stretching through.  Ragged scrapes form across his skin, but he keeps coming, pushing and pushing until he’s broken past Jude’s wall.  The others are not strong enough to follow, but their attention is on him, and their magic refocuses, spreading over his skin in a bright, white haze.

      Jude turns to Maya, eyes rolling—not yet panicking, but unsettled—and Maya knows:  it’s her turn.

      She lifts her arms, lets the rain collect in her palms and stream down her wrists into the grooves of her elbows.  It spreads along the tracks of her veins, cold as ice, and she begins to whisper a half-remembered plea to the trees.  The brutish man lunges for them, and Maya brings her arms down, unleashes the rain in a flood, and the ground beneath his feet swells, surging with mud, with foam, with the current that lives just beneath her skin, pulling her ever deeper and closer to Lucía, refusing to let her go. 

      She lets emotion tangle with magic—watches as the water rises to their hips.  The bearded man struggles to keep his footing, to stay inside the wall of air, but stumbles, falling into Jude’s maelstrom and sailing away beyond the trees.  Someone screams—a name, though Maya doesn’t catch it—and the older wolves move closer, digging nails into their hands, cutting skin.  They press their bleeding hands to the funnel, and they begin to close in. 

      Beside her, Jude struggles to stay upright—the waters spinning around them with increasing force, whisked wild by the surrounding wind, and Maya tries her best to dig her feet into the mud, to redirect the current.  The dark woman’s arm punctures the wall, and she tears downwards, opening a rift in the gale.  Maya’s water cascades from the rent air, bleeding out into the forest beyond.  Jude chirps in alarm, and Maya drags at the water, trying to pull it back inside, but it’s too late.  It rushes through the hole, leaving their skirts plastered to their thighs and a clear trail for the older wolves to follow.  The alpha comes first, reaching for Jude.

      “We could’ve done this the easy—”

      He crashes to the ground, caught around the middle by something small and dense and brutal.  Nova punches him in the ear, straddling his sides.  His fists fall relentlessly.  A wild, frenetic smile cuts across his face.

      
“Hola, Fido!  Remember me?”


      “You little bastard—” 

      “Dad!”

      The last of her wave spills over the forest floor, carrying leaves and pebbles and bracken downhill, leaving the camp muddy and bare.  Maya turns to Harper, already running for his father.  He grabs Bryce by the arms, his face full of desperate hope, and Maya cannot bear to watch. 

      She turns to Jude.

      “We need an opening,” Jude rasps.  Her fingers flex, opening and closing like she’s playing piano.  Her pale eyes narrow on the trees, and she begins to caw softly. 

      Maya grabs a hunk of log.  She runs towards the freckled boy from Nova’s photos and brings her log down on the tattooed woman, knocking her away.  She keeps swinging as another man runs towards them, forcing him back, and the freckled boy scuttles behind her.

      “Thanks,” he gasps, looking wild-eyed and out of place among the combatants. 

      “Mhm,” she replies, throwing the log at the tattooed woman’s head and turning without another word. 

      A rushing sound forms over the rain:  the beat of hundreds of wings converging above them, blocking out what light the rainy night had spared.  The murder begins dive bombing the clearing, battering combatants on both sides with wings and talons and beaks.

      “Jude, they’re—”

      But Jude isn’t listening.  She’s too busy grabbing the blonde woman’s hair, twisting it viciously and forcing her down, so that the woman’s fingers can’t claw her face.

      “Jude!” 

      Maya grabs the blonde around the hips, heaving backwards.  Jude shoves, and the crows dive, a black wave, into the space between them.  The blonde wolf screams, her head pressed to Maya’s shoulder, her arms in front of both of their faces.  Blind, she smacks Maya in the lower lip.  It hurts like blood, but she can’t taste it as she spins them around and pushes the woman away.  Red beads pepper her arms.  Her dress is half-shredded.  She thinks the crows are trying to avoid her, but birds are still birds, and she presses her bloodied arm to her side, letting the sweater soak up the mess.

      
Jude raises her hands, letting them score her palms—her lips drawn back in pain and white against her teeth—and Maya wonders (she always finds herself wondering) how it is that Jude is still standing, as pale and thin and exhausted as she looks.  For now, it seems her anger is all the glue she needs, and she turns to Maya expectantly, tender rubies spilling between her fingers.  Maya cups her hands, taking a deep breath.  She closes her eyes and blows hard, feeling the hot air linger on her palms, and before it can disappear, she grabs Jude’s hands—breath and blood crushed together. 


      They bow their heads, whispering the same words, a staggered chant—Jude’s sweet little girl voice leading, Maya’s warm, purring words following:  “A man is not just blood and bones, he needs the air to thrive; a dog can live on blood and bones, but needs air to stay alive.  A tree needs sun and it needs air to fill itself with sap, we give you both our blood and air, and ask for one thing back.  Bring to us your brittle bones, and now we overlap!”

      The rain slows, breaking over something unseen.  Maya can feel it around them—cold, dense air, like breathing ice; the rain rushing around them, thick and sticky as old blood—and then she and Jude are thrown back, and the spirit goes from a tower outlined in raindrops to the shallow, black wisp of something lupine.  The crows scream and break from their formation, fleeing into the trees.  The blonde wolf looks up, lets out a yelp, and follows—stopping only to drag the bearded wolf to his feet.  Bryce and the tattooed woman follow. 

      The rest of the pack nervously circles the camp, unwilling (unable) to abandon their leader, but frightened by the great, black thing steadily increasing in size.  Its head comes to the top of the trees, its dirty fangs flash and elongate to the length of a man’s head.  The spirit lifts one paw, batting at the remaining pack, ripping saplings from the ground and sending their enemies flying.  There’s a yelp and the sound of panicked feet, and the lingering wolves flee. 

      All of them have abandoned the battle—all except the alpha, still trapped under the volley of Nova’s fists.  But while Nova’s blows are the ones raining down on the other man’s face, the alpha has him by the throat.  She can see him wheezing, his cheeks turning a reddish purple, but despite this, he leans into the man’s grip—unable (unwilling) to give ground. 

      “Let’s kill him now,” Jude says.

      Maya starts. 

      
Jude’s eyes are hard, her face dispassionate.  She looks half-dead.  She looks inhuman.  She turns to Maya, her skull overly large atop her thin neck, her hair painted to her bone, and there’s a question there.  Maya looks back to Nova and the alpha.  The spirit looms over them, blocking out the downpour, blocking out the light.  The alpha’s face goes pale beneath his bruises, and his grip on Nova lapses.  Nova slips free of his stranglehold, fisting the front of his jacket.  His knuckles come down, and blood gushes from the man’s nose.


      
“Harper Lovell, protect me!” the alpha screams.


      Harper turns, the movement strangely liquid—like he’s drunk or half-asleep.  He shakes his head, trying to take a step back, but he takes a step forward.  The freckled boy sprints across the camp, grabbing him around the chest.  It stops him for a moment.  He says something that Maya can’t hear, shakes his head, and shrugs free of the boy’s embrace, stumbling over to Nova and the alpha.

      “Stop!” Maya shouts, but Harper only looks over his shoulder, agonized and helpless, before grabbing Nova by the hair.

      “What the—” Nova starts, releasing the alpha to clutch at his hair.  She can see his eyes widen as he realizes who has grabbed him.  “Harper?”

      The alpha shoves Nova aside, scuttling backwards, but there’s a tree where his escape route would be, and his mouth opens into a surprised O.

      Jude smiles.  “Now.”

      The spirit rears back, and Harper releases Nova, his dark eyes dull and distant.  He steps into the space between the spirit and the alpha.

      “Harper!” Nova screams, trying to get to his feet, to grab any part of Harper and pull him out of the way, but Maya knows it’s too late.  Harper will be cleaved by the spirit’s teeth before Nova can hope to move him.

      “No...”  And she’s grabbing Jude.  “No!” 

      Jude turns, surprised.  Her head bobs in time to Maya’s hands. 

      The spirit starts to move, a flash of grey haze.  Spittle falls from its open jaws, glittering like stardust.

      
“No!” Maya screams again.


      “Stop!” Jude manages, bewildered and alarmed.  She stares at Maya, and the spirit stills—jaws open, encircling Harper. 

      Nova seizes him, throwing them both out of the way.  Harper’s head bumps against one of the spirit’s fangs, and she catches a brief expression of pain crossing his face before they hit the ground.

      
The alpha shouts, and a great, white something appears, burning through the spirit like wildfire.  It lets out an eerie gurgle and breaks into blood and rain—a breath of air that strikes the ground and fades.  The white thing disappears in a flash, and Maya curses, squeezing her eyes shut. 


      The alpha is gone when she opens them again.

   
      ii. maya (& jude)

      


      (your brittle heart, falling like autumn leaves,

      never shattering, already decayed)

      


      Her heart quakes beneath the press of her palm, sending tremors up her veins and back into her chest.  Jude rests a hand between her shoulders, her own breath coming in soft whistles between her clenched teeth.  She stands tall, considering the newcomers with eyes like paring knives.  The freckled boy watches them warily, going over to take Harper by the elbow and pull, while Nova pushes at his hip with a muddy, shoeless foot. 
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