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	CHAPTER ONE

	 

	Wicker was a town carved into the side of an angry mountain. The settling of it had been a war against trees, storms, and wolves, but nothing could stop people from climbing its sides and fighting for their place on Mount Grayson. Whether it had been the seams of gold inside the mountain, or the trees felled and hauled down to the sawmill near its base, there was money to be made. And something in the challenge, in the way nature itself offered ripe bounty but bucked against the people that came reaching for it, only spurred them to want it more.

	Charlotte Crowe had left once, in rebellion to all those ancestors that stayed before her. She had driven away with no goal but to have the mountain behind her.

	But the mountain was gravity, and eventually everyone came back.

	The windows of the little cabin rattled in their frames while heavy rain battered the roof. She should have gone to the family house and weathered out the storm there, behind sturdier walls and in the company of people who loved her. But she rarely went into that house anymore and sometimes the comfort of being loved was worse than even a bone deep chill. Sometimes it made her skin raw and her chest tight. Sometimes, she needed to be alone, because the truth was, she was never really alone. No one could be alone with that many secrets.

	The wind whistled down the pipe of the wood stove. The flames hissed, struggling to keep their feast burning.

	Charlotte remained stretched out on the narrow bed, boots and jacket on just like her daddy taught her. No one wanted to get caught in their pajamas in a storm, and no Crowe ever got caught, period. She curled her arms up behind her head, scanning the small space of the cabin in the orange glow of the stove.

	It seemed as though she could hear the whole mountain tonight. She imagined the wind that battered her shack rolling over the treetops, trying to bend them to the ground from the twin peaks down to the river at the bottom.

	It never sat right with her, to call the peaks of their mountain twins. If they were twins, then one was a growth hanging onto the other. Grayson was the mountain, vast and covered in an ocean of green so deep and dark that whole cities could be lost there. Its peak rose beyond the forest, into a cap of ice often cloaked in clouds. She had been up a few times but found that stretch of the mountain to be foreign and unsettling. Somehow, it bore no relation to the world she’d grown up in. The mountain beyond their lesser peak was a crown to impress those below, but it meant little to the people of Wicker. Few of their residents ever bothered hiking that high.

	Mount Bell was the lesser mountain, the benign tumor on the neck of Mount Grayson, jutting up from the woods with stone and dirt to loom over the town of Wicker. Bell was the peak they knew, the peak they climbed, and the one they looked to when they cast their gazes high. Everything beyond Bell was beyond Wicker and of no consequence to the people who lived there.

	That was how it was living in Wicker, there was nothing beyond the mountain.

	Even when she ran away from it, the rest of the world had felt like pretend. The way a place is different on vacation than when you live there. Charlotte could never really live anywhere but Wicker. She could only be a tourist in the rest of the world. And when she came home after four years roaming North America, it was a relief to be once again wrapped in her secrets, surrounded by people that reminded her of lies and loss, because that was home.

	She had once overheard her momma and some of the other ladies in the quilting circle complaining about how the people of Cyprus, the city at the base of the mountain, had started coming up to Wicker for day trips to take in the nature. The people of Cyprus used to keep their distance back when the two settlements were new. The pastors of Cyprus used to warn their flocks not to go past the river. They told them God had not made it up that mountain, and the people of Wicker had preferred it that way.

	The words had stuck in Charlotte’s head because they were true. God had not made it up to Wicker. There had never been a church, and few residents had ever bothered going down to Cyprus to convene with religion in the pews.

	A particularly strong wind shook the shack and for a second, Charlotte thought it might actually blow down. Her thoughts jumped to that story about little pigs and a wolf. She supposed this cabin would be the equivalent of the straw hut the first pig built. It was more than a hundred years old, and no one would call it a cabin anymore. It was a shack. The Crowes had retired it half a century ago. It was used by children pretending to camp far from home, teens looking for a sense of privacy, and husbands banished from their beds. On the northmost edge of their property, far from the other houses, it offered the illusion of isolation. No one lived there permanently. She’d had to clean out a bunch of junk and make some repairs when she started crashing there after she moved back to the mountain.

	Her phone lit up, the screen casting blue light across one side of the room. Charlotte reached for it automatically, fumbling it off the bedside table and holding it up over her face.

	Greenleigh: Still alive?

	With a smile, she tapped out a reply to her best friend.

	Charlotte: No.

	Greenleigh: Want me to come get you?

	Charlotte snorted. Rebecca had already invited her down from her shack to weather the storm at the Greenleigh house. They’d been best friends since they were kids, and Rebecca had always been the responsible counterpart to Charlotte’s jump-first mentality. After a few decades together, Charlotte really should have learned to just listen to her.

	Charlotte: No, mom. I’m good.

	As if to disagree, the cabin creaked. It was loud enough that she looked away from her phone to the ceiling. It sounded how she imagined a boat at sea would, straining against a force pressing from all sides. She even thought she heard the waves sloshing against the walls. When it didn’t stop, she sat up and turned, boots to the floor.

	The walls groaned.

	Charlotte squeezed her phone and rose to her feet.

	The fire hissed and dimmed, the shadows of the room growing deep. She walked softly across the floor, suddenly afraid of the world hearing her. Something dragged across the outside of the wall, smooth and endless like the body of a world-eating snake. She reached out and pressed her palm to the old wood. Nerves clawed up her back, painful and making her head twitch when they reached her neck. The wall shuddered under her hand and began to bend inward, like a living beast pressing into her touch.

	Her pulse rammed against her throat. Her mind reached for explanations but nothing good came forward. The best possibility was that she was losing her mind because the alternative would mean…

	The fire went out and the room went black.

	Everything got louder in the dark.

	The floorboards creaked like they were coming apart, twisting and snapping. The windows popped in the frames, shattering and bursting inward on the wind that rushed past. Her hands shot up in the dark, the roar of the storm deafened by the rending of the cabin around her.

	Charlotte screamed when the ground literally moved under her feet. Rain hit her face before her brain could fully accept that the roof was gone. Her shack had broken apart. She scrambled back, arms flailing in the night for something, anything, to grab hold of. The storm was suddenly all around her—no more flimsy walls to separate her from it. She fell to her knees and the world continued to spin. Her hands and knees pressed through cold mud to find the floorboards beneath, rain beating down on her and the full cry of the storm pounding against her eardrums.

	The spinning stopped almost as quickly as it began, her heart beating so hard in her chest that she felt sick. She gasped for air and coughed up rain. Her fingers flexed against the wood under the mud, trying to convince herself it was there. The cabin wasn’t whole. It wasn’t even the entire base. A wall and a corner had been left behind. Maybe most of the roof too? Her hands moved across the floor at her knees, sliding through loose mud. The tall trees swung overhead, back and forth with the wind like it was just a dance for them—just another night on the mountain.

	Charlotte lifted her phone, trying to rub the mud off it and onto her jacket. The rain had already soaked through her hair, running down her face and off her lips and chin. She shook, but it wasn’t the cold; not yet. Her shivers were one-hundred percent adrenaline. Her cabin had come apart. A mudslide? She hit the flashlight button and light burst from her phone, washing over what remained of the floor. She stood wobbly, expecting the structure to teeter, but it sat firm even if it was at a slope. She walked down it, squinting through the rain to see where she’d ended up. It couldn’t be far from where she’d started. It had only been a few seconds of sliding.

	The light bounced off metal to the left and she stared hard until finally realizing it was her truck rolled and half-buried in mud, the tailgate and back wheels sticking out almost vertically.

	Her first thought was to the loss of it and the expense of having to get another one, which almost immediately dragged a panicked laugh up from her chest. She could have easily been rolled and buried in mud herself. In fact, this was a fucking miracle.

	She was still standing. Nothing broken.

	She smiled slowly, the cold finally digging into her bones to make her shake. This was insane. This would be a wild story to tell once she figured out how to get to a road.

	Something moved behind her truck—a shadow darting from it to the trees.

	Charlotte jerked her phone light after it but only illuminated the trees and rain pelting soupy mud.

	Her light dimmed. She flicked her gaze to the screen. It was wet and streaked in mud. Was the battery low or was it rebelling against all this abuse? The phone turned off completely.

	The trees creaked all around her and the wind screamed. She couldn’t see anything in the dark, under the clouds.

	The floorboards behind her groaned.

	The nerves along the back of her neck remained painfully tight. She’d mistaken it for adrenaline and cold but realized suddenly that it was fear. It cut right to her gut, and she almost dropped her phone when she swung around to stare at the night. It was too dark to see. Anything could be in front of her, and she wouldn’t know it. Unless she reached out with her hands. 

	Her thumb pressed hard into the power button along the side of her phone, willing it to come back to life—silently begging it not to abandon her in the dark all alone.

	Only she wasn’t alone.

	Charlotte Crowe was never alone.

	Something scraped across the floorboard right in front of her, taking a step closer. The sound was so solid, like a stone in Charlotte’s throat, choking her. Another, unhurried, drag and step. She imagined a stag, lost and disoriented in the storm, only it was too loud…too heavy. Her eyes strained against the dark, looking higher and higher as she searched desperately for the outline of antlers.

	The wind never relented but now she could hear a low humming on it.

	It was almost a voice.

	The steps stopped, close enough that if she reached out, she really would touch whatever was standing on the broken floor of her shack with her.

	Charlotte thought of that story her momma used to tell again. God never made it up the mountain. But the people of Wicker had. And in their oldest stories, there had already been something on the mountain, long before they arrived. Something old and terrible.

	She lifted her hand slowly, up her body, until she clamped her palm over her mouth to smother a scream gathering in her lungs. Why was she thinking of monster stories now? It could be anything. It could be nothing but her mind playing tricks in the dark.

	The humming grew louder…or maybe closer? It wasn’t quite a voice, and it wasn’t quite a song. The wrongness of it brought tears to her eyes and made her legs shake, threatening to give out on her.

	The thick clouds overhead shifted, and the moon slowly peeked through, fingers of white light reaching out into the night.

	Charlotte’s heart ratcheted so hard and fast that for one horrible second, she thought she might faint. She wanted to scream and beg the moon to look away. She didn’t want to see whatever stood in front of her and, more than that, she did not want it to see her.

	But the moon looked where the moon wanted, and no one could stop it.

	The trees lit up, black and tall. They whipped side to side overhead, and the wind screamed again rather than humming. Light spilled across the muddy floorboards and the half wall. It filled the space around her, and Charlotte stared, tears rolling off her lashes, at nothing.

	Nothing.

	She stood there for a few more seconds, waiting for the creature she sensed so keenly to appear, but it didn’t. She’d allowed her mind to play tricks on her. Maybe the breaking of the cabin had broken something in her? She unclamped her hand from her face and turned, using the moonlight to find her bearings. If she couldn’t figure out which way she was pointed, she would have to sit there until sunup. The idea of being there in the dark any longer made her want to run foolishly in any direction just to escape.

	It didn’t take Charlotte long to find her way south. South would take her down to her family’s property. She would either hit a road or one of their houses if she kept true.

	Now she just had to pick her way across the mud. She scraped her boot along the edge of the floor, where the planks had broken off, but froze when she saw the tracks in the mud.

	She crouched to squint at them, fingertips tracing the shapes but not touching. A cloven hoof inside a human footprint, the two turned in opposite directions. As soon as she saw it, the clouds moved again. The moon looked away, throwing her back into darkness.

	Charlotte gritted her teeth and gingerly stepped off the floorboards. She only sank up to mid-calf and told herself to be grateful for it, because no matter how deep it was, she couldn’t have convinced herself to stay put on that platform and wait. The walk was long and hard. She stumbled several times but kept going, refusing to admit even to herself that she was running away from something. She wasn’t running, after all. She couldn’t have run in that mud even if she wanted to. But knowing that only made the ball of fear in her gut bigger.

	Eventually, the cold and the exhaustion hit her. Then came the strain in her thighs every time she pulled a foot up from the mud. And the only fear in her was that of getting lost in the storm.

	Whatever had happened at the cabin—whatever had seen her in the night—had looked away. The weight of it was gone and, in its absence, the ideas of sanity pressed in like a steady stream to fill all the spaces that would become madness if left to be believed.

	She had been through something frightening and life-threatening. She had imagined the sounds, the feelings, and even the sight of those tracks in the mud. The mind could do crazy things.

	But deep down, Charlotte Crowe knew there was no place for sanity in Wicker.
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	CHAPTER TWO

	 

	They had forgotten her.

	They had forgotten the rules.

	They had forgotten her hunger.

	The witch would remind them all. 
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	CHAPTER THREE

	 

	The sun was barely up and Rebecca Greenleigh was already driving her truck around the eastern side of the mountain. She’d received several calls during the night about mudslides. Actually, she’d been grateful when their phones lost service almost an hour ago. It gave her time to take stock of the mess in peace and decide what to do about it before talking to anyone else.

	At least the rain had let up. Rebecca couldn’t imagine the clouds had much left in them after the onslaught that came in the night. Before she’d lost contact, she heard the river had flooded and damaged the bridge down to Cyprus.

	Hannah, her wife, had nearly lost her mind over the news. She wasn’t from the mountain, so the idea of being trapped there frightened her. Rebecca, on the other hand, was relieved to have the bridge closed for a while. It would end the conversations about evacuation from her better half.

	Greenleighs did not abandon the mountain. They did not evacuate or hide. They didn’t even move away. Some Greenleighs left, went to college, and then came back to where they belonged. Hannah didn’t understand, and that was okay, because Rebecca did, and so would their son.

	Rebecca’s ancestors had been among the proud, last few standing of the original settlers. They had cleared away the trees to build the town of Wicker, and her grandfather had shot the last wolf on the mountain fifty years ago. Her whole life, she had been told the forest was her domain, the mountain her throne, and the little town her responsibility. The family house, once a log cabin, had been rebuilt over the generations into a modern residence with sliding glass doors and a high sprawling deck, but it did not look out over the side of the mountain like most.

	The Greenleighs had not turned their windows toward the slope, to look down at the world beneath, but into the thick woods at their backs. Her grandfather had told her never to forget that the woods were wild, that not so long-ago wolves had made easy meals of grown men. That at least once a decade, a bear wandered close to town, or a stag struck by a car kicked the passengers to death. 

	“We live on the mountain,” he’d said. “We killed the wolves, but the woods are always wild, no matter what we take from them. There is a wild that cannot be killed. A wild that does not age or grow weak. It is always there, always looking back at us.”

	He had stood on the deck some nights and watched the trees at the edge of the yard, staring into them, and Rebecca had wondered, with more curiosity than fear, if he saw the wild staring back.

	He died before she could find the words to ask, and her father had never looked at the woods the way his had.

	Sometimes she stood on her deck—the same deck and in the same spot as her grandfather, and she stared into the trees. Whatever was there that held his gaze, she had yet to find. She loved her mountain, but she saw no wonder in it.

	Flashing blue lights danced in her windshield and she slowed her truck into a crawl through the mud.

	The sheriff’s car was parked in the mouth of the little road leading to the tourist cabins.

	Rebecca stopped and put the truck into park, leaving the engine on and the heater running when she jumped out.

	Only a few steps and she realized the doctor’s car and another truck were parked just ahead of the sheriff’s, two of the men talking at the edge of the thick mudslide and pointing at the mess. One of the cabin walls was flat on the ground and half-buried.

	Billy Benson leaned against his truck at the end of the gathering, his arms crossed over his thick chest and his chin tucked low. He grunted a greeting, and Rebecca came closer. Benson owned the cabins and rented them out to tourists, but this wasn’t the season for guests. Despite that, Rebecca had no doubt there had been someone staying up there. It was in the flush of color on Benson’s cheeks, peeking out from the edges of his thick beard. Why else would the sheriff and the doctor be there?

	“Did you lose all four cabins?” she asked, hands in her pockets.

	“Yep.”

	“How many guests?”

	Billy Benson dragged a breath and managed to look even more tense. “Five, staying in two cabins. Warned ’em ’bout the storm. Didn’t think—”

	“You had no way of knowing,” Rebecca agreed. She might have patted his shoulder if there had been any moment in all her life that she’d seen anyone touch Benson outside of a fight. She’d never even seen his wife lay a hand on him.

	Sheriff Summerfield joined them, the doctor on his heels. Rebecca immediately missed the old sheriff, the one who had been wearing that hat and badge since she was a kid until just a few years ago. He had had a warmth about him and a certainty that put everyone at ease. Bryan Summerfield had an anxious neediness that set her on edge. He tipped his hat like he was in a damn western. 

	“Greenleigh,” he said. “I tried to call the mayor about getting some people up here to help look for the lost tourists, but I’m not getting through.”

	She resisted the impulse to roll her eyes when he called Jane the mayor. Yes, she was the mayor of Wicker. Rebecca had even voted for her. But that didn’t mean anyone called her by title instead of by name. Wicker was home to only a few hundred people, and they all knew each other well enough not to bother with formalities. Summerfield himself had been born on the mountain, his ancestors among the townsfolk for four generations.

	“It’s good you came. We can use the help,” he went on, pink-cheeked and almost excited to have such an important, if not grim, task at hand.

	Rebecca took a step back. “Had no idea about the tourists. I was just heading over to the old sanitorium to check on the damage and the stocks.”

	Summerfield looked immediately put out, but the doctor nodded quickly. Doctor Paulson had attended the births of more than half the township. He knew each and every one of them and never forgot a name. He also never panicked or overreacted, and today he was the perfect balance to Summerfield’s eagerness. 

	“With the bridge to Cyprus out, a good stock of food could be handy,” he chimed.

	Summerfield frowned, thumb hooking into that thick belt of his. “I think looking for survivors is more important…” he mumbled, not quite saying it loud enough to make a point of it.

	Doctor Paulson huffed, his breath forming thin whisps in the morning air. “No reason to keep her from her business. Cabins have been wrecked and we’ve already spotted a couple bodies in the mud, Bryan. The deputies are headed up with the gear, and we’ll do fine searching on our own.” He put his hand on Summerfield’s shoulder, leaning close and adding in a softer voice. “Not likely to be any survivors after last night from this mess, especially out-of-towners.”

	If the missing had been Wicker born, the doctor might have had more faith in them hanging on through the night, even in a mudslide. If they’d been Wicker born, Rebecca would have dropped everything to wade out into the mud in her boots and jeans to start looking. She tried not to pick that fact apart and reveal anything to her psyche about herself she’d rather not deal with. She had shit to do, and it didn’t include looking for tourists. In fact, with the phones out and these mudslides, she should get a group going property to property just to make sure no other houses had been swept away or buried in mud.

	She took another step back. “I’ll check in when I’m done.”

	Benson grunted a goodbye that sounded a lot like his hello.

	The doctor smiled and waved her off. “Let us know if we need to start rationing our food!” he half-joked.

	It wouldn’t be the first time they’d been trapped on the mountain after a storm, stretching their food stocks to make it last until the road off the mountain could be plowed. But it was usually on account of snow, not mud. The last mudslide had been in 1947, but that one had come from even higher up the mountain and not quite reached any of the Wicker properties.

	Rebecca got back into her truck and continued down the road that curved along the side of the mountain. After seeing the cabins in ruins, she expected to find the old sanitorium buried or ripped apart. Her family had turned the facility into emergency storage for the town after closing it down decades ago. They rotated the contents out regularly to keep them from going bad, either using them at the Wicker town hall meetings, festivals, and school potlucks, or donating the canned goods to organizations in Cyprus.

	She rounded the last bend and pulled up onto the small gravel parking lot in front of the brick structure. She turned off the engine and for a second just sat there, staring at the building. It looked fine. She had been so sure it would be damaged, but it wasn’t. At this rate, she could start the chore of checking on all her neighbors. She just had to drive past the turn off and the sheriff without getting recruited to search for strangers.

	Never one to half-ass anything, Rebecca got out of her truck and went up to the front door, flicking the keys on her ring until she came to the right one. Inside, she turned on the lights, but nothing happened. Fair enough, she thought. Half of Wicker had lost power last night. Of course, most homes had their own generators too. She grabbed one of the flashlights Hannah had hung on the wall near the door for just such an occasion. She flicked it on and took a look up and down the empty halls.

	Her steps echoed when she made her way toward the old patient rooms where they’d locked up the supplies—mostly canned goods and toiletries. She checked the first room and then the second. Everything in place. But she paused, still leaned into the second room, when she noticed the absolute darkness but for her flashlight beam. She aimed it toward the windows, barred on both sides but otherwise unobstructed. And yet, no light shone through. 

	She closed the door and marched down the long hall to the back of the building. She tried to open the door, but it wouldn’t budge.

	Flashlight swinging at her side, Rebecca jogged around to the front door again. The wind was picking up, shaking water loose from the branches above. She ran around the side of the building and jerked to a stop at the back, where there should have been an abandoned garden with stone benches and the old graveyard tucked back into the trees. Mud heaved up and over the grounds, reshaping it and stripping away all colors but for shades of brown. It had hit the back of the building and piled up almost to the roof, completely burying the back wall.

	She would have cared about the mess if she weren’t also looking at the sharp angles of coffins sticking out of the ground.

	Rebecca ran her gaze over them, despite the voice in her head screaming to look away. She was going to see something she couldn’t unsee. Several of the old coffins were broken open. But she couldn’t look away. She told herself it was because it was her responsibility to handle any situation on Greenleigh land, but she’d be lying if she didn’t admit to a little morbid curiosity. How old were the bodies in the Green Tree Sanitorium graveyard? It had been opened in 1866, and she had noticed as a kid that there was at least one grave for every year it had been open—ninety-two graves in total.

	She stared at the open coffin nearest to her, slammed up against another that was still nailed shut as far as she could tell. She expected to see a gruesome body inside, decayed and leathery, or maybe even just bones and hair, but there was nothing but more mud.

	She walked out into the yard, the mud squelching under her boots and soon up to her ankles. She grabbed the lid of another narrow coffin, already broken and barely hanging on. Giving it a hard jerk, she peeled it back from the box.

	Rebecca stared down at the contents. She knelt and reached in, moving the rocks around and picking up a few of the trinkets—an old, battered pocket-watch, a silver wedding band, and a belt buckle coated in char. She thumbed it in her gloved palm. It didn’t make sense.

	She stood upright, dropping the contents back into the coffin and looking around the yard. Coffins everywhere but no bones in sight—no remains. Maybe they had been swept away? But what about the one that had been closed? She had opened it herself. A fluke, maybe?

	Rebecca scrutinized the rest in sight. A few were shut more firmly than the one she had opened. There was no chance the storm had emptied their contents and reburied them in the face of the mountain. She clenched her teeth and turned back, marching out of the mud.

	She had a crowbar in the back of her truck. She just needed to see one to put her mind at ease. One body in a coffin to know that the others had been washed away. She’d pay some of the loggers to help her dig the old coffins from the mud after the storm had passed and put the grounds to rights before winter.

	But first, she needed to crack open one of those pine tombs and see. She wouldn’t let herself think about what she was looking for or what alternative there could be other than the mudslide ravaging the old coffins. She busied her thoughts with the seemingly endless list of things she needed to check on, repair, and handle—this ruined graveyard not the least of them.

	Climbing through the mud to get to the nearest whole coffin wasn’t an easy task. She wasn’t a large woman by any standards. The mud was almost up to her knees and every step dragged her deeper. But Rebecca Greenleigh would not be dragged anywhere by anything. She pushed forward until she reached the coffin, tapping the crowbar against the lid and catching her breath.

	Large, black birds cawed in the trees, clinging to branches that swayed in the wind.

	Repositioning the crowbar in her hands, she wedged the curved end into the seam between the lid and the box. It took her whole weight to strain the old nails until they wrenched up from wet wood with a groan. She repeated the movement until one full side of the lid had given way. It hadn’t been loose. Unless there was a hole on the other side, there was no way the storm could have emptied this one. She didn’t even bother to brace herself against the sight or stench of rotting contents. At this point, it would be a relief. A quiet, horrible relief that she would never share with anyone.

	She pulled the lid, splintering the wood and lifting it like a bad tooth that just wouldn’t completely let go. She had to hold it open to look inside.

	Her breaths were deep and her gaze sharp.

	The coffin was empty. 
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	CHAPTER FOUR

	 

	Just as old as the legends of settlers on the mountain, was the story of the Wicker Witch.

	Every year a handful of ghost hunters and paranormal investigators came traipsing up the mountain to visit the little footbridge north of the town, where half a dozen trails led hikers into the wilderness toward Mount Bell. Anyone who grew up in Wicker knew the spot well. Every kid played on that bridge, squealing with the thrills of fright.

	They say, if you stand on the bridge in the narrow clearing and look up into the woods near the jagged peak of Mount Bell, you might spot the curls of smoke from the witch’s hut. Most of the old stories, passed down from one child to the next, one generation after another, recommend crossing the bridge backward with your hand over your eyes. No peeking, because if you happen to spot the witch’s house, she might look down and see you in return. Good kids never peeked when a witch was involved…but most kids weren’t good, not really. Most kids stared up into the woods, squinting and searching the treetops. They swore they saw the hut and then spent the better part of a day running around the forest with their friends trying to find it.

	But no one ever found the house of the Wicker Witch, of course, because it wasn’t there.

	Charlotte Crowe had searched when she was a kid. She had walked and biked all the trails and gone off into the woods looking for the Wicker Witch until she turned fifteen and decided that boys were more interesting than witches. At least they were in abundance, and the ones hiding were not the ones she wanted to find, anyway.

	Coming down the north side of the Crowe property, she couldn’t keep her thoughts from straying back to those old fairy tales. The ground was soggy but most of the mud was in her boots and on her clothes now. She’d walked past the mudslide and then kept going until the dark grew lighter with the coming dawn, until she recognized trees and boulders and finally the backside of that little house where her aunt lived. It was a short walk from the main house, but the main house was too crowded, and she was too wet and tired to deal with that many questions.

	She came around the side of the building, distantly surprised by the quiet. The dog should have announced her arrival. She knocked hard and then stepped back. As eager as she was to be inside, only a fool would try to barge into Henrietta Crowe’s home.

	The little house had been on the Crowe property for more than sixty years. Charlotte’s grandad had built it when her grandma told him she couldn’t stand living under the same roof as him anymore, threatening to finally divorce him and move away. Her grandad had built the little house behind the big house and lived there for as long as Charlotte had known him. Her grandparents had stayed married. In fact, they’d been a rather happy couple. Grandad took all his meals at the big house and sometimes even stayed the night. But after her grandma passed, he’d stayed in the little house, following her to the grave within a year.

	It was only empty for a few months before Charlotte’s aunt, Henrietta, moved in.

	“It’s me, Aunt Henri,” Charlotte called. She was definitely being too loud that early in the morning, but if she didn’t want to run the risk of being shot, it was best to be clear. Crowes had always possessed a shoot first mentality and the dangers of that did not exclude their own kin.

	A succession of locks rolled back on the door before it inched open. “Lotte?” a gravelly voice called through the opening.

	“Last I checked.” Charlotte kicked branches off the covered deck. It was still raining but the wind had let up.

	The porch light came on, as bright as a lighthouse shining in her face.

	The door creaked open fully and a little woman pushed her way out. Her coat was too big for her, the sleeves rolled to her wrists and the hem nearly reaching her knees. Charlotte couldn’t help but notice they were wearing the same kind of boots and wondered if she would be Aunt Henri someday. She could see herself living out her final decades in the little house, probably with the same shotgun. Which of her nieces and nephews would bring her food and check on her to make sure she wasn’t dead yet? She would bet on Miles, but time could change a lot of things. She was pretty sure Aunt Henri wouldn’t have bet on her when she and her siblings were still small.

	She probably expected it to be Edgar.

	A lot of people had expected things of Edgar that never happened.

	“Look at you!” Aunt Henri rasped, still standing in the doorway and not yet inviting her in. “What happened?”

	“Landslide,” Charlotte answered. Or was it a mudslide? It was a lot of mud… “Shack’s in pieces and my truck rolled. Had to walk down.”

	“Jesus…” Henri still hadn’t budged and then seemed to realize all at once that Charlotte wanted to come in. Her eyes widened and her crooked fingers squeezed the door harder, like Charlotte might try to push her way in. She wouldn’t…but if she’d wanted to, that arthritic grip on the door wouldn’t stop her. “You’re not coming in here like that! You’re covered in mud, girl!”

	She couldn’t exactly argue with that. Instead, she looked down at herself and weighed her options. She could walk into the big house, track mud wherever the hell she wanted and probably make it to the shower. But no one ever went into the big house and came back out without anyone noticing. Her younger brother, Victor, his wife, and their four kids had moved in with her dad there a few years back.

	“What if I take everything off? Will you let me in to shower?”

	Aunt Henri curled her lip like she might say no anyway but finally waved a stalling hand. “I’ll grab towels!” She left the door open and shuffled away into the cabin.

	Charlotte peeled off her jacket and then her boots. The laces squelched. Her jeans were almost impossible to get off, but she managed it. Most of the mud had gone with the clothing by the time Aunt Henri came back, cold finally digging down into her bones and making her shake from head to toe. The woman nodded and shoved a towel into Charlotte’s arms, signaling her in.

	The little house was a one room cabin with a full kitchen and bathroom. It was a palace compared to the one Charlotte had been sleeping in. But when she closed the door, the windows rattled against the wind and she couldn’t help but think of the little pig in that story, running for the second house that still wouldn’t be enough to stop the wolf.

	She went straight for the bathroom and got into the shower. The water burned even before it got hot, her skin aching with cold. She washed up quickly but then lingered to warm up. She still couldn’t believe she’d survived her shack sliding off its foundation like that. She should probably be dead right now. 

	By the time she got out of the shower, she could hear coffee percolating through the thin door.

	She rubbed her dark hair so it wouldn’t drip and then wrapped the towel around herself.

	The main room smelled like coffee when she opened the door and a small pile of clean clothes had been put on the nearest chair for her. She pulled them on, not the least bit surprised to find that they were her own clothes. She had a habit of leaving laundry at different houses, which was suddenly great as she wasn’t likely to find the bag of sweaters and jeans she’d had stowed away in the shack up the hill.

	“Mind if I throw my wet clothes in the wash?” Charlotte asked, zipping up her jeans before pulling on a shirt. 

	Aunt Henri pulled two mugs out and put them on the counter beside the coffee machine. “If you hose the mud off them first…”

	Charlotte yanked a sweater on over her head. “Deal.”

	The TV was on but the sound muted. There was a blanket on the recliner while the bed in the far corner was still made. Aunt Henri had fallen asleep in front of the TV again. Charlotte crossed the room and stepped out onto the porch, crouching long enough to fish her phone from the pocket of her muddy pants before heading back inside. She used the damp towel from her shower to rub it clean. It still wouldn’t turn on. It was a miracle she’d left her laptop at Harvey’s, or it too would have been buried in the side of the mountain like her truck and her shack.

	Aunt Henri poured her coffee while Charlotte checked to see if one of the chargers crowding the extension cord would fit hers. Three different charges and none of them worked.

	“Have you seen Bill?” Aunt Henri asked. It came out with a snap, almost like an accusation, but Charlotte knew better than to take offense.

	Giving up on her phone, she shoved it into her pocket and headed to the kitchen. “Which Bill? Billy Benson? Bill Latham? Bill Brandon?” Charlotte teased.

	Aunt Henri glared. It was a good glare too. She had dark, pitless eyes and wrinkles inside her wrinkles. Her gray hair was braided into one thick plait and hung over her shoulder. “I don’t give no shits about those Bills, and you know it.” She harrumphed and picked up her coffee cup.

	Charlotte knew her aunt wanted to retreat back to her recliner in the living room. She wasn’t in the mood for company. Aunt Henri rarely was.

	Charlotte poured her own coffee, only filling half the cup before opening the refrigerator and taking out the milk.

	“You’re wasting milk and wasting good coffee,” Aunt Henri berated, nose wrinkled even more than usual. She turned and started the slow march to her chair.

	Charlotte put the milk away after adding it to her mug. The house seemed so quiet. Where was Bill? She glanced around the cabin like the Pitbull-mix might be curled into a corner. He wasn’t. “You lost your dog?”

	“Fuck you,” Aunt Henri groused, setting down her mug before sinking into her seat. “I didn’t lose him. He ran off.”

	Charlotte shrugged and took her usual spot on the couch. “Result is the same. Did he run off before the storm?”

	“During. He needed to go out, so I let him, but he didn’t come back.” She frowned hard and shook her head. “Ain’t like him.”

	Charlotte took a long drink of her coffee. She probably should have gotten a glass of water after that hike down through the woods, but hot caffeine always won out. “Maybe he got lost in the storm? I’ll call around and see if anyone has him.” Bill was eighty pounds with a head like a brick. Wherever he was, he was fine, but Aunt Henri was right; it wasn’t like him to go running off. He’d never been interested in chasing animals in the woods. Bill liked his soft bed and abundant snacks.

	Aunt Henri put her mug down on the side table, hands shaking, and set about the slow task of extracting a pack of cigarettes from the breast pocket of her jacket. It was one of Edgar’s old jackets—red and black wool. Every year Charlotte hoped it would wear out and her aunt would get a new one, but she knew that wasn’t likely. The jacket held up, and even if it did have the decency to wear, Aunt Henri would never toss it. Edgar had been her favorite.

	She finally got a cigarette out of the pack, put it between her lips, and then held the pack out to the side in silent offer. Charlotte took it and deftly tugged one from the crumpled plastic before tucking the pack back into her aunt’s pocket, never quite touching the jacket. Aunt Henri handed her a lighter from the side table. There were always a few floating around the tables and at least one next to the cut glass ashtray. Charlotte lit them both up before handing it back.

	Aunt Henri had left the mountain once too. She never said much about those years though. Even after Charlotte returned, something that should have given them common ground to speak on, it hadn’t. Wherever Henrietta Crowe had gone and whatever she had done in the world outside Wicker, she kept it to herself. In return, she never asked Charlotte about her own adventure. Not where she’d gone, or, more importantly, why. Everyone else asked, but never Aunt Henri. Charlotte suspected the old woman thought she knew—probably thought it was for whatever reason she had gone. Wanderlust? A need to escape? A desire to explore? Whatever it was, it was wrong.

	Charlotte took a lungful of nicotine and tar, watching her aunt frown at the TV as she smoked beside her. “I’ll walk over to Alice’s place and see if they’ve seen Bill. If he wandered over there, you know Miles would have brought him inside for the night.”

	Aunt Henri nodded. “That boy’s always trying to steal my dog…”

	“Kids like dogs.”

	“Then his momma should get him his own. If Edgar were here, he’d get the boy a dog and sure as shit wouldn’t be stealing mine.”

	Charlotte exhaled smoke and tried to ignore the ache in her gut at the mention of what Edgar would do. Her older brother was gone. He’d been gone for eight years and unlike either of them, he wasn’t coming back.

	“You get a job yet?” Aunt Henri asked.

	Charlotte smiled around her cigarette. For once her aunt’s brutal conversational style worked in her favor—getting her away from thoughts of Edgar. “I have a job, Aunt Henri.” Neither her dad nor her aunt understood how she made money online doing formatting and cover designs. She had shown them her webpage a hundred times and tried to explain it, but they either honestly couldn’t grasp the idea or they just refused to. She suspected it was the latter and until she started working at the gas station again, they would pretend she was jobless.

	Living on the mountain had a lot of benefits, but it also meant everyone in her town knew her—or thought they did. At the very least, her neighbors all knew too much about her. She was the sixteenth generation of Crowe on the mountain. Daughter of Gerard and Carol Crowe. Middle child with two brothers, Edgar and Victor. The townsfolk had called her the trouble kid of the three, but, in hindsight, she hadn’t done anything worse than her brothers. Gender had been what tipped the scale of her crimes. Of course, she hadn’t realized that until her mid-twenties. As a teen, she thought of herself as a storm, because that’s how Wicker treated her. Close your shutters, lock your doors, put away your breakables—Charlotte’s here.

	She had enjoyed being a storm. It lowered a lot of expectations. Her momma had been delighted when she brought home good grades, sure Charlotte would flunk out of school because of that bad attention span of hers. And her dad had been proud of her for the very little achievement of not getting pregnant—which backfired terribly for him when she continued not to get pregnant, or married, through her twenties and into her thirties.

	Her momma had passed eight years back, but her dad was still ensconced in the big house. He slept in her momma’s sewing room at the back of the house, unable to go into their bedroom. No one went in there, not even after Vic and his family had moved in. He couldn’t convince the old man to turn the room into something useful and he wasn’t willing to do it himself.

	Gerard Crowe was the epitome of stubborn and the perfect patriarch to a family known for being stubborn since they stepped foot on the mountain. Some families had survived by cunning and practicality, by planning ahead and working together, but the Crowes had survived by being unmovable—as though it was a refusal to die that bought them their place in Wicker. Charlotte had always hated the way her father and uncles talked about it like being pigheaded was a skill. But time had taught her that she was no better. Charlotte was a Crowe through and through.

	The family motto, muttered and shouted by Crowes for two-hundred years, was, Crowes don’t make deals with devils. Charlotte considered it a testament to her lineage of stubborn people. When they couldn’t win an argument or explain why they wouldn’t do something someone else was telling them was best, they simply snapped those words off and walked away. She had heard her father, her aunt, her momma, and her brothers end arguments on those words her whole life. Charlotte had bitten them back on a dozen occasions, refusing to say them herself.

	“Don’t fall asleep on my couch ’til you find Bill,” Aunt Henri said and only then did Charlotte realize she’d closed her eyes.

	She mumbled a swear and rolled to her feet, tapping ash off her cigarette and onto the tray. “Yep. On it.” She put the cigarette between her lips and went to find socks and dry shoes. 
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	CHAPTER FIVE

	 

	In 1762, a witch fled up the mountain from a settlement that would one day be called Cyprus.

	She wasn’t really a witch, of course, but her community had cried the word, and the word had stained their tongues and blackened their hearts. 

	She fled in the night, shoeless and beaten, and sure to swing for nothing but the accusations of her neighbors—wild, senseless, claims that her mere presence had killed a cow, soured milk, and caused two households to fall ill.

	When she reached Wicker, she begged for mercy in the face of certain ruin. There was no reason to hope that these people would help her. If the families she had known all her life could condemn her, then why would strangers be any different?

	But these strangers were more than different; they were the settlers of Wicker.

	There was no God in Wicker, and the people there grew kinder for his absence.

	They did not call her a witch.

	They knew a witch was a far cry from a living person. They knew that no man could root her out and not even God could end her life.
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	CHAPTER SIX

	 

	Alice hadn’t been able to sleep.

	She hated the mountain when the weather turned bad. Sometimes she hated the mountain even when the weather was perfect. Around three in the morning, she abandoned all hope of sleep and padded out to the living room. Edgar had picked the couch. She hadn’t liked it before, but she couldn’t imagine getting rid of it now. She sat in the same spot she always did, nearest the door. Tucking her legs up under her, she scrolled through social media apps for what felt like minutes but actually amounted to hours.

	She scrolled until her feed wouldn’t refresh. Nothing changed, no matter how hard she flicked the screen. The little network icon on her phone had gone dark. Alice put it down before she could throw it and wake Miles. 

	She restarted the router and waited.

	The house was too quiet under the battering of the storm outside. It was like all the silence had been herded and pushed into her home, locked in by the winds outside and building pressure in her skull.

	Alice squeezed her eyes shut.

	The wind battered the house and howled between the trees. It sounded like wolves far away in the woods. A branch cracked and she sucked back a breath, bracing as though it might hit her roof and come crashing through that delicate bubble of safety. A part of her wished it would, that it would rip her home in half and crush her. Even if it didn’t end her, the ruined house would be a good excuse to move in with her mom in Cyprus. It might be the only way she could ever leave. Would the sounds of the city be different than those of the woods? Would the quiet inside her be less deafening?

	Edgar wouldn’t like it if he came back and found that she’d abandoned the mountain and his family… But he wasn’t coming back. Everyone said he would someday. They said that sometimes people from Wicker just left for a while, but that they always returned. His dad and his brother liked to talk about him coming back like it was a given, like he was just out there sowing oats. But Alice knew in her gut that they were wrong.

	Edgar was dead.

	Nothing but death would have kept him from Wicker. She had known from the start that she’d never be able to talk him into living in Cyprus, let alone going someplace farther away. If she wanted to be with Edgar Crowe, she would have to live on his family land—on his mountain. She hadn’t minded when he was there with her. But without him… Without him, she was suffocating in all that fresh mountain air. Eight years had passed since he disappeared, each one stretching longer than the last.

	She went over that morning in her head again. She’d made a habit of it, afraid that time would change it in her mind or make her memories blurry. He had gotten up early to go hunting, and she’d filled a thermos with coffee. It had been a last-minute decision to take Miles with him. She hadn’t wanted her little boy to go. He was so small and only five years old. That had to be too young for hunting. He couldn’t hold a rifle and he might not be able to stay quiet. He might upset Edgar.

	Alice hated when she thought that. Edgar didn’t have a temper. He was one of the calmest people she’d ever met. He was level and steady and she had loved that about him. But it was still the thought that leaped across her mind. Miles would yammer or cry and Edgar would be angry that he had to give up and come home early.

	But she hadn’t been able to talk him out of taking Miles with him.

	Alice stood on the front step that morning, mist clinging to the ground between trees, and watched her husband and son load up into his truck. Edgar had flashed her a smile and a wink and pulled away. She had smiled back despite that lump that grew in her chest and the tears rising behind her eyes.

	Had part of her known something bad would happen?

	Hours later, Rebecca Greenleigh brought Alice’s son home to her. She said he’d been alone, sitting on a bench in town. She said she’d taken him with her to the diner to warm up and wait for his dad to come back. But Edgar hadn’t come back.

	Rebecca Greenleigh was a liar.

	Alice had confronted her many times over the years, trying to get the truth from her, but she wouldn’t bend. Alice had tried pleading and begging for the truth. She’d offered absolution if Rebecca had been sleeping with Edgar. She offered to keep it a secret too, if only she would tell her the truth about what happened to him.

	But Rebecca never changed her story, and everyone believed her.

	They all believed Edgar was still alive. Everyone, Alice supposed, but herself and whoever had killed him.

	She didn’t notice the creaking sound until it broke through her thoughts, so loud that for an instant she imagined her entire house straining under the grip of one giant hand. Her lids burst open, the sound still ringing in her ears with a low hiss like a beast trying to laugh. Daylight clawed at her vision, making her reel back in her corner of the couch. Her hand flew to her face, covering her eyes as she blinked to clear her vision.

	The front door opened, letting in a gust of wind before slamming shut. She turned her head toward it, scowling at the woman that walked in.

	“Sorry. Were you sleeping?” Charlotte asked but didn’t stop or offer to leave. She walked right into the kitchen, disappearing behind the wall that separated it from the living room.

	“No,” Alice answered but realized it might be a lie. She had obviously fallen asleep. “What time is it?” She rubbed her face and blinked at the windows. Gray light pierced the swaying treetops outside.

	Charlotte fiddled with something in the kitchen, water from the sink and something in the cupboard. “Almost six.”

	Alice rolled her eyes. Six was practically noon for Charlotte. Did she ever sleep?

	The coffee machine crackled in the kitchen.

	“I’m gonna borrow Dad’s truck and take a look at the damage in town. Do you want me to pick anything up for you?”

	Alice hated how helpful Charlotte was sometimes. She showed up like she was welcome, like they were really family. But where was she when Alice’s whole life came crumbling down? She’d been gone, running from the mountain to see the world below. She hadn’t come back just because Edgar was gone—hadn’t come back until a couple of years later and then she’d never asked about him, never talked about him, never even patted Alice’s shoulder and told her he’d be back like the rest of the family had done. Charlotte had just gone about life like it had always been this way. She came over and fixed things. She drove Miles places. She offered to help.
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