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            Chapter 1
The Forgetting Place

         
         What’s gone was never forgotten.

         
         Not really.

         
         Some things were best buried. Ignored. Set aside in some dark corner of the mind. These sharp things should be bundled carefully
            in the cushion of ragged memory and tucked away for some later date, like leftovers in a refrigerator. Petra Dee told herself
            that this was for the best. She had far more immediate matters on her mind, starting with trying not to throw up.
         

         
         Again.

         
         She stared up at the dark ceiling of the hospital room, trying to breathe deeply and force the bile back down. A dim light
            emanated from the open bathroom door at her left, illuminating her feet encased in plastic massage booties to increase the
            blood circulation in her feet. Right now, the sensation was making her seasick, adding to her nausea. She lurched forward
            to pull them off, and her stomach sloshed.
         

         
         She reached for the plug of her IV pole and yanked it out of the wall, even as bile burned up her esophagus. She snatched
            the pole and dragged it to the bathroom, one hand over her mouth.
         

         
         She made it in enough time. Almost. Yellow fluid leaked between her fingers before she let go, retching into the toilet bowl.
            Good thing she’d left on the bathroom light. Not that she had much choice; she was either hurling or shitting every hour on
            the hour for the last three days.
         

         
         Chemo was a bitch.

         
         With her clean hand, she grabbed what was left of her hair to keep it out of the way. Some of it still stuck to her cheek
            as she threw up. When her stomach quieted, she flushed the toilet and washed her hands, mindful to keep her right arm—the
            one with the IV attached—lower than her heart so it didn’t start beeping and summoning the nursing staff. As bad as she felt,
            she was determined not to have some poor patient assistant come running to wipe her extremely sore ass or ask her if she needed
            anything, like more ice chips.
         

         
         She sure as hell needed things, but ice chips weren’t one of them. She needed sleep.

         
         She needed chemo to be over.

         
         Petra splashed some water on her face and reached for her toothbrush. She was almost out of toothpaste. She’d have to ask
            the nurse for more the next time she checked on her, which was pretty much every two hours. That, and toilet paper and . . .
            she glanced around the little tiled bathroom. Maybe more washcloths. One could never have too many washcloths.
         

         
         She wrapped her fingers around the IV pole and walked it back to her bedside, hating how much she needed to lean on it. She
            plugged it back in, then climbed back into bed before pulling the cotton blanket up to her neck. Her fingers chewed on the
            hem of it.
         

         
         Outside, a soft spring rain pattered against the window. The silhouettes of tree branches moved in the parking lot light,
            their new green leaves twitching in the rain. Petra hadn’t been outside in weeks. It seemed like the season had changed without
            her even knowing it, the world outside her little white room prying off winter’s last hold and spring finally settling in.
         

         
         It wasn’t just the weather, though. Everything in the world was moving beyond this still capsule of her corner room. This
            late at night, after shift change and before the phlebotomist came in to take her blood at 4:00 a.m., strange things invariably
            happened. Fights. Fires, sometimes, in the utility room. There was an old man in the next room who everyone was waiting on
            to die, but the Reaper hadn’t come to collect him just yet. Instead, it was a constant litany of sobbing and shrieking through
            the walls, some of it from his relatives, but just as much from him. He was a pitch-perfect asshole to the staff during the
            day, but at night . . . the fear set in. He’d cry. He’d howl. Last night, he’d gone off the rails—or over the rails of his
            bed, as it were—and security had to tie him down. He was fighting Death, but it was going to come for him anyway.
         

         
         Just like it felt as if Death was coming for her.

         
         Petra cringed in her bed, staring at her closed door. She had never felt this afraid before. And she’d had a lot to fear since
            she’d come to the tiny town of Temperance, Wyoming, nine months ago. She’d been held prisoner by a drug-dealing alchemist.
            She’d fought a basilisk and the gang of biker women who worshipped it as a goddess. She’d battled a hundred-fifty-year-old ghost bent on wiping out Yellowstone’s
            wolves. And the undead . . .
         

         
         She squeezed her eyes shut. She would not think of him.
         

         
         Would.

         
         Not.

         
         But in the dark hours, in the silence surrounding her, she couldn’t help it. Gabriel, the man she loved, had stared down death
            in all its guises. He’d been hanged from the Alchemical Tree of Life nearly two centuries ago, and been resurrected to serve
            the land’s masters. He’d been taken apart again and again by time and night and circumstance, and always rose to greet the
            dawn. Even when the magic of the tree, the Lunaria, had drained away and left him an ordinary man, he’d faced death and come
            out the other side. Half-blind and lame, certainly, but he had survived.
         

         
         Or so she had thought. He had vanished at the end of winter, right before she was to go to her first chemotherapy session.

         
         Her hand with the IV balled into a fist. He would not have left her. Not if he could have helped it. He’d been a wanted man,
            sure, but . . .
         

         
         The IV pole shrieked, and she stabbed the reset button. It quieted down, and Petra snorted back a sob and a string of drool. Dammit—he was supposed to be facing this with
            her. They’d been married. Sure, a marriage of convenience for many reasons, but wasn’t he supposed to be here? Even if just
            to be her friend? Just to . . . just to brush what remained of her hair and maybe hold her hand once in a while?
         

         
         She sucked in a breath. She’d looked for him. She’d gone to the Rutherford Ranch, the site of the Alchemical Tree of Life,
            and found nothing. She’d filed a missing persons report, even threatened the sheriff, who surely wanted him dead. Nothing.
            It was as if he’d never existed. As if she’d just imagined him. She was supposed to assume he was dead, that he’d walked off
            the edge of a flat Earth and been eaten by dragons. Gabe had confronted many kinds of death, most stranger and more violent
            than that.
         

         
         But Gabe had never faced death like this. Sterile as saline water. With machines and lack-of-sleep hallucinations. The sheer . . .
            helplessness of it all. Maybe it was best that he wasn’t here.
         

         
         She closed her eyes.

         
         She didn’t believe that for a second.

         
         “Where are you?” she whispered over lips that felt gummy and tasted like wintergreen toothpaste.

         
         Her father had forbidden her from trying to enter the spirit world while she was undergoing treatment. She ignored him. She’d
            been trying hard to get there to look for Gabe, thinking that if he were dead, at least she’d know for certain. But she couldn’t
            get in, no matter how hard she tried. She’d asked for her father’s help. He was an alchemist—he could open the door. She had
            begged him.
         

         
         Her father had looked as if he was ready to cry.

         
         “You might not come back,” he’d said, reaching out to touch her thin hand. “You have to hang on to this world.”

         
         And she had come to admit that he might be right. Chemo wasn’t going well. She’d gotten badly dehydrated this last round,
            and they’d had to stop. Her kidneys had started to shut down, and there was worry about infection and what her liver was—or,
            more to the point, wasn’t—doing.
         

         
         She couldn’t help it, though—she felt the veil close at hand. She wasn’t sure how to explain it, just that she felt . . .
            a stillness nearby. There was no fear in that place, just a background white noise like the hum of a refrigerator that was
            constant in wakefulness and in sleep.
         

         
         She exhaled and drifted away. Sleep slid through her fingers and tangled around her wedding ring, which she now wore around
            her index finger so that it’d still fit on her withered digits. She dreamed disjointed dreams of disembodied needles that
            poked through her parchment-like skin to find no blood. A raven came screaming through her hospital room, flinging itself
            against the glass of the window. Petra scrambled to open the window to let the poor thing out, to discover that it didn’t
            open.
         

         
         The bird slammed itself again and again against the glass, needing out. Petra reached for the visitor’s chair at the foot
            of the bed, struggling to slam it against the glass. It tangled with her IV line and ripped it out. The glass cracked, and
            a pane fell to the floor in a staccato crash. Blood gushed out of her arm, and the raven clawed its way into the world outside.
         

         
         Petra instinctively brought her hand to her arm to stanch the bleeding. When she looked down, a feather had stuck to the blood.
            She plucked it up and smoothed its ruffled vanes. Somewhere beyond the glass, she could hear the raven cawing . . .
         

         
         . . . and the cawing became the agitated beep of her IV pole.

         
         She opened her eyes.

         
         She’d turned over onto her left side in her sleep, and she’d actually torn out her IV. Blood trickled down into her palm.
            She gazed at it dispassionately. It looked like ordinary blood—red and healthy. No trace of leukemia.
         

         
         A nurse opened the door and rushed in. She saw what had happened and immediately reached into a drawer for a handful of gauze
            to press against the inside of Petra’s elbow. She muttered soothing things as she assessed the damage.
         

         
         “That vein’s pretty well blown out, sweetie. It’s okay, though. We can put the IV in the other arm. I’ll go get a kit.” She
            reached forward to smooth the hair from Petra’s brow. “What else can I do for you?”
         

         
         Petra sucked in her breath. “I want out of here.”

         
          

         There was no escaping this place.

         
         He had known darkness, to be certain. He’d flown in the blackness of moonless skies, slept wrapped in the tendrils of the
            Alchemical Tree of Life. He’d faced his demons and peered into the motivations of his own evil acts, always finding himself
            sorely lacking. He was guilty of murder, of the crime of indifference, of things that had ultimately caused the undoing of
            all he held dear.
         

         
         But there was no darkness like underground. Underground was beyond the reach of light, sound, warmth . . . even the touch
            of life. Sensations bled together and faded away, leaving him suspended, in pieces, in this place.
         

         
         He’d started out running. Gabe had always fled to the underworld beneath the Rutherford Ranch when he needed to retreat, to
            heal and regenerate. But that had been when he was a supernatural creature, not an ordinary man. Once upon a time, this warren
            of tunnels winding miles into darkness had been his kingdom. Lit by the Alchemical Tree of Life, the Lunaria, and by his own
            preternatural senses, he’d been able to see unerringly in the dark, master of all the shades of black under the dripping earth.
         

         
         No more. As an ordinary man, he was blind. Literally blinded in one eye, and lame in one leg, he’d stumbled into the dark,
            fleeing the new heir to the Rutherford Ranch, Sheriff Owen Rutherford. Owen had followed him beneath the tree to the winter
            earth, bringing with him a new order. Gabe could taste it, the bitterness telling his tongue of how the land had turned away
            from him to serve a new master. It even smelled wrong; instead of the softness of rich loam, the world underground now smelled
            like freshly cut metal, cold and sharp.
         

         
         The land had never rejected him before. Not ever. It had always been his safe place to fall, through generations of Rutherfords.
            But the magic of the Lunaria had been drained. And Gabe had allowed the Hanged Men to kill its last ruler, Sal Rutherford.
            Owen surely wanted him to suffer for that, despite all his lip service he’d given about wanting to uncover the ranch’s secrets.
            Revenge was an atavistic state, much more so than curiosity. And the land had shifted, recognizing Owen’s authority and plunging
            Gabe into the black.
         

         
         Gabe limped down a tunnel, grip tight on his pistol. He knew most of these by heart, by the counts of steps as he ran, his
            breath ragged in his throat. But the tunnels had clearly shifted, too. He tripped more than once on a jutting rock, slammed
            into a wall that wasn’t there just months before, and yet was forced to plunge ahead, his arm before him, scraping in the
            mud of the tunnel walls. Parts must have caved in; he turned left, then right, careening into the black.
         

         
         Behind him, a flashlight beam bounced off the ice-slick walls with cold blue halogen light.

         
         “You won’t get away from me.” Owen’s voice was gaining. As was Owen. “You can’t.”

         
         Maybe not. But he was sure as hell going to try. Underground was a big place, miles and miles unwinding beneath the placid
            fields above. Owen was still too new to know exactly how big, and how many bodies were buried here—of men and things much
            more terrifying than men.
         

         
         Gunfire exploded in the close space, and Gabe instinctively ducked. White muzzle-flashes illuminated staccato bits of darkness,
            dirt spraying into his face. He pivoted to return fire, ears roaring. He couldn’t see or hear if he hit anything. He bet not,
            though, since the star-like distant flashlight advanced upon him, washing over his face.
         

         
         He flung his arm up, lunging away . . .

         
         . . . and he fell.

         
         The ground beneath him sloughed away, splintering like rotten barn wood. In that ringing silence, he slammed down, down at
            least twelve feet, landing hard on ground that drove the breath from his lungs.
         

         
         He rolled over, wincing. He realized immediately that he’d lost his gun. He scrabbled for it, fingers rolling around in smooth,
            damp gravel. A veil of cold velvet moisture fell over his face. The gun had to be here, somewhere. He cast about, searching
            as the roar of gunfire receded in his ears. It was replaced by the rush of water, and he stumbled back, up to his ankles in
            water. His hands sought an escape in the blackness. He hoped to feel the movement of an air current against his face, one
            that would suggest a passageway from where he might get free of Owen.
         

         
         But his fingers found only mud walls . . . all around him. Cold silt ran between his fingers. He’d fallen into a sinkhole,
            and he was trapped.
         

         
         Owen’s light shone down from above, a searing glare that caused Gabe to shield his eyes with a grubby hand.

         
         “You’re coming with me.”

         
         “No,” he said. “You’re gonna have to shoot me.”

         
         Owen blew out a breath that sounded like exasperation. “Jesus Christ.”

         
         Lightning struck. A blue-white light arced out from above and slammed into Gabe’s chest. He felt a shout freeze in his throat
            and his heart stop as he toppled over, his face crashing into the shockingly cold water.
         

         
         Darkness fell over him in a sizzling shower of sparks.

         
          

         They couldn’t do anything to stop her from leaving. Not really.

         
         The nurses made her wait until the doctor wrote her discharge order the next day. They’d pumped her full of antinausea medications
            in the meantime, double what she’d been given. Her oncologist, to put it mildly, had not been pleased at Petra’s decision
            to leave.
         

         
         “An interruption will greatly reduce your chances of survival,” he said bluntly.

         
         “My chances of survival are not great to begin with.” Petra sat up in bed, her back aching against the rubber mattress stretched
            over an uncomfortable adjustable frame. “You said that it had spread to my lymph nodes. Which is why we can’t do surgery.
            So . . .”
         

         
         “Radiation might still be an option,” he suggested.

         
         “We talked about this. You’d have to irradiate half my body. I’d lose my thyroid and a whole lot of other stuff that I’d kind
            of like to keep.” Her voice was raspy, burned from too much bile.
         

         
         “You need to decide if you can commit to this. It isn’t easy, under even the best of situations. And your blood work hasn’t
            improved yet, but it still could.” His gaze was direct, but tired. Petra couldn’t imagine doing what this guy did for a living,
            parceling out hope to dying people and trying to corral them into coloring within the lines. Petra had never been any good
            at coloring within the lines.
         

         
         “I need to think.” She’d pulled her legs up against her chest and looped her arms around her knees, a gesture that was both
            self-protective and one that soothed the cramping in her gut. The decision to undergo chemo had been so clear to her months
            ago. There really had been no other choice. But now, the reality was not squaring with what she’d expected. She was having
            a really bad trip in chemo-land. Much worse than anyone had anticipated.
         

         
         And it sure seemed like a waste . . .

         
         “I need to step back and decide.”

         
         “Decide . . . what?” The doctor’s brow wrinkled. “We can try a new cocktail of drugs. If there’s some more information or
            tests that I can run for you . . .”
         

         
         She blew out her breath. “I need to decide whether I want to die like this, in a hospital, barfing into a plastic dish or
            shitting myself to death. Or whether I want to do it at home with a cup of coffee in hand watching a sunset.”
         

         
         The doctor blinked. Probably people weren’t that blunt with him. “That’s a fair assessment. From what I’ve seen of the progression
            of your disease, I can’t say for certain that chemo is going to work for you. Even if we do make some progress, your projected
            five-year survival rate is much lower than the average.”
         

         
         “So this is really going to be about how I want to go out, isn’t it?”

         
         “You always have the final decision-making authority on your care. You can decide to stop at any time. I don’t advise it,
            but you can do that.”
         

         
         She inhaled deeply. When her breath stilled, she listened to her belly gurgle and the blood thump in her chest. She shifted
            how she sat; bedsores were beginning to set in on her thighs. Her mouth was raw and oozing from the stomach acid, and she
            didn’t want to think about the hemorrhoids growing underneath her print hospital gown. She felt weak. Her fingers in her lap
            were spidery and pale, her arms spindly. She wasn’t in control of her life. She was submitting to a procedure that seemed
            designed to kill everything it touched, and if anything of Petra remained after the razing, then that was considered a success.
         

         
         She thought of herself as a tough woman. But she just couldn’t do this anymore.

         
         “We need to stop,” she said at last. “I need to go home.”

         
         “All right,” he said. “We’ll get you stabilized as much as we can, and as long as I’m satisfied, then we can discharge you.”

         
         “Thanks.” She wanted to thank him for all his efforts, even though they hurt like hell, but she didn’t know what to say about the failure. Was there a Hallmark card
            for this type of thing?
         

         
         
            Dear Doctor,

            Thanks for the chemo, but it’s not working. I’ve barfed up my last toenail. I appreciate your expertise, but I think I might
               want to die at home and look at the stars while I’m doing that. Better luck with the next patient?
            

         

         The doctor gathered his paperwork and left the room, leaving Petra to gaze at the blossoming tree outside her floor-to-ceiling
            window.
         

         
         Petra always thought that she could withstand nearly anything. And in most cases, that had been true. She’d suffered all kinds
            of physical and psychological damage in the last couple of years, scars that laced around her arms and haunted her dreams.
            Unlike others, she had walked out alive through fire and mercury and venom. Chemo should have been manageable, much more manageable
            than getting bled out by a drug dealer or losing people she loved.
         

         
         But the truth was, she just couldn’t do this anymore without Gabe.

         
         They’d released her in “fair condition.” That’s what it said on her paperwork, anyway. Petra dressed slowly in clothes that
            felt too big for her now: a T-shirt that hung on her body, a jacket that had once been a bit too tight around the shoulders
            but now swallowed her, and cargo pants that she had to safety-pin together to keep from falling off her hips. Though her body
            was likely now the ideal of some fashion magazine somewhere, she frowned at how light and delicate it felt, like skin stretched
            over bird bones. She yearned for the tanned, solid strength of her old body, a body that climbed mountains effortlessly and
            drank in sun on its freckles. Even her freckles seemed to have paled. She hated that.
         

         
         She felt weak, and she hated that, too.

         
         She pulled her dark blond hair back and tied it with a ponytail holder. It used to take three twists of the elastic to hold
            all of her hair. Now, it took four, and it was still loose. She jammed a baseball cap over her head. She had six bottles of
            pills on her nightstand: antibiotics, antiemetics, painkillers, antidiarrheals. She scooped them all with the paperwork into
            a messenger bag and dug for her keys.
         

         
         It was time to go. But she hesitated, looking out the window at the spring-blooming tree, all pale green in the pink morning
            light. She had felt a curious intimacy with this tree during her time in the hospital. It had stood silently, bearing witness
            to her struggle without sympathy or comment.
         

         
         And she knew that, no matter what, no matter how sick she got, they wouldn’t let her die in here. They’d keep her going with
            drugs and chemicals, hanging on to the last dreadful minute. She’d be sick enough to want to die, but they’d keep her going,
            even in a comatose state. There was no safer place on earth than in the hospital. Safe and hellish.
         

         
         A wail emanated from beyond her door. Petra opened it a crack. The relatives of the man in the next room were huddled in the
            hallway. It struck Petra for the first time that she had never seen them before, only heard them. Odd. And yet, they were
            as she imagined—wiping tears from behind glasses and clutching at shirt collars.
         

         
         A gurney with a sheet over it was wheeled out of the old man’s room. He’d passed. Finally.

         
         The family followed the gurney down the hallway, sobbing.

         
         And then there was a curious silence settling over the place, like the dark hours of the night.

         
         Something tapped at the window. Petra turned. The tree. A breeze had pushed its branches into the unopenable panes, and they
            scraped the glass.
         

         
         She shouldered her bag. Time to go.

         
         Time to find Gabriel.

         
         And time to get down to the business of dying on her own terms.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
The Loss of the Raven King

         
         Daylight felt incredibly bright after the soft artificial light of the hospital.

         
         Petra squinted behind the sun visor of her 1970s-vintage Ford Bronco, peering through the smears that freshly hatched bugs
            made as they splattered on the windshield. The sun shone cheerily through the streaks, which remained, despite her efforts
            to squirt windshield washing fluid on them. She dug around in the glove box for a pair of sunglasses, managing not to run
            the Bronco too far off the rumble strip at the shoulder of the road.
         

         
         Though she’d been a few weeks in the hospital, things had changed since she’d last been outdoors. Petra had pretty much decided
            that an hour in a hospital was equivalent to a day on the outside. Grass had begun to spring through cracks on the pavement,
            and trees had started to flower. The leaden sky of winter had given way to the thin, wispy clouds of early spring that stretched
            high above the mountains. Bits of color were emerging in the landscape, green and white that replaced the blue shadows of
            cold. Winter salt on the roads had been rinsed away by spring rain. Petra had even lowered the window on the Bronco. The air
            smelled like fresh rain. Life was stirring all around her.
         

         
         But not in her, she knew. She sucked on an ice chip, trying to drive the chalky taste of an antacid from her mouth. Her stomach
            gurgled. Part of her wanted nothing better than to go home and sleep in her own bed. But first things first.
         

         
         The black ribbon of road churned west and north, and she followed it to the Red Rock Indian Reservation. The blacktopped road
            dropped off to gravel, and Petra tooled through the town, past the hotel and the casino, through the main drag with its shuttered
            ice cream shop.
         

         
         She turned off at a stand of houses, pulling up before a small yellow bungalow. She shut off the engine, popped the door,
            and climbed out. In the yard of the bungalow, a garden had begun to sprout. Looked like kale and onions. Maybe cabbage. Pie
            pans and metallic streamers were strung up to ward off the crows.
         

         
         She climbed the porch to the front door. She was just about to lift her hand to knock when the screen door exploded open,
            and a grey furry mass knocked her on her ass.
         

         
         “I missed you, too,” she wheezed, gazing up at the coyote standing on her chest. For the first time in a long time, she was
            truly happy.
         

         
         Sig slobbered on her face, knocking her hat from her head. He whined and snooted at her ears, whimpering and slapping his
            tail against his legs. Petra rubbed his ruff and sides, noting that he’d plumped up. Maria’s cooking, no doubt.
         

         
         She glanced up over his shoulder, seeing Maria standing in the doorway. And she looked pissed.

         
         Her dark hair was flung over one shoulder, and her fingers drummed an elbow covered in embroidered velvet. Her brows were
            drawn together. “What in the hell are you doing here?”
         

         
         “Erf,” Petra gasped as Sig planted his foot on her stomach. “I thought I’d pick up Sig and . . .”
         

         
         “That’s not what I meant. What are you doing out of the hospital?”

         
         Sig did Petra the honor of stepping off her belly, and Petra climbed to her feet. “Well, it wasn’t going well.”

         
         Maria looked her over, head to toe. “Obviously. You look like hell.”

         
         “Yeah. I feel like it, too.”

         
         “Get in here before you catch cold.” Maria leaned down to grasp her elbow and drew her inside.

         
         Petra started to protest, but gave up. She needed to go to the bathroom, anyway, and was pretty sure she deserved whatever
            tongue-lashing Maria was going to give her.
         

         
         Petra stepped inside the door and stooped to take off her boots. The place smelled like fresh paint, and the interior walls
            were a warm yellow color. The pictures that had been on the walls were now arranged in stacks against the couch and coffee
            table, wrapped with quilts and crocheted blankets.
         

         
         “Wow,” she said. “You painted. Looks nice.”

         
         “Wasn’t me,” Maria said. She hooked a thumb at a young woman standing in the hall. “Nine has been busy.”

         
         “Hi,” Nine said. The young woman was dressed in a T-shirt and paint-spattered overalls. Bits of yellow paint were in her ponytail,
            the silver hair a sharp contrast to her unlined face. “What are you doing back?”
         

         
         “You did a good job,” Petra said, dodging the question. Her stomach gurgled audibly. “Um, hey . . . can I use your bathroom?”

         
         “Sure,” Maria said. “I’ll put some soup on and . . .”

         
         Petra lurched to the bathroom and barely closed the door behind her before retching into the toilet. She didn’t remember the
            last time she’d had anything to eat, but she had never managed to hit the dry heaves. Ever.
         

         
         She flushed the toilet, washed her hands, rinsed out her mouth, and washed her face before rejoining the women and Sig in
            the living room.
         

         
         Maria and Nine had been whispering when she arrived, but stopped as soon as she rounded the corner. Sig sat on the couch and
            turned to face her. A small grey and white cat seated in the catloaf position on the back of the couch flicked her ears in
            Petra’s direction.
         

         
         “Oh, hey, Pearl,” she said to the cat, rubbing her ears. “You made friends with Sig. Finally.”

         
         The elderly cat emitted a rusty purr and closed her eyes.

         
         “So, what are you doing out of the hospital?” Maria asked again.

         
         Petra made a face and dropped onto the couch beside Sig. The coyote snuggled up next to her. “I told you—it wasn’t going well.
            The chemo . . . it just isn’t working.”
         

         
         Maria sat in a chair opposite her, and Nine sprawled on the floor. Petra had yet to see the young woman look comfortable in
            a chair. Nine’s nose twitched. “You smell sick. Really sick. Like death.”
         

         
         Well, there was no sugarcoating things. “Yeah. I just . . .” Petra took a deep breath. “I wanted to spend the time I’ve got
            doing something other than rotting in a hospital bed. Like finding Gabe.”
         

         
         Maria nodded. Petra expected a fight that might end up with the two women dragging her back to the hospital, kicking and screaming.
            But Maria surprised her.
         

         
         “We’ll do whatever we can to help you.”

         
         “Great. I think that—” She stood up, far too quickly. The bright yellow living room swam around her, a swirl of patchwork
            and light.
         

         
         She sat back down again.

         
         “That’s what I thought,” Maria said, and her surprising support crashed down on Petra with its intended lesson. “You’re in
            no condition to go charging off into the sunset with a gun on your hip.” Maria stood over her, took Petra’s chin in her hand.
            “But if you’re going to do this, this last quest, you need to rest. Get that stuff purged from your system. Get strong. We’ll
            plan, and then we’ll act.”
         

         
         “I don’t know that Gabe has that kind of time,” Petra protested.

         
         Maria’s mouth thinned. “We are looking for him. I’ve put the word out among the Arapaho to look for him. Mike is combing Yellowstone with the rangers. Things
            are happening, even if you can’t see them.”
         

         
         Petra slumped deep into the couch cushions. Sig crawled into her lap.

         
         “I don’t even know if he’s alive,” she said finally.

         
         “Gabe has survived a lot,” Maria said. “Don’t underestimate him. He’s been around for a hundred fifty years.”

         
         Nine nodded. “He is, after all, the Raven King.” Nine had a peculiar way of naming people. Perhaps it was her time among the
            wolves, and her need to assign people to a hierarchy. There was something about that title, something she divined when she
            first saw him. Perhaps it was still some of that animal instinct in her, from when she had been a wolf. But her character
            assessments were always spot-on.
         

         
         Petra smiled thinly. “He has no kingdom, now, though. No ravens. It’s just him. Wherever he is.”

         
          

         Gabe awoke in an aching darkness.

         
         There was no sign of the blue lightning, but his body still throbbed from its touch. He tried to sit up, under the weight
            of a thundering headache. His ribs ached, as if he’d been dragged two miles down white water in an inner tube. He was able
            to sit up, but as he moved his good leg, he heard the rattle of a chain. He reached down to feel a manacle around his leg.
         

         
         Shit.
         

         
         “Good. You’re awake.”

         
         A cigarette bobbed in the darkness, red as a coal.

         
         A light clicked on overhead, a bare bulb buried in a half-rotted wooden ceiling. Owen stood over him, in a clean sweatshirt
            and jeans. They were indoors, Gabe realized. Far from the elements. Stacked boxes and wooden shelves surrounded them. A desk
            with a sheaf of paper and a chair were pressed against the wall. A bucket sat beside the desk. Gabe’s eyes traveled along
            the chain. It was short—too short to fight with. Four feet and it disappeared down a floor drain.
         

         
         “Ain’t no use thinking you’ll get that chain free. It’s tied to the iron pipes below.” Owen exhaled a ghost of smoke. “You
            know where you are?”
         

         
         Gabe turned his head away. “Sal’s basement.”

         
         “No. It’s my basement, now.”
         

         
         Gabe flexed his cold fingers. “What do you want from me, Owen?”

         
         There were a lot of possible answers to that question, apparently. Owen seemed steeped in thought, pausing to drag on his
            cigarette with his left hand. His beard was poorly trimmed. His eyes slid left and right, as if he saw things flitting around
            him. Owen was crazy. And Gabe had also killed his cousin. And Gabe was, indirectly, responsible for the loss of two fingers
            off the sheriff’s right hand. Lots of perfectly good reasons for Owen to want to snuff him out. But not to drag him out of
            a pit and install him in the basement of the Rutherford Ranch. That seemed sort of excessive.
         

         
         Owen leaned forward, his eyes narrowed. “I want to know what you know.”

         
         “I would have told you what you wanted to know. Without all this pomp and circumstance.” Gabe gestured to the musty basement
            and his chain.
         

         
         Owen’s mouth turned upward. “You haven’t got anything keeping you here.”

         
         “You had my word.”

         
         “Not good enough.” Owen stubbed his cigarette out in an empty tuna-fish can full of butts.

         
         Gabe felt something crawling along his spine. “You’re lying. You want something else.”

         
         Owen snorted. “Let’s just start with what you know.”

         
         “I know you went back on your end of the deal. When you and Petra and I were on the mountain, we made an agreement. You were
            to leave Petra alone, and I was going to reveal the secrets of the ranch to you. Why should I bother holding up my end of
            the agreement now?”
         

         
         “Things have changed.” Owen looked a little dazed, dazed in that slack-jawed look that men under hypnosis got.

         
         Gabe narrowed his eyes, and he began to guess what had happened. “You said on the mountain that you’d spoken with the Mermaid.
            I told you to leave her alone, that she—”
         

         
         “Let’s be clear on a couple of things.” Owen reached into his belt for a black plastic device. He flipped the switch, and
            blue light sparked at the wires at the edge. “One, you already got a taste of.”
         

         
         It was with some measure of relief that Gabe realized that Owen hadn’t become a proficient practitioner of the magical arts.
            The man just had a stun gun. That much was manageable.
         

         
         “Two. Your wife. Cooperate with me, and I will leave her alone. Fail, and any number of bad things could happen to her.”
         

         
         Gabe lifted his hands immediately. “I’ll do as you ask.” There was no choice in this.

         
         “Good.” Owen gestured to the desk. “I got some paper for you. Pencils. Write down what you know about the ranch. That tree.
            All the magical shit underground. I want to know it all.”
         

         
         Wincing, Gabe hauled himself to his feet and trudged to the folding chair. He sat and spread a piece of paper before him.
            He picked up a mechanical pencil.
         

         
         “Where do you want me to begin?” he asked.

         
         “Start at the beginning,” Owen said. “When you first came to the ranch.”

         
          

         Maria stood, kissed the top of Petra’s head, and moved to the kitchen. She plucked some jars of herbs off a shelf and headed
            to the bathroom, where Petra could hear water running.
         

         
         When she returned, Petra eyed the herbs. “Are you making a potion?” She was only half kidding.

         
         Maria pulled a mason jar full of dried plant matter from the counter and began pouring vodka into it. “I’m making you some
            things that will make you feel better. They’ll help you sleep, quiet the nausea, muffle the pain. You’ll feel stronger, more
            able to chase after Gabe. Thing is . . . they won’t cure you at all. It’s just an illusion, and they will burn you out.” She turned to look at Petra. “Is that what you want?”
         

         
         Petra took a deep breath. It sounded like a shorter time than she would otherwise have had, but it would be time that she
            might be able to put to use. Right now to her, an hour in bed was worth five minutes standing. She didn’t ask all the good
            questions that a scientist was supposed to ask, things like: What’s in that? How much? How often? What about side effects? Any interactions?

         
         Instead, she said, “Yes. Thank you.”

         
         Maria nodded and screwed the lid on the jar. “All right, then.” She put the jar in a dark cabinet and headed down the hall
            toward the sound of bathwater.
         

         
         Nine sat opposite Petra on the floor, playing with the tassel of a rug. She gazed up at Petra through a thick fringe of eyelashes.
            “Sig missed you.”
         

         
         That might have been an understatement, because even as Petra sank further into the embroidered pillows on the couch, Sig
            had tried to get his entire body onto her lap and had installed his muzzle underneath her arm.
         

         
         “I missed him, too.” A lump rose in her throat. She couldn’t imagine what would happen to him if she was gone. But she couldn’t
            imagine dying without him, locked away in a cold white room. “Look, if stuff doesn’t go well . . .”
         

         
         “I’ll take care of Coyote. We both will.” Nine nodded fiercely. “He will always have a home.”

         
         Petra smiled. Nine never called him Sig, and that was somehow charming. “Last time I talked to Maria, she said that you were
            doing some work for the animal shelter on the reservation?”
         

         
         “Yes.” Nine picked at a bit of fringe, lining it up with others on the scarred hardwood floor. It struck Petra as a transplanted
            sort of grooming ritual. “There are so many dogs, there. They just need someone to listen.”
         

         
         “They call her the Dog Whisperer,” Maria said from the hallway. “She can calm down any wild one. Even one that came in feral
            last week. He’s now following her around like a puppy.”
         

         
         Nine squirmed yet beamed. “Well. I want to feel useful.”

         
         Petra nodded. “You’re doing great things. Thank both of you guys for taking care of Sig all this time.”

         
         Sig stuck his cold nose into the thin skin of Petra’s neck, and she yelped.

         
         “Your bath is ready,” Maria said.

         
         Petra sighed in happiness. She hadn’t had a bath since she left for treatment. Just showers in the communal shower on the
            hospital floor. She gratefully followed Maria down the short hall to the bath.
         

         
         Maria had drawn the curtains, and the bathroom was in shadow. It smelled amazing, like rosemary and peppermint. Water steamed
            in the tub, a cheesecloth bag of herbs floating on the surface, slowly tinting the water the color of tea.
         

         
         “Fresh towels,” Maria said, pointing to a stack on the countertop, beside a lit candle. “And a robe.” A plush violet velveteen
            robe hung on a hook. Maria’s handiwork, no doubt.
         

         
         “Ahhh. Thank you,” Petra said, but Maria was already gone, having shut the door behind her.

         
         Petra stripped down, avoiding her reflection in the mirror over the sink. She sank up to her neck in the hot water, hissing
            as it came into contact with the spot on the inside of her elbow where she’d ripped out her IV. There must have been salt
            somewhere in the water; she could feel it crunching underneath her skin. It was a good pain, though—a pain that felt like
            healing after so much pain that was just, well, pain.
         

         
         She breathed deeply, feeling the humidity and fragrance dripping into her lungs. In her scientist’s mind, she knew that there
            was nothing that the herbs, salt, and candlelight could do for her condition. She was beyond any magic Gabe had been able
            to access, and was beyond any touch of Maria’s kitchen witchery. But it was still soothing. It would still fortify her psychologically
            for the fight ahead, she reasoned. And she needed whatever edge she could take.
         

         
         She remained in the bath until it cooled, then scrubbed herself thoroughly with the soap Maria had left in the soap dish.
            It looked like it had bits of oats in it, and it felt soft and soothing against her skin. It made her smell like an oatmeal
            cookie as she scrubbed the blue and red marks that spidered across her body. She took a handful of Maria’s rosemary-scented
            shampoo that she kept in a wine bottle and scrubbed it through what was left of her hair, feeling the tingling lather penetrate
            her scalp. Finally, she peeled herself out of the lukewarm water, toweled off, and stood before Maria’s mirror.
         

         
         She looked gaunt, fragile—a paper doll of her former self. She grimaced and reached for the robe, not wanting to look at her
            body. She tried to wrap a towel around her head, but her hair seemed to cling to the towel. She glanced back at the bathtub,
            seeing long strings of her hair collecting near the drain. She pulled them out and dumped them in the trash, not wanting Maria’s
            sympathy or to clog her drain.
         

         
         She took a breath. She wasn’t a vain woman, but she had to deal with the hair. She opened Maria’s drawers, searching through
            the combs and brushes until she found a pair of scissors. Feeling like a small, rebellious child, she began to pull out sections
            of her hair and cut them. She’d never really paid much attention to the skill of haircutting. Instead, she’d usually left
            hers long enough to pull back in a ponytail, ignoring it except to pop into a walk-in haircutting place maybe twice a year,
            when it got to a length that it annoyed her or if it got something sticky in it that she couldn’t remove.
         

         
         It seemed to her that it wasn’t supposed to go like this, pulling out sections and cutting them randomly. But she needed to
            do something with it. No point shedding all over Maria’s house.
         

         
         “Petra.” There was a knock at the door.

         
         “Yeah?” Petra’s eyebrows worked up.

         
         The door opened a crack, and Maria rolled her eyes. “Oh, good grief.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Get over here.” Maria hauled Petra out of the bathroom and to the kitchen. She parked Petra in a kitchen chair, throwing
            a towel over her shoulders. She stomped back to the bathroom.
         

         
         Nine popped her head into the kitchen. “Nice haircut,” she said before ducking out again.

         
         In the reflection of the toaster, she could see that half of it was at her ear, and the rest was a freshly toweled rat’s nest.
            She shrugged. “It could be worse.”
         

         
         “No. It couldn’t.” Maria reappeared with a comb and took the scissors from her. Petra felt like she was eight years old and
            her mother was cutting her hair. Honestly, there were a lot worse ways to feel. Maria combed out Petra’s thin locks, muttering
            to herself, and began to snip at what remained with precision. To her credit, she didn’t ask the question Petra’s mother asked
            when she was eight: “Whatever possessed you to cut your own hair?”
         

         
         Nine wandered back into the kitchen to take the teakettle off the stove. She poured boiled water into three mismatched mugs,
            where tea already waited. She carefully handed Petra a mug and slurped noisily at her own. Petra drank deeply. It tasted of
            mint—several kinds—a bit of chocolate, and something else she couldn’t identify. Something earthy and bitter. At her feet,
            Sig chased around bits of her hair clippings, batting them to and from Pearl. The cat carefully selected the largest chunk
            of hair, delicately took it in her mouth, and vanished down the hall with it. Petra had long suspected that Pearl had built
            a secret nest somewhere in the house, decorated with ribbons, string, and other such fascinating findings.
         

         
         “There.” Maria pulled the towel from her shoulders.

         
         Petra reached up. It felt short, around her jaw and ears. She slipped back to the bathroom to peer at it.

         
         “It’s cute, thanks.” And it really was. Maria had taken what was left of her hair and trimmed it into a long shag. Pieces
            drifted around her face. Petra ran her fingers through it, and it fell in feathered wisps. She hadn’t had hair this short
            since she was a girl. She looked different with it. Pixieish. Not like herself. But then again, she wasn’t really herself—her
            body wasn’t hers, anymore. So no use hanging on to the hair. At least now she felt she could go out in public without a hat
            on.
         

         
         “You’re welcome.” Maria grinned at her, picking stray bits of hair from her shoulder.

         
         Petra took a deep breath. She was about to ask for a notebook, to start planning. And to charge her phone, so she could call
            Mike and see if he’d run down any leads. Perhaps he’d found some way to execute a bullshit warrant on the Rutherford ranch,
            to search Sheriff Owen’s house. If not, maybe he had some idea when Owen wasn’t home, if . . .
         

         
         Maria took her hand and led her to Maria’s bedroom. The bed was made with layers of quilts and chenille coverlets.

         
         “Maria. It’s only afternoon. I need to—” But she could feel drowsiness overtaking her. Maria had put something in the tea.

         
         “You tricky . . .”

         
         Maria shoveled her into bed and tucked her in, pulling the covers up over her ears. The last thing Petra heard before she
            drifted off was her command “Sleep.”
         

         
         And she did, falling down the dark spiral of memory and sadness.

         
          

         The hours of strongest magic had always been midnight and noon. That had been true since the very beginning of time. Ancient
            peoples clutched their amulets close at these hours, convinced that evil spirits could wander close to earth at these times,
            that the movements of the sun and moon opened doorways for chaos to slip in. Vestiges of this knowledge still slipped down
            in stories of coaches turning into pumpkins at midnight and witches drawing down the moon, images of gunslingers facing off
            in the street at noon.
         

         
         Lev was far removed from these things, from the fear of noon demons combing fields for peasants to cull. But he respected
            those hours on a marrow-deep level. He was never not in bed by midnight, and was always awake before noon. Even in the modern world, there was no reason not to be vigilant. Lev
            spread rosemary oil on the lintel of the door to the bar. It smelled sharp and crisp, a blessing in plant form. He smeared
            the oil over the elaborately carved door that had once belonged to a church. In fact, the whole bar, now called the Compostela,
            had been a church in a former life. There were no religious services held here, just beers served by the only remaining confessor,
            Lev. Any oaths sworn at the bar were easily broken. As the owner and the bartender, he’d seen and heard enough in the small
            town of Temperance to make him cautious. And as he had for many years, he rubbed the oil deep into the wood with a clean white
            cloth and his callused hands. The oil had given the wood a sheen and a scent that even managed to temporarily overpower the
            smell of spilled liquor. There was something meditative about this, the washing of the door every day at noon.
         

         
         And the ghosts knew, they always knew it was noon. It was like a bell was rung in the spirit world, and they stirred, turning
            their faces to the sun.
         

         
         A woman in a Victorian-era dress perched on a bar stool. Her Gibson-girl hair had gone slightly askew, and her dress was unbuttoned
            a bit lower than it should have been. She smoked a cigarette in a holder, and the smell of smoke drifted from her. Wilma.
            Wilma was a ghost. She’d come with the bar. She preferred the term “adventuress” to “prostitute.” He wasn’t about to argue
            with a dead woman.
         

         
         She closed her eyes, as if listening to that invisible bell. “Another day, another fucking dollar,” she muttered.
         

         
         Father Caleb stood beside her, his hands folded in prayer. He visibly winced at Wilma’s swearing. Light glinted off his round,
            1930s-era glasses. Father Caleb had also come with the bar. He prayed each noon and midnight.
         

         
         “You know, He ain’t listening to your pathetic ass,” Wilma told him, tapping out spectral ash on the bar.
         

         
         Caleb opened one eye.

         
         “Your God. He’s not listening. Never fucking did, even when you scream.”

         
         “He hears all of us.”

         
         “And doesn’t do a damn thing.”

         
         “It’s not up to us to question His motives or His love, Wilma.”

         
         “Eh. If He’s up there, He enjoys our suffering. Maybe He gets off on it.”

         
         Lev let them bicker. They’d been doing it forever. Lev thought that arguing was why they stuck around and hadn’t moved on.
            That, and the fact that the both of them had been murdered here. By the same man, oddly enough, who was later
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