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			Chapter One

			Buried

			The raven saw it first.

			His dark eye scraped the horizon, scouring the earth for movement in the lengthening shadows. The shadows crawled across the scrub and the sage, wrapping around lodgepole pine trees and flickering through bits of grass. A hot breeze ruffled the raven’s feathers, pulling him higher over the land. He sensed something old, something malevolent sliding under the fences and over the rocks.

			Old magic, gathering, dispersing.

			By the time the first evening star burned in the sky, the raven had spied it: a tangle of paleness, nested in the grass. Diving down, his claws grasped the safety of a pine tree. He bounced on the branch once, twice, cupping his wings against the turbulence. He turned his head right and left, as he did when he’d spotted something shiny that made his heart pound in the light cage of his chest.

			This was more than something shiny, something more terrible. His gaze took it in, eyes dilating to suck in all the available light.

			The raven squawked. His call rattled through the tree branches, over fields and between the hooves of cattle. It bounced off a barn and echoed against the side of a truck in a hoarse whisper.

			A man heard the raven’s call. He stood with his back to the horizon, eyes closed. He was dressed as an ordinary ranch hand: flannel and jeans and scuffed leather that smelled like earth. An old black hat shadowed the man’s angular face. His arms hung loose at his sides. Though his left hand was open, the right was missing. From the wrist down, the sleeve of his shirt flapped like a rag on a clothesline. He stood motionless, not breathing, not so much as a pulse leaping through the skin under his neck. Gabe was focused within, on the darkness behind his eyelids.

			Gabe’s eyes snapped open, gleaming gold.

			The raven’s call was answered by others, taking up the cry of alarm. Gabe climbed inside his pickup truck and slammed the door, awkwardly cranking the ignition with his left hand and shoving the gearshift into reverse with his knee. He worked the steering wheel with his left hand, watching the horizon. Dark outlines of birds were gathering. Not the twilight gathering of chattering birds coming home to roost, but raucous panic. He followed them, knowing that the contagious call would summon others.

			Night fell swiftly as the sun dipped below the mountain. The truck bounced over the ruts in the fields, and Gabe did not turn on the headlights. He avoided spiky stands of weeds and deep rills in the land with practiced turns of the wheel. Like any worker in these remote parts of Wyoming, he knew the land well. And all its secrets. Or so he’d thought.

			He slammed on the brakes as bulky shadows appeared before him. A half dozen cows in a tight knot hauled ass back toward the main part of the ranch. His eyes narrowed. Cows shouldn’t be on the move this late at night. Something had spooked them.

			He turned the truck back west, his foot lighter on the gas this time. Beyond the edge of a ruined fence, he could make out the figures of men in the field, standing in a circle. They were thin as scarecrows, their clothes seeming to dangle on lopsided stick frames, many missing limbs. They were also dressed as ranch hands, but Gabe knew that was simply cover, like a thin coating of dust on a rattlesnake. Silently, their heads turned toward Gabe. They’d been standing in the dimness, not one of them carrying a flashlight or lantern. Gabe’s men were, among other things, good at seeing in the dark.

			Gabe shut off the engine. Coolant continued to tick inside it, like a watch, as he climbed out of the pickup and approached the cluster of men. Ravens perched on the ruined barbed wire fence cawed at him softly. There were dozens of ravens. One was his. Some belonged to the other men. And the rest . . . well, those were compelled to come, summoned by curiosity and a flicker of magic to gather and gossip at the spectacle.

			Gabe lifted the empty sleeve of his right arm. A raven separated from the mass of birds and flew to him. It slipped up his sleeve, meshing with flesh in a flutter of darkness.

			Gabe flexed his right hand, whole and unmarked. His skin felt cold from where the evening chill had begun to seep into the bird’s feathers, dew now glistening on his skin.

			Feathers flashed, slipping into a flurry of shadow as the ravens left their perches and surrounded the men. The birds poured into them, plumping their shadows and filling their outlines. They had the appearance of full, healthy men now.

			And the spectator ravens, the ones that belonged to no one, fled in a panic, screaming.

			Gabe strode to the edge of the circle and peered down.

			Two skeletons lay in the grass. But they weren’t simply corpses, plucked clean by vultures. These were ivory-­white, twisted into unnatural shapes, the bodies facing each other and knitted together. One was frozen midfall, with its head turned backward over its spine. Delicate spires of bone reached out from the fingers like icicles, sheets of what looked like cartilage wrapped around splintered ribs. Black eye sockets melted in wavering shadow, rimmed with a rusty stain of blood. They looked like something cast out of papier-­mâché, barely recognizable as human.

			Gabe crossed back to the pickup truck and keyed the CB radio. “You need to see this, Boss.” His voice sounded hoarse as it warmed, remembering human sounds.

			After a beat of silence, a voice crackled back at him. “God damn it. Do you know what fucking time it is?”

			“You need to see this,” Gabe repeated slowly.

			A static-­punctuated breath blew over the radio. “What’s your twenty?”

			“West edge of the property, beyond the new fence. A hundred yards north of the road as the crow flies.”

			He disconnected the call and rejoined the others, to wait in the silence until Sal Rutherford arrived.

			They saw him coming from a far distance, Sal’s headlights bucking over ruts and scaring the cows.

			His glossy new pickup pulled up beside Gabe’s. Sal popped open the door, grabbing his shotgun from the rack, a flashlight, and a box of shells. He left the engine and the lights running. Sal was not one of these men, and he knew it.

			“Gabe. What the hell did you wake me up for?” he growled, rubbing the sleep crust from his eyes as he plodded toward the group.

			Gabe was unarmed. His men didn’t need weapons

			“Dead cattle?” Sal demanded. He didn’t wait for an answer, broke down the shotgun and fed it shells. “Was it wolves?”

			Silence dragged. Gabe shook his head. “Come see.”

			Sal followed him to the men staring down at the ground. The truck headlights cast their shadows long over the scene, like negative images of ghosts.

			“Shit,” Sal swore. Gabe could see the sweat prickling the back of his neck.

			“Those human?”

			Gabe stared down at the twisted remains. “Looks like they were, once upon a time.”

			“Did you boys have anything to do with this?” Sal demanded.

			“No, Boss.”

			Sal mopped his brow with a meaty palm. “Shit.”

			From the tangled skeletons, a sound emanated: a splintering bleat that caused Sal to jump and aim his shotgun.

			One of those once-­upon-­a-­time humans moaned from deep within the prison of bones.

			“Jesus fucking Christ,” Sal hissed. “It’s still alive.”

			Gabe turned his unblinking stare at it, nonplussed. “Seems so.”

			Sal ratcheted the shotgun and shot the creature in the head. Bones shattered like broken ice under the roar of the blast. Sal waited for the echoes to recede, staring at the fragmented skeleton, seeming to dare it to make another sound.

			The husk was silent, and Sal nodded. He turned back toward the truck, climbed in, and slammed the door.

			“What do you want us to do with them?” Gabe called. These bones were like any other secret on this land: writhing pieces of darkness that had to be shoved further back into shadow. Forced back before they acquired form and volition.

			Sal set the truck into reverse and rolled down the window with a shaking hand.

			“Bury ’em.”

			“This is odd land,” Mike Hollander said, glancing sideways at his passenger. Petra couldn’t tell if he meant it as conversation starter or a warning.

			“That’s what they tell me, Ranger Hollander. Everyone says the Yellowstone region is one of the most geologically interesting places on Earth.” Hot air whipped through the open windows of Mike’s Forestry Ser­vice Jeep, blowing long strands of Petra’s dark blond hair into her mouth. It still tasted like sea salt. She shaded her eyes against the sun dazzle with a hand, her gaze tracing the distant horizon of mountains and scrub plains. This was as far from the water as she could get.

			Hollander shook his head, smiling. “The early Indians and trappers said that this was the place where hell bubbled up.”

			“I can see why they might think that.” Petra wasn’t much in the mood for idle conversation, but Hollander seemed too chatty to let her ride to their destination in peace.

			“So you’re a geologist?”

			“Yes. Taking soil samples for the U.S. Geological Survey.”

			“Most of the geologists are gone by spring. What did you do to get sent all the way out here this late in summer?”

			Petra’s mouth thinned as she tugged her sleeve down to cover the handprint-­shaped scar on her forearm. “Just looking . . .” She paused, weighing how much to tell him. “Looking for a little solitude.”

			Hollander fanned his fingers over the wheel, casting hand-­puppet shadows in the molten light. He laughed. “Point taken. Most ­people out here are either looking for something or running from something. You’ll fit in fine.”

			Petra jammed her chin on her fist and stared out the window at the tassels of grasses flashing past in the dust. The wind felt soothing on her sunburned freckled face, and she let her eyes slip shut. Maybe she could pretend to sleep, and Hollander would give up.

			“Look, I don’t mean to be nosy. Strangers are rare enough around here, except for the tourists. And we don’t pay them much mind.”

			Petra opened one eye. “I appreciate you picking me up from the airport. Really.”

			“No problem. Tourism’s down this year, and there isn’t much to do at the station. This kept me from spending the day hauling winter gear up to the ranger cabins.”

			“Sounds like fun.”

			“Forestry is a glamorous business.”

			“Are there any other scientists around?”

			“Some. There’s a group of biologists that will be here in a few weeks to track wolves. I’ll introduce you when they show up.”

			“Thanks.” Petra wasn’t sure how social she felt. But she appreciated the effort.

			Hollander pointed through the dirty glass. “Here’s your new home sweet home.”

			A sign perched by the side of the road announced that they were entering “TEMPERANCE—­Pop. —­412.” Beyond it, Petra could make out a main street with a gas station. There were no stoplights. They drove past a bar, pizza parlor, canoe rental, and a post office.

			“Small town,” she remarked.

			“Temperance is at a crossroads,” Hollander said. “We’re at the intersection of an Indian reservation, Yellowstone Park, and ranch land.”

			“It’s a tourist town, then?”

			“Nah. It’s been around since the Gold Rush days. Legend says it was founded by an alchemist who was determined to turn dead rocks into gold.”

			“Judging by the size of the town, he wasn’t too successful.”

			“I guess not. He disappeared when his house burned down. The town hung on by its fingernails after that, but it never really flourished.” Hollander turned the Jeep down a gravel road and west into fields. “How the heck did you find this place?”

			“The Internet.”

			“Well, here it is.”

			The Jeep pulled up to a beat-­up Airstream trailer parked in a broad plain about two miles out of town. The trailer’s amenities consisted of an electrical pole tied off at the mast and a rusty charcoal grill leaning beside the front door. Petra opened the door of the Jeep and stepped into the field. The tall, brittle grasses lashed around her ankles. Hollander picked up her bag from the backseat—­a military-­style duffel containing her only possessions.

			“Look, I can take you to the lodge at the park . . .” he began.

			Petra ignored him. She tugged the Airstream’s door open and fumbled inside for a light switch. Fluorescent lights flickered, illuminating faux wood paneling, a futon covered in a plaid quilt, and a small refrigerator. The floor creaked as Petra walked to the back, where a small bathroom was tucked away. The trailer was blisteringly hot, so she reached for a window.

			“I can take you to the lodge,” Hollander repeated. He hadn’t set her bag down yet.

			Petra shook her head. “Thanks, but . . . this’ll be fine.” She gave him a reassuring smile.

			Hollander frowned. “These really aren’t accommodations fit for a woman.”

			Petra laughed, and tried to smother it with the back of her hand.

			“What’s so funny?”

			“I’ve spent the last two years working on an oil rig. This is . . . luxurious by comparison.”

			“Okay.” He set her bag down on the futon. “Look, if you need anything, you have my cell number.”

			Petra nodded. She surveyed her new domain, finding the keys to the Airstream’s door on a small fold-­down table next to a preaddressed envelope for the rent. She’d seen worse, much worse. She could make this work.

			Hollander frowned some more at the surroundings, thumbs caught in his belt. “You got a gun?”

			“Airline is sort of a bitch about traveling with weapons these days.”

			“I’m not leaving a gal out in the middle of nowhere without protection.” He smiled. Hollander had a very nice smile. A smile that took out some of the sting of being called a “gal.” He reached into his boot, pulled a gun out of a hidden holster. “ ’Specially not a gal with a handprint-­shaped scar around her wrist.”

			Piss. Cops were cops, no matter where she went. She tucked her arm behind her back, tugging down her sleeve again. “The Forest Ser­vice is well armed,” she observed, to change the subject.

			“We’re out in the wilderness without anyone else for miles around. You bet we’re well armed.” He held out the gun, but she didn’t move to take it. “You know how to shoot one of these?”

			“Yeah. That’s a five-­shot Ruger SP-­101 .38. Nice piece.”

			“I’m impressed. A gal who knows her firearms.” He set it on the fold-­out table.

			“Hollander, I don’t want to take—­”

			“You’re borrowing it, until you get your own. This isn’t my federal-­issue sidearm. I’ve got others.”

			Petra bit back a snide remark. But she was conscious of the shadows drawing down outside, knowing that it would be dark soon in unfamiliar territory. “Okay. Thanks. I’ll get it back to you as soon as I get one of my own.”

			Hollander tipped his hat and headed for the door. Petra stood in the doorway and watched him drive away into the melting light. When the dust plume had faded, she closed and locked the door behind him. The door didn’t fit exactly square in the frame, and she had to bump it with her hip to make sure that it shut properly.

			The heat was thick, sticky like caramel. Petra opened the rest of the creaky windows. She was glad to be rid of Hollander. He was a nice-­looking man, but Petra had had enough of nice-­looking men to last a lifetime. And the alpha-­male types, too. Tears blurred her vision as she set about opening her duffel bag. Her fingers clasped around the pendant that knocked against her collarbone. It was cast in the shape of a lion swallowing the sun, a gift from her father. Her fingers moved from the pendant to the scar spiraling around her wrist, a mark left by the last man who’d touched her. The puckered edges were flattening, turning white with time. She feared what would happen when it faded—­would she forget?

			But coming here was for exactly that—­for forgetting. She wanted this to be the biggest, widest oubliette in the world. Petra savagely tore through her clothes and stacked them on the futon: jeans and casual shirts, T-­shirts, tank tops, sunglasses, an olive military-­style jacket, boots stained with oil and crusted with brine. A shockproof plastic case held her tools: compass, binoculars, picks, flashlights, chisels, hand lenses, rock-­climbing gear. And six fat envelopes full of cash. She stuffed five of them behind a piece of loose plastic paneling in the wall, and put the sixth on the table next to the rent envelope. That was for a gun. And a car—­probably a truck. But those were tomorrow’s worries.

			She stretched out on the futon, watching the light drain from the day. The thin mattress smelled of tobacco smoke. The light seeped away from the field, sucking shadows toward the distant mountains. A rim of brilliant gold outlined the craggy, snow-­covered peaks until it faded like the corona of an eclipse, leaving violet sky behind. Crickets and cicadas chimed and buzzed in a soothing melody. Not like the sussurance of the waves, but a landlocked lullaby all its own.

			This place was all earth and dirt. She let the blackness of the new world fall over her as it fell over the land, hoping that it would obliterate her thoughts and grant her a dreamless sleep.

			Petra jolted upright. For a moment, she forgot where she was. Expecting a long drop from her bunk to the floor, she misstepped, turning her ankle as she scrambled out of the futon and the tangle of covers.

			Something was howling outside. She squinted through the window into the inkiness beyond, shivering. Cold had invaded the trailer.

			Was it a wolf? She’d never heard one before. This animal’s voice sounded higher pitched than the wolves she’d heard in movies, punctuated by yips and owl-­like hoots.

			A dog? It had to be a dog, she decided.

			She peered into the dark. Was it hurt? Worry gnawed at her.

			There would be no sleep while it was carrying on. She reached for her boots and a flashlight. As an afterthought, she reached for Hollander’s gun. She hoped that the dog wasn’t hurt badly enough that it would need to be put down. That would just be icing on the cake.

			Petra dragged the door open and stared out into the night. Night here was different than on the ocean. The ocean was black, capped with white waves, but the lights from the drilling platform and boats obliterated most of the stars.

			Here . . . here was different. Night held sway over everything else. The only light was the one in Petra’s hand and the glorious spill of the stars overhead. She sucked in her breath, taking in the white shadow of the Milky Way stretching from horizon to horizon.

			She stepped down, onto the ground. Her weight shifted beneath her, and she nearly tripped, craning her neck to see upward. She was too accustomed to the swell of the tides—­solid ground was screwing with her sense of balance. She spread her arms out for steadiness, staring up at the sky again.

			The Big Dipper shone overhead, and she could pick out the sickle of Leo low on the horizon. Her father had taught her about the stars when she was a little girl, before he disappeared. Her throat closed around the memory.

			The howl sounded again, to the east. Clutching the gun and the flashlight, Petra swept the beam across the field of spiky grasses and stones. She whistled, and the howl cut off, midnote.

			“Come here, puppy,” she called, feeling moronic. Her breath made ghosts in the air before her, and the chill cut through her tank top and cargo pants.

			The keening began again. Resolved, Petra clomped through the grasses and gravel to the source of the sound. She swatted away mosquitoes determined to make a meal of her, whistling for the dog.

			Twenty yards from the trailer, her whistle froze and fell flat in her mouth. A pair of shining gold eyes peered through the grass at her.

			Petra edged the flashlight to the eyes, raising the gun. The light outlined a small, reddish-­grey creature with big ears and a bushy tail. Not a dog, not a fox. Coyote.

			“Hey,” she called, wondering why the coyote wasn’t running from her. “You okay, little guy?”

			The coyote blinked, lifted his head, and sniffed in her general direction. He yipped conversationally, then presented his rump to her. He dug with his front paws in the sandy earth like a dog searching for a bone. Judging by the size of the hole, he’d been at it for a while.

			“Whatcha got there, little guy?” Petra tried to peer into the hole. It was about a foot and a half deep that she could see, but the coyote was enthusiastically kicking up enough dust to make her cough.

			The coyote ignored her, continuing to dig. Petra backed away, deciding to leave the coyote to his business. Perhaps it was den-­digging season, or he smelled a delicious vole. Whatever he was into, he didn’t want human involvement.

			Suddenly, the coyote broke off and scampered a ­couple of feet from the hole. He looked her straight in the eye and gave a soft, lilting whimper.

			“What? I don’t want your dinner. I had pretzels on the plane.”

			The coyote laid his forelegs down on the ground and yowled at Petra.

			Petra shined her flashlight down into the hole. Something metallic glinted in the dirt.

			“Oh. What did you find?”

			She looked back at the coyote, to find that he’d vanished like a puff of smoke in the sere landscape. She held her breath. She couldn’t hear him moving in the undergrowth. He was gone, swallowed into black.

			Petra laid down the gun and reached into the hole, hoping that there was nothing inside that would bite her. Snakes would be just perfect. Blackened wood crumbled under her touch. A tarnished metallic plate was jammed in the side of what looked like an old building beam, turned up at an odd angle. Petra dug into the flaking wood to free it.

			The metal was about the size of her palm, round and ornately engraved. She rubbed at it with her filthy hand, and her heart leapt into her mouth. It looked like a compass with numbers and the cardinal directions carved around the rim, and in the center was an image of a lion devouring the sun. Her fingers fluttered up to her necklace. No, it couldn’t be. Too damn weird.

			She stood up yelled for the coyote. “Hey, come back here!”

			Her voice startled the nearby crickets into silence.

			The metal cut into her palm, but the coyote didn’t answer her with as much as a yip.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Two

			Temperance

			Petra woke at dawn and squinted at her diver’s watch. Six thirty. Light crept into the trailer, illuminating the strange medallion she’d left on the floor next to her bed after she’d staggered in the night before. She had wanted it close at hand, suspicious that it would dissolve in the morning like a muzzy dream. But it remained.

			She got up to rinse the worst of the grime off the medallion in the bathroom sink. Though pitted and scuffed from age, the compass gleamed soft and yellow. She could now see that its numbers were out of sequence between the cardinal directions, with seven rays emanating like the spokes of a wheel from the center, and there were Latin words she didn’t recognize surrounding the lion. The rays corresponded to none of the cardinal directions, seeming to fan out randomly to the edge. She scraped the edge of it against the glass of the bathroom window. The metal didn’t scratch the glass, though the window left a small mark on the rim of the artifact.

			Gold. The corner of Petra’s mouth turned upward. Though the old prospectors in this town had failed, she seemed to have struck it lucky in less than a day. She shook her head. No such thing as luck. If she believed in it, she’d have to believe that the only luck she’d ever attracted had been bad. And then she’d have to believe that there was a reason the men on the rig had called her “Jinx,” and it wasn’t just because of old superstitions about women at sea.

			She tucked the artifact into the trailer wall with her money, then turned her attention to the tiny bathtub. It was barely two-­thirds the size of a standard tub, with a handheld shower set. But a hot bath was a luxury. She’d made do with lukewarm four-­minute showers at sea, knowing that a dozen men were waiting in line for her to get the hell out so that they could take their turns.

			She unscrewed the tap, which spat brown water for a ­couple of seconds before grudgingly emitting a thin stream of hot water. Petra nodded in satisfaction. The Internet ad for the rental said that the unit had running water and electric heat. She didn’t need much else.

			Petra worked her hair free of the rubber band that held it out of her face and poked around the cabinets. She had a toothbrush and toothpaste, but she needed to buy soap. She found the dried-­up remains of lemon dish detergent and ran the water into the plastic bottle, letting the it float and spin in the bath as bubbles foamed. She peeled off her clothes. Freckles dotted the milky-­pale skin on her chest and legs that wasn’t sunburned. She scrunched into the bathtub, hissing as the hot water touched her skin. She fiddled with the shower sprayer, succeeding in blasting herself in the face before she managed to get a steady stream that she could use to rinse her hair.

			As she stood to allow the water to sluice down the drain, she imagined the last particles of salt being rinsed away. The last residue of the sea.

			Leaving wet footprints behind, she dug in her bag for her toothbrush and toothpaste. She let the water evaporate from her body as she brushed her teeth, adding towels to her list of things to buy when she made it to town. She stared out the window across the field. Town was about two miles away, a manageable trek on foot.

			Her hair still hanging wet over her shoulder, Petra dressed in a tank top, cargo pants, and her work boots. She didn’t carry a purse, and was at odds what to do with Hollander’s gun. She settled on jamming it into the hip pocket of her cargo pants. She had no idea if concealed carry was permitted here, but she was beginning to get the impression that there wasn’t much law enforcement around. Except for Hollander. And so far, she was on his good side.

			She pulled a white long-­sleeved linen shirt over her shoulders to hide her scars and a hat and sunglasses to keep from being further crisped by the sun. Keys in hand, she left the Airstream and struck off across the field to find the road.

			There was no sign of the coyote or the hole he’d dug. Petra squinted at the flat landscape. She knew that the hole was here, somewhere. She wondered what it was he’d found—­part of a house? What had been here before, this far from town?

			Her fingers brushed the amulet at her throat. She would find out.

			She headed south and west, toward the gravel road that Hollander had driven down the night before. In daylight, the Rockies were cool shadows in the distance, green pines and yellow aspen crowded at their feet. The sky glowed blue overhead, broad and wide as it had been above the sea. Bleached grasses rippled in the breeze, and if Petra closed her eyes, they almost sounded like waves. Almost.

			She’d been walking for fifteen minutes when the roar of an engine sounded behind her. She smelled dust and burning oil before it came, and she stepped off the road into the ditch. The car slowed behind her. Petra set her jaw and didn’t turn. If it was Hollander, come to check up on her, he could pick up the damn phone. She didn’t need to be hovered over like a tourist wandering too far off the marked trail.

			“Hey, baby.”

			She glanced behind her. A dirty red Chevy Monte Carlo tooled at her heels, keeping pace on the one-­lane road. The car was full of young men, thin and stringy as a pack of wolves. She turned back to the road before her, ignoring them.

			“Hey, I’m talking to you.”

			Petra didn’t answer, but her heart hammered in her throat. She stepped farther into the ditch, out of reach of the driver.

			“You wanna party? I’ve got some crank.”

			“No thanks.” Out of the corner of her eye, she caught sight of the driver’s pockmarked face. His decayed grin was missing a tooth.

			Great. Meth heads.

			“Leave her alone, Justin.” A sullen, goth-­looking kid in the passenger’s seat crossed his arms over his black jacket. Underneath spiked hair, a silver ankh earring gleamed. “We’ve gotta find Adam and Diana.”

			“In a fucking minute. I’m busy.” Justin the meth-­mouth leaned out the window. “You too good to party with us?”

			She shook her head and said nothing. Her gaze flicked to the field to the left of the road, and her fingertips brushed the flap on the pocket of her pants. She weighed her options. She could call for help on her cell phone, but she had no idea how long it would take for help to arrive in a place this remote—­she’d seen no police station in Temperance. She could draw on them, but she knew that she was too chicken to contemplate really pulling the trigger. The gun might frighten them off, assuming they weren’t armed themselves.

			“Justin, quit fucking around.” The goth kid punched the driver in the arm. “We don’t have time for this shit.”

			Justin shook the kid off. “We’ve been looking all night. Shut your yap.”

			Petra squinted ahead. Temperance was about a half mile up the road. She could cut through the field at an angle, where the car couldn’t follow her. That was the way the nature channel on TV always said to avoid alligators—­run at an angle. If she took off through the field, perhaps they wouldn’t follow. And if they did, they might be faster . . .

			“I don’t want any trouble.”

			Justin turned his attention toward Petra. “Too bad, Freckles. Trouble found you.”

			Petra heard crunching gravel as the tires stopped, the click of an opening car door.

			In that instant, her analysis of the situation drained away, and instinct kicked in.

			Run.

			Petra lunged into a run, slamming her heavy boots into the thick soil. She flew, laces snapping around her ankles, fists pumping in time with her steps. She kicked up clods of dirt as she surged through the grasses and leapt over rills in the land. Her breath burned shallowly in her lungs.

			Damn it. The land around the Rockies was almost eight thousand feet above sea level. Her breath was shorter at this altitude, whistling at the back of her throat. She looked back.

			The driver, Justin, was out of the car. Almost. The goth kid had leaned across the seats and grabbed onto the sleeve of his T-­shirt. Justin turned and slugged him hard enough that Petra could hear him squeak as he fell to the floorboards.

			Petra turned her gaze forward, swung left to avoid a low-­growing tree . . .

			. . . and jammed her right foot into a chuckhole.

			She pitched forward and landed hard, twisting her ankle as her elbows and knees scraped the gravel. Still tasting dirt, she flattened to the ground, scrambling for the gun in her cargo pocket. Hopefully, they wouldn’t be able to see her at this distance through the scrub . . .

			Justin stood at the shoulder of the road. The goth kid was leaning out of the open car door and spitting blood on the ground. The young men in the backseat howled in amusement.

			“Look at what you did, you ass clown. We lost her.”

			“We didn’t need her, anyway.” The goth kid wiped his mouth.

			“She mighta had money, you tool!”

			“Yeah, well, she’s gone now.”

			Justin shoved the goth kid back into the car. He turned back to the field and yelled. “We’ll see you again real soon, Freckles.”

			Petra gave him the middle finger, assured that he was too far away to see her or her gesture of contempt. The car engine started, and the Monte Carlo rumbled slowly down the road in a cloud of dust.

			Petra struggled to her feet. Her ankle pounded painfully against her tight bootlaces. She gingerly poked at it. Probably nothing broken. Just one of those annoying injuries that would hurt like hell for a few days.

			She blew out a shaking breath and limped the remaining distance to town.

			Temperance didn’t quite live up to its billing.

			At first, it seemed peaceful enough. Petra hobbled up to a convenience store and gas station. Bears carved from tree trunks flanked the entrance that announced that she’d arrived at Bear’s Gas ’n Go. She opened the door decorated with jangling cowbells.

			A lottery counter and cash register sat to her right, with aisles of overpriced convenience foods to her left. A few dusty tourist tchotckes were mixed in: T-­shirts, water pistols, sunglasses, postcards, magnets, and plush grizzly bears. Above the cash register, a huge stuffed black bear’s head and paws crawled out of the wall. Moose antlers hung above the dairy case full of ice cream.

			Petra’s stomach grumbled. She hadn’t eaten since a flight attendant had slipped her extra pretzels on the plane yesterday. She noticed a diner counter stretched across the back of the store and a deli case full of potato salads, sandwich meats, and cheeses. Petra parked her butt on a red vinyl stool repaired with duct tape.

			A large man dressed in a flannel shirt and apron appeared behind the counter. His salt-­and-­pepper ponytail was tied away from his face, and his beard grew nearly white. He was built like a well-­fed former linebacker.

			“Good morning, young lady. What can I do you for?”

			Petra smiled. “You must be Bear.”

			“I am.” Bear’s blue eyes crinkled. “And you must be our new geologist.”

			“News travels fast here. I’m Petra Dee.”

			“Like they say, news and the dead travel fast.” Bear stuck a meaty paw over the glass counter. “Pleased to meet you, Petra.”

			“Likewise.” She eyed the stuffed bear over the cash register. “This is a great place you’ve got, here.”

			Bear chuckled. “That’s Daisy. She’s my good luck token. Scares away robbers and keeps the lottery tickets lucky. I’ve sold a state-­jackpot-­winning ticket here every year since I hung her over the register.”

			Petra laughed. “If I believed in luck, I’d have to start playing.”

			Bear grinned. “You’ve come to the right place for changing luck.” He slid a photocopied menu across the counter at her. “You look like you had to chase your breakfast.”

			Petra looked down at her dirty sleeves. “Um. Yeah. Ran into some guys who were a little too friendly. Tweakers.”

			Bear’s mouth thinned. “I know the guys you’re talking about. Red Monte Carlo?”

			“Yeah. Charming.”

			“It’s Justin and his posse of wannabe thugs. They kept trying to buy cold medicine from me to cook that crap up.” Bear gestured at a locked case holding medicines behind the register. “Once I figured out what they were up to and threw ’em out, they must have found another source.”

			Petra smiled to imagine Bear forcibly throwing the young men out of his store. “Must have.”

			Bear’s gaze darkened. “You got a gun?”

			“You’re the second person to ask me that.” Petra dodged the question, ambivalent about the gun. She suspected that once ­people knew she was packing, she’d go from being the new girl in town to something else entirely. And she didn’t want to know what that was. Instead, she said: “What I’d really like to get a line on would be a vehicle. Car, truck . . . doesn’t matter, as long as it runs.”

			Bear rubbed his beard. “I’ll check around for you. Shouldn’t be too difficult to find a ride in a day or two.”

			“Great. Thanks.” Petra looked at the menu, trying not to salivate over the list of sandwiches, salads, and sides. “What’s the house special, Bear?”

			“Bear’s Bacon Buffalo Banana Pepper Bacchanalia. Number 42. Comes with slaw and potato salad. I also recommend the root beer. Local brew with extra sassafras.”

			Petra slid the menu across the counter. “Hit me with the Bacon Buffalo Bacchanalia and the root beer.”

			The Bacchanalia almost did Petra in. A half hour later, she was wobbling on the stool like a stuffed tick. Bear had given her a bag of ice to prop her ankle up on. Grudgingly, she slipped from the stool and foraged among the aisles for provisions. Bear rang her up and sacked her groceries in a brown paper bag. Petra thanked him and lifted her groceries. She could get back to the Airstream with this load, but she’d have to take it slow.

			He looked out the window and pointed. “That’s Maria Yellowrose’s truck. Looks like she’s got a FOR SALE sign on it.”

			Petra peered out the window to see a huge, rust-­colored midseventies Ford Bronco parked on the street. The back window had been painted with white FOR SALE lettering and a phone number.

			“Thanks, Bear.”

			“Don’t thank me.” Bear pointed upward. “Thank Daisy. The luck’s all hers.”

			Petra grinned and clanked through the door with her sack in hand. She crossed the street to get a better look at the Bronco. Rust had chewed through some spots in the wheel wells, but the tires still had enough tread on them to last until winter. It was no doubt a gas guzzler, but Petra didn’t mind the idea of visiting Bear’s deli on a regular basis to get gas and Bacchanalia sandwiches. The Airstream kitchen was not made to produce three-­course dinners.

			The Bronco was parked on the curb in front of the Compostela, a bar that looked like it had stood since the Gold Rush days. The faded wood building was pierced by gothic windows and shutters, fronted by a porch with creaky floorboards. Petra guessed that it might have originally been a church. Perhaps as a nod to its origins and the name of the town, a wooden cross was hung over the door. A sign in the window announced beer and appetizer specials for happy hour.

			Petra glanced at her watch. It was almost 2 P.M.—­a bit early for drinking. Maybe Maria Yellowrose worked here.

			Shuffling her groceries to her left arm, Petra pushed the door open into the shade of the bar. It took a moment for the red sun shadows of the day to resolve themselves. This place had, indeed, been a church in a prior incarnation. The gothic windows still held colored glass that played on the scarred floor in kaleidoscopic colors. The effect was no doubt spectacular under the influence. Church pews had been cut up and reassembled as booths and table seating. The altar area had been converted to a bar. Pendant lights glittered over a slab of highly polished wood that looked to have been cut from a single tree.

			There was something pragmatically blasphemous about the whole setup. Petra didn’t believe in anything that couldn’t be quantifiably recorded. Religion held the same sway over her that fairy tales and New Age crystals did. But she still found it amusing.

			The bar was sparsely populated at this hour. A group of old men sat playing cards in the corner, and a half dozen other patrons were silhouettes in the pews. Petra made her way to the altar. The bartender was a blond man about twenty years older than Petra, dressed in black. The wall behind him gleamed in a pattern of stars hammered out of tin.

			“Can I help you?” Petra could feel his gaze sizing her up.

			“Hi. I’m looking for Maria Yellowrose.”

			The bartender pointed behind her. “She’s over there. But now might not be a good time.”

			Petra turned. At one of the pews, a man and woman were arguing. Or, rather, the man was arguing, and the woman was attempting to reason with him.

			“ . . . not going anywhere,” the man slurred. He was dressed in jeans with a loose button-­up shirt, and his hat lay before him on the table. His skin was pale, and his wizened hands curled protectively around an empty glass.

			The woman stood beside him, hands pressed to the table. Black hair dusted her shoulders, and she wore a long lace tunic over a gypsy skirt. She spoke low, so low that Petra could barely hear her.

			“It’s time to come home, Frankie,” the woman said. “I’ll take you.”

			Frankie shook his head. “I’m not going home to listen to any more of that bitchin’.”

			“You can’t stay here. You’ve already been cut off.”

			Frankie stared into his empty glass. “No.”

			“You can either come willingly, or get thrown out.” The woman’s eyes slid to the bartender.

			Frankie slammed down his glass. “Let me take a piss first.”

			“Okay. Then we’ll go.”

			Frankie stumbled out of the pew and wandered away to the restrooms. The woman sat at the edge of the pew and rested her heart-­shaped face in her hand. Her sloe eyes were fixed on Frankie’s empty beer glass.

			Petra hated to intrude, but she didn’t relish the idea of roaming the countryside without the protection of a steel skin around her. She screwed up her courage and approached the pew.

			“Excuse me, are you Maria?”

			The woman blinked and looked up. “Yes?”

			“Hi. My name’s Petra. I saw that your truck was for sale. But if this is a bad time . . .” Petra’s gaze slid to the men’s room.

			Maria shook her head, and her silver earrings shivered. “There’s no such thing as bad timing. I need to get that beast sold before insurance is due on it this fall.”

			“Tell me about it?”

			“It’s a ’78. Three hundred sixty-­seven thousand miles. New water pump and fan belt, old tires, air-­conditioning doesn’t work. Put a battery in it last year. But it runs. It’s never left me stranded.”

			That squared with what Petra had observed. Her ankle throbbed, and she was reluctant to walk all the way back to the trailer. Even if the truck was a lemon, it might be fixable. “What are you asking for it?”

			“Eight hundred, firm.”

			“Let’s go look at it.”

			Maria nodded. She glanced back toward the men’s room, where the sounds of vomiting could be heard. She caught the eye of the bartender.

			The bartender didn’t look amused. “I’ll send him out when he’s done.”

			“Thanks.”

			“Sure.”

			Petra followed Maria out to the sunlight. The beast of a truck cast a shadow on the gravel, seeming to give Petra the once-­over through dirty headlamps. Maria opened the driver’s side door, popped the hood. Petra stood on tiptoe to look in at the dusty engine as Maria started it. The engine vibrated with a satisfying idle, deep and loud enough that Petra had to shout to be heard above it.	“Smells like oil.”

			“Yeah. It burns about a quart every three months. Wasn’t worth it to track down the leak.”

			Petra nodded and dropped the heavy steel hood down with a puff of dust. Maria shut the engine off, but the sound still roared in her ears. Petra stepped up on the running board and peered into the interior. The vinyl seats were intact, and a fist-­sized charm made of citrine beads clicked from the rearview mirror. But she was more interested in the shotgun in the backseat.

			“Is that for sale, too?”

			Maria shook her head. “Sorry. But the pawn shop could probably hook you up.”

			“Where’s that?”

			“Two streets over. Stan’s Dungeon.”

			“Sounds like an S&M shop.”

			Maria cracked a smile. “Nah. Though you can probably score some handcuffs there, if that’s your thing.”

			Petra shook her head. “I’ll pass. But thanks for the info.” Her fingertips lingered on the hot dashboard. “Eight hundred bucks? Can I take it today for cash?”

			“Eight hundred bucks and a ride back to the reservation,” Maria amended.

			“Deal.” Petra extended her hand, and Maria grasped it, bracelets chiming.

			At that moment, Frankie came stumbling from the bar into the street. He patted his pockets, looked right, left, and then fixated on a box truck parked on the curb ahead of the Bronco. A man in jeans and a black cowboy hat was loading fence posts and coils of barbed wire into the back from the hardware store next door. In this heat, he was wearing long sleeves, buttoned at the wrist. A raven paced on the roof of the truck, watching the man in the hat work.

			“Hey, you!” Frankie stabbed a finger at the man in the black hat. “Shouldn’t you be back at the ranch, sucking Rutherford’s cock?”

			The man in the hat ignored him, throwing sharpened fence posts into the back of the truck as if they were foam pool noodles and not hardwood four-­by-­fours. The raven stopped pacing, turned its unblinking obsidian eyes toward Frankie.

			Maria grabbed the old man’s arm and dragged him toward the Bronco. “Time to go, Frankie.”

			But Frankie wasn’t through shooting his mouth off. “You digging graves for him? He got you digging your own?”

			The man at the truck looked up then. Under the shade of his hat burned the coldest, most distant look Petra had ever seen. Petra had only seen a look that remote on a corpse.

			“Watch your mouth, old man. Or the next grave could be yours.” His voice was barely a whisper, but the threat in his amber eyes chilled Petra’s blood. The man turned his back to them and continued to load the truck, while the raven continued to stare at Frankie, fluffing its wings.

			“Frankie,” Maria hissed. “Shut the hell up.”

			“He ain’t right. Rutherford’s boys aren’t natural. The raven told me.” Frankie flailed as Maria attempted to shovel him into the car.

			Awesome. She forgot that the drunk guy was coming along for the ride, too. Petra hoped he didn’t barf in the Bronco, since she was pretty sure that the mess was now hers.

			“Get in the truck, Frankie,” Maria said, slamming the door after him. Frankie wormed to the other side and slithered out the opposite door. Petra saw him snatch a fence post from the ground. The raven cawed, a harsh, raw sound.

			“Look out!” Petra shouted.

			Frankie swung on the man in the hat. The fence post crashed into his back with an audible crack. The stranger slumped against the side of the truck. Frankie swung and struck the man again, hitting so hard that the man’s shoulder dented the side panel of the truck on impact. Blood spattered on the dingy paint. The raven fluttered down from the roof of the truck, skittering helplessly along the perimeter of the fight.

			“Jesus, Frankie’s gonna kill him.” Maria dug in the back of the Bronco for the shotgun, scrabbled in the glove box for loose shells.

			In the doorway of the bar, Petra spied the bartender. He stayed in the shadow of the door, watching.

			“Help him!” Petra shouted.

			The bartender shook his head. He watched with detached interest, like a vulture watching a predator make a kill that he could pick over later.

			The taillight of the truck broke under the impact of one of Frankie’s blows, glittering red in the spatters on the pavement. The stranger was on the ground, and Frankie slammed the fence post into the man’s ribs. The stranger’s hat lay on the pavement, broken plastic shards glittering on the leather. The raven paced beside the hat, wings spread, shrieking.

			Petra stepped up to Frankie. “Leave him alone.”

			Frankie paused. Petra marveled at the power of her voice, that Frankie was willing to stop midstrike, bloody fence post lifted over his head.

			Then she looked down, saw the pistol in her hands and the barrel pressed against the base of Frankie’s neck. The pressure seemed to keep the gun from shaking.

			“Holy shit,” she breathed at herself.

			The raven looked up at Petra and cawed hoarsely, as if challenging her to act. Or pleading.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Three

			Bluffing

			A shotgun shell ratcheted noisily into its chamber somewhere behind Petra. She held her breath, tensing to receive a load of buckshot in the back.

			“Do as she says, Frankie,” Maria snarled. “Drop it.”

			Frankie let the stained fence post clatter to the ground. Sullenly, he turned to Petra and Maria. Spittle ran down his chin and flecked the front of his T-­shirt.

			“Last chance. Get in the truck, Frankie.”

			Frankie, grumbling, shuffled toward the Bronco. He vomited in the street and collapsed upon reaching the truck, passing out against the fender.

			Petra knelt before the beaten man. His dark hair was matted with blood and dirt. Petra rolled him on his side, saw the purpling bruise already swelling on the right side of his face.

			“Are you okay?” It was a dumb question. He clearly wasn’t.

			“Mmmph,” he said.

			She dug her cell phone out of her pocket and called 911. The call rang twice, then disconnected.

			“Hey,” she shouted over her shoulder at the bartender. “Call an ambulance.”

			The bartender disappeared. Petra didn’t know if he’d make the call, if there even were ambulances out here.

			Petra pried open the man’s good eye. The pupil in his shimmering amber iris contracted in the sun. That much was good. The eye began to roll back into his head.

			“You.” She shook him. “Stay with me. What’s your name?”

			The man coughed a mouthful of blood up on Petra’s shirt. “Gabriel.”

			The raven paced before them, rustling its feathers in agitation. Petra tried to shoo it away, but it hopped back, making sketchy tracks in the blood with its claws.

			Petra turned Gabriel’s stubbled face toward her, examining the bruise covering the right side of his cheek. His skin was oddly cool, like stone, and he smelled like metal. No heat emanated from the wound, nor from the blood that covered his skin. Petra rubbed her hand on her pants, conscious of the risk of blood-­borne contagion.

			Gabriel touched Petra’s collar. “Sorry about your shirt.”

			Her gold pendant necklace spilled out from under the fabric, and Gabriel immediately brushed his fingers against it in fascination. “The true green lion,” he rasped,

			“What? You know about this?”

			His amber eyes fluttered shut, and she reached for his wrist to take his pulse. Her fingers sought an arterial thump of blood. But she didn’t feel a thump . . . she felt a buzz. Like placing her fingers on a stereo speaker that was playing only static. “Paramedics will be here soon.”

			Gabriel shook his head. “No paramedics.” He shifted his weight, struggling to get his hand under him to climb to his feet.

			“You need a doctor.”

			“No. Help me up.”

			“Absolutely not. The squad will—­”

			“ ‘Medicines are our poisons, and poisons our medicines. Even the New Testament can be poison, ’ ” Gabriel muttered.

			“What are you talking about?” That sounded like something a whackadoodle would quote to avoid treatment. “The Bible?”
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