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			CHAPTER ONE

			DUST

			No matter how decent Petra Dee’s intentions were, things always went to shit.

			Sweat dribbled down the back of her neck, sliding down her shoulder blades and congealing between her skin and the Tyvek biohazard suit. The legs of the suit made a zip-­zip sound, snagging on bits of prickly pear as she walked through the underbrush of Yellowstone National Park. She clutched her tool bag tightly in her gloved grip, the plastic of the suit rustling over the hiss of the respirator in her ears. Her breath fogged the scuffed clear mask of the suit, softening the edges of the land before her with a dreamlike filter.

			“You don’t have to do this,” Mike said.

			“Consider it a professional favor, okay?” she said. “And you said it was weird. Now, I’m curious.”

			The park ranger in the suit in front of her stopped, turned, and awkwardly grabbed her sleeve. “Look, you don’t have to. The hikers who found it said it was pretty gruesome.” Mike’s voice was muffled behind his own mask, but his brow creased as he looked at her. It was clear to her that he now thought better of bringing her here. Maybe it was his dumb, misplaced sense of chivalry, or maybe things really did suck as badly as he suggested. With him, it was hard to tell.

			“You can go back,” he suggested. Again.

			“Mike. You need a geologist. There isn’t anybody on your staff who can tell you if it’s safe to be up here. Weird seismic shit has been happening in the last ­couple of weeks—­new springs and fumaroles and mudpots opening up in this area, stuff that isn’t on the maps. And you’re stuck with me unless you want to wait for the Department of the Interior to show up and tell you what you need to know.” She didn’t want to be having this discussion out in the open. There were more men and women in suits behind them, far behind, waiting to see what Mike and Petra would do. They might not be within earshot, but it offended her sense of professionalism. “Besides, I owe you.”

			And she did, big-­time. Petra had a knack for causing trouble for Mike. Since she’d shown up in town two months ago to take a quiet-­sounding geology gig with the federal government, she’d managed to stumble into an underground war between a cattle baron and the local drug-­dealing alchemist. A shitstorm of administrative paperwork had been generated for Mike when drugs and bodies turned up in his jurisdiction. Pizza and beer only went so far to balance the scales of debt.

			Mike rubbed the back of his hood with a crinkling sound. “Yeah, but . . .”

			Petra nodded sharply. “I can do this.” Her voice sounded steadier than she felt.

			“If you need outta here, just say the word.” Mike started walking again, pushing aside a branch blocking her way.

			She moved forward to the edge of the tree line, beyond where blotches of color swam in her sweaty vision. A campsite. A red tent had been pitched in a clearing, though it tilted in a lopsided fashion on a broken pole, like a giant spider someone had plucked a leg from. Nice tent—­a deluxe model, with mesh windows and pop-­outs. A dead fire with cold ash was surrounded by a ring of rocks. Laundry dangled from a clothesline: T-­shirts, jeans, socks.

			And beyond it, a gorgeously pink mudpot. Iron in the underlying slurry likely yielded the soft rose color. The acidic hot spring burbled mud, steaming into the cool air. She was reminded of the steam rising from mountains as the dew baked off in the spring. There were thousands of these mudpots dotted all throughout Yellowstone National Park, too many to catalog, despite the hazards they posed.

			Petra ducked under the clothesline, wrestling for a moment with a pair of child-­sized purple leggings that seemed determined to get snagged around her respirator hose. After fighting them off, she turned her attention back to the scene.

			A dark-­haired man sat upright at the edge of the dead fire, hunched forward, his arms tangled in a blanket as if he’d been trying to protect himself from the cold.

			Her breath echoed quickly in her mask. Mike moved forward to kneel before the man. Pulling the blanket off, he reached for his neck to take his pulse.

			Early morning sunshine illuminated the man’s face. It was slack, jaw open, violet tongue protruding from his lips. Broken capillaries covered his cheeks, the red contrasting with mottled grey skin. His eyes were frozen wide open, and the sclera were bright red instead of white.

			The blanket fell away to reveal a red flannel shirt. Oddly enough, it looked as if part of it had been bleached, as if he’d brushed up against a gallon of white paint. A knife glinted in his right hand, trapped in a claw frozen by rigor mortis. Petra squinted to get a good look. The knife was a piece of junk—­the blade had been melted.

			The body rolled over on its side, landing like an action figure holding its pose in the dirt.

			Mike swore and grabbed his radio. “This is L-­6, be advised that we’ve confirmed a male victim. Tell the medics to . . .”

			Petra turned. That was a big tent. Too big for just one guy. And then there were the little girls’ leggings that she’d tussled with . . . damn it. Steeling herself, she crossed to the tent, her suit creaking. Sweating, she grasped the tent zipper. Its teeth stuck in the PVC-­coated canvas, and she tried three times before she gave up. Part of the tent had come unstaked on the right side, letting daylight creep in. She worked that seam and pulled it open.

			She stumbled back, falling on her ass.

			A woman sat bolt upright in a sleeping bag, with speckled and broken skin like the man at the fireside. She stared at Petra with the same blood-­red gaze under a tangle of brown hair.

			Petra leaned forward to touch her shoulder. The woman didn’t move, frozen in some unfathomable moment of shock. Heart hammering, Petra fumbled for a pulse. Through her gloves, the woman felt cold, and her chest didn’t move. Her skin felt swollen, as if stretched over an unseen trauma.

			Mike crawled into the tent to stare at a bundle beside the woman. He peeled back a sleeping bag on a little girl, maybe five or six, clutching a dinosaur plush toy. Her eyes were closed, seeming very peaceful under bruised skin.

			“Please let her be alive,” Petra whispered.

			Mike shook his head. “No pulse. But . . . not a mark on her.”

			Petra backed out of the tent into the clearing. Blinking, she reached for her equipment bag and dug out a handheld yellow gas monitor. Stabbing at the buttons, she waited for the sensors to start analyzing the air.

			She glanced at the mudpot, that beautiful pink jewel barely the size of a bathtub. The warmth it radiated condensed against her plastic suit. When the call came in that a man had been found dead near a mudpot in Yellowstone, the rangers had all assumed that the culprit was poisonous gas, carbon dioxide or hydrogen sulfide. And that would make sense, but . . .

			While waiting for the gas monitor to calibrate, Petra stood to peer into the bubbling mud. It was possible, but poisoning by those gases was a relatively rare phenomenon. She fished some tongue depressors out of her pack to dip a glob of the mud out into a specimen bottle for analysis.

			A sharp drumming sounded overhead, and she looked up.

			A woodpecker drilled into a pine tree above her, making a sound like a jackhammer. Birds had much more delicate respiratory systems than humans. If poisonous gas had seeped up from the mud here, then the bird should be showing ill effects. But instead it had found its breakfast, plucking bugs from bark, ignoring the humans below.

			Her gaze scraped the perimeter of the camp. The vegetation was all wrong here—­brittle and yellow and spotted, as if burned by something acidic. She knelt to pluck a piece of curled grass to stuff into a specimen bottle. Low-­level amounts of hydrogen sulfide were likely to enhance plant growth. High levels could kill plants, but not quickly.

			She glanced down at her gas detector. “Huh.”

			Mike had backed away from the tent. “Well?”

			“No carbon monoxide. No sulfur dioxide. Normal amounts of carbon dioxide. No appreciable levels of hydrogen sulfide right now, which is what I assumed the culprit would be, since that’s the most common airborne poison spewed by mudpots.” She pulled the hood of her suit back to take a sniff of the air. It smelled like pine needles, not like rotten eggs. “I think that it’s safe for your ­people to come in. Just . . . tell them not to touch anything they don’t have to. Gloves and suits.”

			Mike nodded and began barking orders into his walkie-­talkie.

			Petra lifted her freckled face to the sky, feeling the blessedly cool breeze against her cheeks. She spat a bit of dark blond hair out of her mouth and reached to take another soil sample. Maybe there was some other toxin here? Something more exotic that would need more tests run. Arsenic could be here, but it wouldn’t have killed these ­people so quickly. The ground was opening up in pockets in the whole Pelican Creek area. Geologists had been detecting midlevel quakes in previously quiet land. In a place like Yellowstone, the geology was always changing, but this was unusual. And it needed to be investigated.

			Mike mopped his brow. “Maybe there were high levels here overnight, and the wind swept it all away,” he mused. “Or the mudpot belched. A one-­time thing.”

			“Could be.” Inspiration struck her, and she stood to examine the man’s body by the dead fire. He lay where he’d fallen, rigidly on his side. “Could you help me with him?”

			“Sure. What do you need?”

			“I need to check his pockets for change.”

			Mike rolled the guy over. The body didn’t turn over with a normal thick, human sound. Petra heard sloshing, as if they were moving a cooler full of melted ice. Mike came up with a set of car keys and a fistful of change, which he handed to Petra. She stared at the debris, pushing aside the quarters, nickels, and dimes in her palm.

			“Whatcha lookin’ for?”

			“Pennies . . . ah.” She held a penny up to the light. A 2015 penny, bright and shiny and new. “It wasn’t hydrogen sulfide poisoning.”

			“How can you tell?”

			“If he’d been exposed to hydrogen sulfide, the copper in the penny would have oxidized. No evidence of that, here. When hydrogen sulfide was used as a chemical weapon in World War I, copper coins in the pockets of victims turned nearly black.”

			“Great. Maybe the coroner’s toxicology report will tell us what it was. I’m mostly just concerned that we’ve got an ongoing hazard situation here.”

			“I’ll run some soil samples,” Petra said. “In the meantime, you should have your rangers cordon this off for at least a hundred yards until we know for sure what it was.” She wrinkled her nose and reached for her respirator. “What the hell is that smell?” It wasn’t the rotten-­eggs smell of hydrogen sulfide. This smelled worse, like roadkill.

			Mike turned to the body. “It . . .” The smell hit him, and he struggled to pull his hood over his head. “It’s the body.”

			Where the camper’s corpse had been turned over to the earth, a black, viscous substance oozed. Two medics had arrived in full gear and grasped the body, one at the arms and the other at the feet. As they lifted, it seemed as if some fragile surface tension held by the man’s skin failed. The skin split open, and dark fluid soaked the dirt to splash against the white suits of the medics.

			“Christ,” Mike said behind his mask. “Only a floater would behave like that.”

			“A floater?” she echoed.

			“A body that’s been in a river for weeks. The gases build up while the organs rot. But . . . these guys can’t have been here that long. We’ll know for sure when we get an ID.”

			More plastic suits showed up with body bags into which to pour what remained of the camper. They discussed how best to remove the woman and the child from the tent without rupturing them. It was decided to start with the child.

			Petra turned away. She just didn’t want to see that. She began picking at samples around the edge of the campsite, trying to fade into the background. But the scene burned behind her eyelids. It wasn’t just the ­people that were dead. Death had spread to the vegetation around the campsite in a circle, as if someone had sprayed the plants with weed killer. As she ventured farther and farther away, she found a trail of rust-­colored grass vanishing into the forest.

			Ignoring the chatter and radio static behind her, she began to follow the trail. It spanned an area a little over three feet wide, a perfect path of brittle vegetation that contrasted sharply with the early autumn grass that still thrived. She paused before a pine tree that seemed to have had its bark scorched away by some kind of chemical reaction.

			She began to regret removing her hood. Holding her breath, she chipped a piece of bark away with an awl and dropped it into a sample bottle.

			The track ended abruptly at a spine of rocks that composed the next ridge. There were no plants to speak of here, only fine milk quartz pebbles and sandstone gravel.

			She blew out her breath, frustrated at having lost the trail. Had there been some kind of chemical accident here? She ran through the desiccants and herbicides she knew, most of which were not good for ­people, but the most likely short-­term effects would have been simple respiratory distress or skin contact allergies. Nothing that could cause the amount of squish and slop that the medics were dealing with.

			No rational explanation.

			Maybe there was an irrational one.

			She glanced behind her. No one had followed her this far, to the edge of the forest. She fumbled in her gear bag for the last bit of equipment she’d brought: a golden compass. Glinting in the sun, it lay flat in the palm of her hand. Seven rays extended to the rim, with an image of a golden lion devouring the sun in the center. The Venificus Locus, a magic detector that she still wasn’t entirely sure she believed in, but couldn’t discount. Maybe it would have something to say. Maybe it wouldn’t. But not asking the question would be stupid.

			She stripped off her glove, wiggling her sweaty fingers in the air. A hangnail that she’d neglected to trim kept annoying her. She ripped it off and hissed when blood welled up around the cuticle. Clumsily, she sloshed a bright drop of it into the groove circumscribing the outside of the compass. The blood sizzled on contact, then gathered itself into a perfectly round bead. It circled the rim of the compass once, twice . . .

			Petra held her breath, as much in anticipation as not wanting to spill the blood. The bead of blood swung back and forth in an agitated fashion, then settled on north, pointing to the campsite right behind her.

			“Great,” she muttered. That was pretty decisive. The compass would have just sucked up the blood if no magic was present.

			This was weird land. The nearby town, Temperance, had been founded by Lascaris, an alchemist who’d conjured gold from dead rocks. Some of Lascaris’s old experiments still wandered the countryside. She’d encountered a few of them in her short time here: the Hanged Men, the Alchemical Tree of Life, and the Locus itself—­which she’d been told had been made by Lascaris’s own hands.

			A shadow flickering through sunlight caught her eye, and she looked up. She half-­anticipated it to be the woodpecker foraging for more insects, but froze when she spied a raven watching her, balanced on the edge of a branch. His eyes reflected no light, his shadow mingling among the flickers of needles and branches of the lodgepole pine.

			She stared back at it. It might be an ordinary raven. Or it might be one of the raven familiars of the Hanged Men. She turned the compass toward the bird. The drop of blood spiraled halfway around the disk before the bird, alerted, took wing and vanished.

			Things around here were rarely ordinary.

			Clear now.

			The raven pumped his wings, pulling himself into the blue sky, as far as he could get from the smell of blood in the compass and the aura of poison clinging to the campsite. He caught an updraft from the sun-­warmed land, skimming along the south edge of the mountains, over the dark ribbons of road and the dry grasses of autumn fields.

			This draft required little effort from him. He stretched his wings and allowed his eyes to drift shut. The sun felt gloriously warm on his back, seeping through his feathers into his light body. In the sky, things were simple. There was no magic that could touch him here. No blood. No pain. There was just sun and air and sky.

			He sailed along the current until it weakened. He twitched his feathers, gave in to the instinct to flap his wings, and opened his eyes to look down.

			A vast field spread below him, gold and grassy and glinting with dew. A massive elm tree stood at its center, and below its shade stood a man in a white hat.

			The raven made a slow spiral, relishing the last bit of air through his feathers. He skimmed around the tree in a lazy arc, approaching the motionless man on the ground.

			The man opened his arms, as if inviting a lover back. His amber eyes glowed brighter than the dawn.

			The bird slammed into his chest. Feathers melded with flesh, fluttering into a pulse and soaking into skin.

			Gabriel let his hands fall. The bird twitched through his consciousness as he absorbed all it had seen.

			Above him, leaves rustled. Some were living leaves, some dead. The tree stood, scarred and ancient, but its shadow had grown thin. He reached up to pluck a brown leaf from a branch of the Hangman’s Tree. This wasn’t the only withered branch; the tree’s leaves had begun to curl at the center, as if autumn’s breath had come weeks earlier.

			He turned the leaf over in his hands. The tree was dying. He’d felt it even before the leaves had begun to drop, as the magic in it faltered. Even the Lunaria, the Alchemical Tree of Life, couldn’t survive forever. Not after what it had been put through, creating generations of undead to haunt the Rutherford Ranch.

			Not after what he had been put through. If he closed his eyes, he could still remember bleeding into the roots of the Lunaria and the tree’s frantic efforts to put him back together. He’d been torn to pieces in the explosion of a collapsing house. Wood had pierced and rent his body to bits. It would have been best to leave him to dust.

			But no . . . the other Hanged Men had brought him back here, out of sheer instinct. And the last raven had been brought back to him, the last fragment of himself. Through excruciating pain and light, he’d been revived.

			Though not wholly. He was conscious of vast gaps in his memory, as if time had eaten away at an old tintype photograph. He’d forgotten his middle name. He couldn’t remember the exact year he’d come here, though he knew it had happened over a century ago. He recalled bits and pieces of alchemy, arcane bits of ephemera about dissolution and phoenixes. His right hand shook when he wasn’t concentrating on it, and he’d developed a somewhat mechanical twitch in his left eye. An irritating limp came and went, even if he parsed his feet away as ravens and brought them back again.

			Revived. But at terrible cost. The light running through the veins of the tree grew more sluggish with each sunrise. He could feel it choked off, as if some force had girdled it beyond retrieval. The end of the tree would be the end of all the Hanged Men. He remembered that much.

			Behind closed eyes, he thought about that possibility of oblivion. Nothingness was seductive. No more striving to see another day. Just dust. He’d had a taste of it, when he’d lain in pieces within the Lunaria’s embrace.

			He crumpled the brittle leaf in his fist and opened his eyes. His gaze traveled to the south fence, where the rest of the Hanged Men toiled, herding the cattle to the north pasture. This wasn’t just about him; there were the others to think of. The others, who had no voice, who would simply cease to exist along with him if the tree died. He could choose to give up—­but the decision was not his alone.

			And yet . . . perhaps he had seen a solution. The part of his consciousness he’d sent out as a bird had detected something strange.

			Something that might save the last thing he held dear.

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER TWO

			BREATH OF LIFE

			“Just breathe.”

			Petra squeezed her eyes shut. Light pressed against her eyelids, creating distracting red dots on the darkness in her skull. Her breath whistled in the back of her throat as her pulse pounded in her neck. The pounding crept up from her throat to her temple, thudding like the beginning of a migraine. She tried to push away thoughts of hydrogen sulfide, black pennies, and dead eyes.

			“There is nothing, emptiness within and without. Feel the void opening in your heart.”

			In response to the gravelly voice, Petra shifted her awareness to her chest. Her heart thumped in time with the pulse in her head. She squinted into the darkness behind her ribs, searching . . .

			Searching.

			Something twitched across the field of her vision. The red lights faded to a thin streak of grey. She could make out a meandering stripe of beach along an ocean, faint in color, like an overexposed photograph. At the edge of the water stood a silhouette—­a man in a black coat with his hands clasped behind his back. Long grey hair was tied back from his face, and he gazed out over the ocean, as if expecting a ship or a bottle to wash in. The figure turned. His eyes were hazel, the only color in this landscape.

			“Dad?” she asked.

			She said it not only in her head, but aloud. Her throat tightened around her pulse and her words, and her concentration slipped. The image vanished.

			Her eyes snapped open. The sky stretched overhead in dazzling blue, and the sun pressed warm on her face.

			An old man sat before her, cross-­legged on a stone. He cupped his chin in his hands, braced on his elbows like a garden gnome statue.

			“You suck at meditation,” he told her.

			“No kidding, Frankie.” She pressed the heel of her hand to her head. She wiggled her toes to generate some feeling. The coyote asleep in her lap grumbled and kicked her.

			“The coyote has no problems getting to the spirit world,” Frankie observed.

			Petra rubbed Sig’s belly. “Sig is much more spiritually evolved than I am.” The coyote knew exactly what he wanted from life and exactly how to get there. It had been true since the first day he’d shown up on her doorstep. He’d had to make some compromises, though: He now wore a flea collar, with ID tags attached.

			“Did you see anything at all, this time?”

			“Just a glimpse . . . a glimpse of my father.” She shook her head. “It could have been just wishful thinking or an imagining. I can’t . . .”

			“You can,” Frankie insisted. “You just aren’t.”

			“I know. I have to.” Petra blew out a frustrated breath. She stared down at the ground, plucked at a limestone pebble. Sun had begun to burn her freckled shoulders, reminding her that this was likely the last day of autumn that would be over sixty degrees. Wearing a tank top and cargo pants, the scars on her arms were exposed: a handprint-­shaped mark around her right wrist and slashes on both. The old handprint had faded to white, while the slashes remained pink and new. The handprint was a burning reminder of the lover she’d lost on an oil rig at sea, and the slashes were a gift from the drug-­dealing alchemist, Stroud, who had wanted her blood to run the Venificus Locus. She would never allow these to be seen in public, but hanging out with Frankie wasn’t really what she considered “public.”

			The pendant her father had given her glinted at her throat: a medallion depicting a lion devouring the sun. She knew now that it was an alchemical symbol, but it was her last tangible tie to her father. It had soaked up the heat of the day, feeling leaden in the hollow of her throat.

			A shadow interrupted the sunshine. Maria, Frankie’s niece, stepped through the field, the grasses scraping her long skirt. The breeze worked loose tendrils of her long dark hair caught up in a complicated series of braids around her head. She held a basket under her arm. For a moment, it seemed that she could have stepped out of time, from an earlier era.

			Sig rolled over, instantly awake. He scrambled up to greet Maria, twitching his nose toward the tantalizing basket.

			“Are the two of you finished plumbing the mysteries of the universe?” Maria reached into the basket to hand Frankie and Petra bottles of water. Frankie tore into his greedily. She offered Sig a dish, and Petra poured half of hers into it for the coyote to drink.

			“Not many mysteries have revealed themselves,” Frankie said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. He stood, stretched, and walked toward a pool of spring water, dyed a Technicolor blue by algae. He knelt by the edge of the water and began skipping stones across its glasslike surface.

			Maria perched upon a sandstone rock, tucking her skirt beneath her. From the basket, she distributed sandwiches and containers of potato salad. She’d made a stack of meat for Sig, who took it delicately from her hand and wolfed it down as if he hadn’t eaten in a week.

			“So . . . you’re looking for your father in the spirit world?” Maria poked at her potato salad with a fork, not meeting Petra’s eyes.

			“He’s there. I mean . . . he’s somewhere. Maybe just in my head,” she confessed. “His body is in the nursing home. But the thing that makes him . . . his soul, I guess . . . is somewhere else. I spoke with him the very first time I came here.”

			Frankie chortled in the background. “This is the Eye of the World. Drinking the sweetwater is the key to the spirit realm.”

			Petra glanced at the pool of water. “You said you tried it?”

			Maria laughed. “Of course. But it didn’t take me anywhere.” She gazed out at Frankie, who dangled his feet in the water and sang to himself.

			Petra’s mouth flattened. “I’ve drunk it three times since then. Nothing.” It caused her to wonder: Had she hallucinated it?

			“So now the meditation practice?”

			“Yes.”

			“I’m sure that meditation will be helpful to you. I would never discourage you from that.” Maria said. “And I know Frankie can lead you where you want to go.”

			Hearing a splash, Petra glanced at the pool. Frankie’s clothes lay on a rock, and he swam in the water like a wrinkly, pale eel.

			“I sure hope so.”

			“He’ll get you there. He will. You just need to be sure.”

			A smile played on her lips. “Are you social working me over?”

			Maria laughed. “Maybe a little. Nobody leaves work at work for long.”

			Petra looked away.

			“What is it?”

			Petra took a deep breath and told Maria about the scene at the campsite—­the little girl and her dead parents, the mysterious poisoning, and the red eyes of the bodies.

			“You think it was the mudpot?”

			“I don’t think so. Mike’s ­people cordoned off the area, and the bodies are at the morgue. I assume that the coroner will have a better idea. Though . . . I did take some samples and sent them off to the federal lab to see what’s in that mud. To be certain.”

			“Nothing’s certain around here.” Maria fed another piece of meat to Sig.

			“I did another test,” Petra confessed. “I used the Locus.”

			Maria lifted her eyebrows.

			Petra shrugged. “I figured that it was able to detect Stroud’s magic, when he was still screwing around with living mercury. It could find the Lunaria, and . . .” She forced herself not to mention Gabe’s name, and plunged forward. “ . . . I thought it might tell me if there was something not normal going on there. And the compass did detect something. What, I’m not sure . . . I saw a trail of dead grass that made me think of something like Agent Orange as the culprit. But the Locus woke up and was spinning away.”

			“Maybe those campers were into something strange,” Maria mused. “Did you see any Ouija boards or salt circles? Any summoning Cthulhu with a pop-­up gate to hell? I hear the Dark Lord loves toasted marshmallows.”

			“I didn’t see anything more out of the ordinary than camping gear. No copies of the Necronomicon or black candles. I’ll check with Mike to see if he found anything odd in their packs.” Petra doubted it; aside from the miasma of death, the family seemed as wholesome as corn flakes. She picked at her sandwich. “But the Locus felt there was something there. I can’t tell if it was the campsite, the trail of dead grass, or if maybe it was . . .” She trailed off, not wanting to give voice to what she really thought.

			“Maybe it was what?”

			“There was a raven there, watching.”

			Maria stilled. “You think it could have been one of the Hanged Men? Watching you?”

			“I don’t know. If it was one of them, if they had anything to do with it, or know what did . . . they won’t talk to me. Not with Gabe gone.” She swallowed and looked down at her hands. She hadn’t admitted to Maria that she’d begun to feel something for Gabe, but she knew that the other woman guessed.

			Maria came to sit beside Petra on the same rock, putting her arm around her. Sig rested his chin on Petra’s knee. The only sound was the wind stirring the grass. A tear slipped down Petra’s nose and landed in her sandwich wrapper.

			“I don’t know how to feel about this,” Petra said at last. “He died, trying to help me. It was my fault. ”

			“No. He cared for you,” Maria said, brushing a piece of Petra’s dark blond hair out of her face. “He came to find you. You found something human in him. You did a good thing.”

			Petra sniffled ungracefully. “It sure doesn’t feel that way. It feels like I fucked up his . . . his unlife. Whatever he had. Like I fucked up Des’s life.” She traced the palm print burn scar on her wrist. He’d reached for her as he was dying, burned to death in an oil disaster. The scar still felt warm when she thought of him.

			“Give it time. Meditate with Frankie. Give yourself permission to look for more than your father in your time in the spirit world.”

			Maria gathered the remains of the picnic and walked back in the direction of her house. Petra watched her go, envying her certainty.	In the short time she’d known Maria, she’d never seen her look backward at anything.

			And looking backward seemed to be Petra’s specialty. She sighed and stood, looking to the pool for Frankie.

			Frankie had finished his swim. He lay upon a flat rock the size of a Volkswagen Beetle, stretched out in the sun with a straw hat covering his face. Petra wondered if he journeyed in the spirit world without her, but a snore fluttered the brim of the hat.

			Petra walked through the gravel to the edge of the pool. Sig slipped past her and plunged into the water, dogpaddling in the blue mirror that reflected the autumn sky in perfect detail: the cirrus clouds, a formation of geese moving south.

			She knelt at the edge and lowered her empty water bottle below the surface. Bubbles gurgled against the plastic as it filled. She lifted the full bottle to the sun. It was the color of sea glass, bits of cloudy algae floating inside.

			Bringing the bottle to her lips, she drank. The water tasted cold and with a hint of something sweet, like linden flower. She chugged the bottle, feeling rivulets of it dribbling down her chin and soaking her shirt.

			Clutching the bottle, she sat back on her heels. She closed her eyes and slowed her breathing. Her yearning to speak once more to her father flowed through her, from the soles of her feet to her eyes, heavy with unshed tears. She had so much to ask him.

			The sun pressed down on her; she sought the darkness behind her eyes, tried to slip into one of those trances that Frankie seemed to so effortlessly fall into at the bottom of a breath or the bottom of a bottle.

			A cold shadow passed over her. Petra tried to ignore it, squinched her eyes as tightly as she could, so tightly that she saw sparks behind them. She could get there, she knew it, if she only pushed hard enough . . .

			Frankie’s voice drifted down to her, as gentle as an autumn breeze:

			“You know, I just peed in that water.”

			Her eyes snapped open, and her tongue involuntarily scrubbed the roof of her mouth. She made a face and was about to tell Frankie to go to hell when forty pounds of wet coyote bounded into her lap and began to shake himself off.

			So much for fucking enlightenment.

			There was no way out of this hell. None that he could see.

			Cal pressed his fists to his temples. The thundering in his head. Would. Not. Stop. It was so loud he couldn’t think. It didn’t stop after he took an entire bottle of ibuprofen. It didn’t stop after he drank a whole bottle of vodka. It didn’t stop when he threw both of those up and screamed at the top of his lungs. It was chewing him up inside, and he knew it.

			He moved his hands to his face, pressing his knuckles to his eyes. They came away smeared with liquid silver. With mercury.

			“Fuck,” he moaned.

			The mercury seeped back into his palms and twisted in his arteries. He could feel it moving, crawling up his arms. Its cold fingers wrapped around his heart and his lungs, tapping out a rhythm that was too fast, too fast for any drug he knew of. His heart was gonna fucking explode if he didn’t get help.

			“Fuck you,” he growled at the mercury. And he cursed its creator seven ways to Sunday, with every permutation of the f-­bomb he could summon: Stroud. The stringy old alchemist was dead, but he’d left Cal with this fucking experiment that was chewing his guts out. He’d been shitting silver for weeks, trying to purge it out with laxatives and prune juice. It just left him weak and furious. Furious at Stroud for not taking his own magical creepy crawlies to the grave with him. The motherfucker’s house got blown up when the DEA and Petra’s creepy ranch hand friends had come for him. Wasn’t that enough to keep all of his bad juju down?

			Cal pressed his fingers into the dirt and staggered to his feet. He stumbled through the filthy remains of his camp: a tent made of trash bags set up in the shade of a clump of scrub trees, boxes of Twinkies, and empty energy drink bottles. It was getting too cold at night to sleep on the ground, cold enough that his breath steamed and frost was coming. He left it all behind and moved through the falling darkness toward the road in the distance. His boots clomped in the dust before him, feeling as heavy as concrete blocks. Wrapping his hands around his black jacket, he shivered. The road seemed to twist and slither in his vision, and he struggled to keep it in view.

			The road. Almost there. His boots crunched in gravel, and he nearly fell when he arrived at the shoulder. Bracing his hands on his knees he looked north and south at the empty, wavering asphalt. The sun had set, and stars prickled out above the mountains, swimming in his vision. He couldn’t make out which one pointed north; they all spun overhead like a bad acid trip.

			Somebody had to come. They just had to.

			He waited for what seemed like forever until he saw headlights in the distance. He straightened, brushed futilely at the filth on his jacket, and stuck out his thumb like he knew what the hell he was doing.

			The headlights came closer, washing over him. He closed his eyes.

			Pleasestoppleasestopplease. . .

			An engine ground to a halt, and he opened his eyes. A tractor trailer slowed beside him, the passenger’s side window rolled down. By the dim green light of the instrument panel, Cal could make out a flannel-­encrusted dude with a goatee.

			“This is a long way from anywhere, kid,” the trucker said. “Where you headed?”

			“I’m trying to get to Temperance. My motorbike ran out of gas, and I got no way to get there.”

			The trucker paused to light a cigarette. The ember danced like a firefly. “I’m going that way. Get in.”

			“Thanks, man.”

			Please don’t let this guy be a perv. Cal cringed inwardly. But he opened the door and scrambled up the running board to get inside. The cab smelled like cheeseburgers and corn chips. A glow-­in-­the-­dark figurine of a plastic alien danced from the rearview mirror.

			Cal slammed the door, scooted as close to the window as he could, and wrapped his hands around his stomach to stifle the gurgling. He didn’t want the guy to think he was gonna shit in his truck. That would be epically bad.

			The driver put the truck in gear, and the semi growled down the road. The cigarette bobbed in the dark, but the driver didn’t say a word. His right hand reached toward Cal.

			Cal squealed and clawed at the door handle. The truck had to be going at least forty, if he jumped . . .

			“Relax, kid.” The trucker reached down to the littered floorboards and lifted a bag of potato chips. “Have some.”

			Cal gingerly accepted the crinkling yellow bag, and the trucker’s hand returned to the steering wheel. Cal’s shaking fingers wormed inside, and he lifted a chip to his mouth. It tasted stale, but the salt soothed his swollen tongue. “Thanks.”

			The truck driver looked at him sidelong. “Temperance. Small town. Is your dealer in Temperance?”

			Ah, shit. Well, maybe it was best if the guy thought Cal was going through some hellish withdrawal. That would be the most benign explanation, anyway. “Something like that.”

			“Mmm-­hmm.” The driver didn’t sound especially inclined to make it any of his business.

			Cal glanced out the window, at the miles flashing by. His pale face was reflected back at him in the glass, superimposed over the dark landscape . . .

			. . . and mercury leaked out his nose.

			He rubbed at his nose with his sleeve, smearing it away. He glanced back at the trucker.

			The dude was watching him.

			Shit.

			Sweating, Cal turned back to the window. Silver beads of liquid began to spring out on his forehead. He wiped them away with his shaking hand, but he could feel the metal squirming under his skin. The mercury licked up over his eyes, covering the whites and the irises. He could see through it, as if he were looking through tinted sunglasses, and he gasped.

			“Hey, what’s wrong with you?”

			The truck swerved. Cal twisted around to see the trucker pulling a gun out from under the driver’s seat. The driver shoved a pistol against Cal’s nose, and Cal shrank back up against the door of the truck, holding his hands up.

			“Be cool, man, be cool!” he squeaked.

			“What the hell is wrong with you?” the trucker shouted at him, while the cold metal slipped from Cal’s nose to his upper lip.

			The rig swerved into the left lane. Headlights shone in the bug-­smeared windshield before them. A tinny horn sounded. The car in the left lane ran off into the ditch without making contact.

			“Don’t do that, man!” Cal rasped. A tear leaked out from his eye. In fascination, he watched as the mercury reached out, spiraling around the barrel of the gun.

			“You’re one of them, aren’t you?”

			“One of who? What?”

			“Them! One of the Greys!”

			Cal’s eyes flickered to the alien figurine bouncing against the windshield. Oh, fuck . . . this guy was a true believer. “Oh, shit. No, man I’m from Earth, I swear. I come in peace!”

			The trucker pulled the trigger.

			Cal shrieked, expecting his brains to blow out all over the seat. But the mercury had wrapped itself around the gun, absorbing the concussive impact with a belch-­like bubble and a sound like a blown tire.

			The driver sawed the wheel back. The tires screamed, and the cab of the truck tipped up on two wheels. He dropped the gun to struggle with the wheel, but it was too late. The back end of the trailer came around, and they were sideways in the road, sparks showering against the pavement and metal shrieking.

			Cal pitched forward against the windshield, then lashed back like a rag doll as the truck jackknifed and skidded across the road. The cab landed in the ditch with a force so great that the roof wrinkled like aluminum foil. Steel and glass howled.

			Cal whimpered against the floorboards. He clawed his way up through the debris of old newspapers and spilled potato chips, peering at the driver’s side. The trucker slumped over the wheel. His hands dangled motionless, but Cal couldn’t see his face.

			Cal clambered up to the seat. A huge spider-­shaped crack spread across the windshield right across from him, roughly where Cal’s head had hit. Cal touched his forehead. His fingertips brushed what felt like the cold chrome of a car bumper, not warm flesh.

			“Damn it,” he cried. He reached to open the passenger door, but it was wedged against the side of the drainage ditch, wouldn’t open more than a ­couple of inches. Cal worked the crank of the window, succeeding in getting it partway down. He wriggled his lanky frame through and out onto the bank.

			He lurched forward into the safety of the weeds before he turned back. The truck had folded in on itself on the road, and he smelled gasoline.

			Pain lanced through his stomach, and he doubled over, spitting a string of mercury out on the ground.

			He squinted ahead, seeing light. The truck’s headlights illuminated an arrow-­shaped road sign: TEMPERANCE 3 MILES.

			Maybe the crazy guy had gotten him close enough.

			He limped off into the darkness.

			Darkness was split by a low growling.

			Petra bolted upright in a tangle of blankets. Moonlight filtered through the blinds of the Airstream trailer she called home, striping her futon bed and the linoleum floor in streaks of black and white.

			A shadow crossed the floor. Sig. He’d climbed off the futon and stood before the door. The dim light outlined the fur raised on his back. His lips were drawn back in a snarl, exposing white teeth.

			“Sig . . . what is it?”

			Sig continued to growl, eyes fixed on the door. Petra heard nothing, but that didn’t mean that nothing was out there.

			She didn’t have much worth stealing. Her 1978 Bronco was parked out in the gravel in front of the trailer, all buttoned up for the night. Somebody would have to be out of their mind to try to boost that ride. Her geology picks, GPS, and other tools were in a duffel bag inside the trailer. Aside from the gold pendant her father had given her, and the Venificus Locus, they were the most valuable things she owned. She kept some cash stuffed behind the paneling of the walls, but that would be hard to find.

			Under a blue tarp near the door was her latest project—­the one thing she couldn’t hide well or lock up. At one of the reservation swap meets she’d gone to with Maria, she’d picked up a motorcycle frame and an accompanying heap of parts on a whim. She’d cleaned the rust off of the WWII-­era BMW R75 frame and had just begun tinkering with the ignition plate and draining rainwater out of the odometer to see if it could be salvaged. The sidecar was a rust-­eaten disaster and would likely need to be reconstructed entirely from scratch, but she liked the idea of seeing if Sig would take to a sidecar. The restoration would likely take her years of cobbling together bits and pieces. She hadn’t ridden since college, but it felt like she needed something to do at home to take her mind off things. The pile of rusted junk was probably also a prime target for thieves looking to make a quick buck.

			She reached under the futon for her gun belt and drew one of the antique pistols from the beat-­up leather. She climbed out of bed, padding across the floor in bare feet. Her toes curled, feeling unprotected against the floor, but she felt secure enough to answer a threat at the door in the sweatpants and T-­shirt she slept in.

			His head low to the ground, Sig crept closer to the door, stalking in slow motion.

			A shadow crossed the window of the screen door. Someone was there.

			The shadow knocked. In the silence of night, the sudden sound made her jump.

			Her grip slick on the pearl grips of the gun, Petra crept to the door.

			The knock sounded again, harder and faster. Sig barked, snarling like a dog ten times his size.

			“What do you want?” she shouted, loud enough to be heard beyond the door.

			A thin voice seeped around the cracked weather stripping: “Petra. It’s me, Cal.”

			Cautiously, she sidled up to the door. She pushed the blinds apart with the gun barrel. The silhouette of a gawky teenage boy dressed in black stood on her step, hands stuffed in his pockets.

			Petra swallowed a lump in her throat. “Are you alone?”

			That was the key question. She felt somewhere in her gut that Cal could be a decent kid, but shit had gone pear-­shaped when he got in with the wrong crowd. Last time she’d seen him, he’d been deceived into luring her to Stroud’s Garden for a bloodletting. She trusted him about as far as she could throw him.

			“I’m alone. Unarmed, too. Please . . . I need your help.”

			At her feet, Sig gave a feral yip.

			“You wanna tell me why I shouldn’t call the cops? They’re still looking for you.”

			“Please. I got nobody else.” He sounded plaintive, like a lost emo puppy.

			Against her better judgment, she unlatched
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