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            To my husband, Jason, who has consigned himself to the destiny of having the moon forever parked on his chest and the sun
               lolling on his feet, both purring their heads off.
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            Chapter 1
Murmuration

         
         The world was on fire.

         
         The ravens knew it. Heat slipped through their glossy feathers, so much more blistering than the usual wrathful scorch of
            summer. They flew north, over the burning forest. The acrid taste of smoke was bitter in the backs of throats. Still, they
            charged toward the fire, dozens and dozens of them. Their heartbeats thundered through their light bones as they flew.
         

         
         They did not fly as ravens usually flew. They flew as unquiet starlings did, in a tight, seething cloud over the charred trees.
            They turned right, left, in a curling formation, determined that none of their number should be left behind in the smoke and
            char. A hundred black eyes peered through dust and ash at the blackened timbers standing straight, like black fingers reaching
            through the ruined land.
         

         
         They flew farther, toward the line of brightest heat and the light, twisting, turning. The sound of feathers flapping was
            deafening, churning over the crackle of fire as they banked and turned. The birds moved with one mind, their hearts hammering
            in singular thunder, wings fanning the smoke and the fire, sparks slipping in the spaces between them.
         

         
         They were legion.

         
         Movement glittered in the corner of one raven’s eye. It cawed an alarm, a raucous cry soon echoed in the shrieks of its fellows.
            The ravens spiraled down, down, into a patch of lodgepole pine, a tightening vortex of black that pulled together at the last
            instant. Feathers collided into flesh, falling into a black hole that seemed to turn inside itself in a flurry of cawing . . .
         

         
         . . . and coalesced into the shape of a dark-haired man. A man with one heartbeat.

         
         Gabriel covered his nose with his hand against the smoke that had begun to drift his way. He could feel the fire approaching
            this part of the forest; the heat was intense on his naked skin. He wasn’t much for casual nudity, but modesty was the least
            of anyone’s worries. The fire was sweeping north and would be here within minutes.
         

         
         He ran to the east, the pine needles prickling the soles of his feet. He could hear the crackle of the blaze in the distance
            and the crashes of pinecones, opened by the heat, landing on the forest floor. The pinecones were adapted to fire—in some
            ways, they needed it now; they’d seed and grow a new forest.
         

         
         But warm-blooded creatures were not so fortunate.

         
         He climbed over a rise to see what had snagged his attention from far above: a pickup truck stuck in a ditch, its back wheel
            spewing loose dirt. A woman sat in the bed of the truck with her arms wrapped around a blanket-shrouded lump, and he realized
            they were animal wranglers. The man in the cab was gunning the engine, trying to get the truck moving, but it was going nowhere.
         

         
         Gabriel climbed down the slope to the truck. The woman in the back of the truck turned her head and looked at him in horror.
            The man in the cab let up on the gas and fumbled in the glove box, likely for a gun.
         

         
         Gabe lifted his hands. “I’m here to help.” He paused by the driver’s side window.

         
         “What are you doing out here?” the man in the pickup asked. The unspoken question was: What the hell are you doing out here stark naked?

         
         “Swimming.” That was plausible. Much more plausible than: I flew here in a cloud of ravens. Like one does when the roads are closed. Instead, he said: “The fire’s about five minutes southwest of here, coming fast. Your only way out is that way.” He pointed
            east.
         

         
         The man in the truck popped the door open.

         
         Gabriel shook his head again, pushing the door gently closed. “You can’t outrun it on foot. Let me work on that tire.”

         
         The man nodded. Gabe could see his eyes in the rearview mirror, the fear and distrust evident.

         
         Gabe walked to the back of the truck, where the wheel was stuck. The woman watched him with frightened eyes. Her burden squirmed,
            and a blanket fell away from the face of a fawn. It was young, likely not more than a day old. Late in the season for such
            a creature to be born. Late and unlucky. Gabe knew plenty about bad luck.
         

         
         Gabe inspected the tire. The tire itself was intact; it had just sunk into a rut dug deeper by the attempts to move it out.
            He motioned for the driver to hit the gas. Gabe pushed on the back bumper with all his might. The engine howled, and the woman
            covered the deer with her body. Heat shimmered behind Gabe, and he struggled to keep his sweaty hands on the bumper. Dust
            and dirt kicked up, coating him in a film of yellow clay, small rocks tearing tiny cuts into his legs. Sparks began to rain
            down from the sky.
         

         
         He felt the tire tread grasping, gave the truck a final shove . . .

         
         . . . and the pickup lurched forward twenty feet, narrowly missing a tree before the driver wrestled the truck under control.
            Gabe landed facedown in the dirt.
         

         
         He picked himself up, wincing as embers landed on his back.

         
         “Get in!” the driver shouted, motioning for him to jump in.

         
         Gabe shook his head. “I’ve got a ride.”

         
         The man paused, his eyes wide in the rearview mirror, this time fear mixed with gratitude. The woman looked at Gabe then and
            gave him a tight-lipped nod.
         

         
         The truck sped away, east, bumping over the cracked dirt.

         
         Gabe looked behind him, at the fire licking over the crest of the slope.

         
         He inhaled, summoning all his will into his body. When he exhaled, he shattered into hundreds of ravens, exploding like ink
            in water. The ravens rushed up, up into the black layer of smoke, then through to the hazy shade of white.
         

         
         They climbed higher, higher, in a thick murmuration, seeking cooler air above. The birds began a slow turn, skimming east
            to look for more stragglers, be they man or beast. The birds had herded some Canada geese away from a shallow creek an hour
            ago; he hoped they hadn’t tried to return, but they were notoriously stupid.
         

         
         A brilliant light, bright and hot as a meteor, sliced down through the sky, through the heart of the murmuration of ravens
            like a blazing sword. It came from above the fire, not spit up like a flare from the ground below. Gabe sent the birds scattering
            in all directions, like rings from a stone cast in water. Still, he wasn’t fast enough, and he smelled charred feathers.
         

         
         The murmuration turned away and dove to the earth, toward ground untouched by the fire. Gabe could taste ash and feel sparks
            lighting feathers as the air fed the fire. They flew down as quickly as they could.
         

         
         The birds skidded to land in a cawing mass of confusion, beside his truck parked in a field. Gabe drew all the burning pieces
            of his consciousness to himself, reforming his body . . .
         

         
         . . . and he realized that his arm was on fire.

         
         Gabe swore and reached into the open truck window for his hat. He beat out the flames, feeling his arm hair disintegrating
            as he did so. His flesh was pink, but not yet blistering.
         

         
         He reached into the truck for his clothes—jeans, flannel shirt, boots—and dressed quickly. He frowned at the soot on his hat
            but parked it on his head anyway. He realized then that he was missing part of an eyebrow and rubbed at it with his palm.
            It itched.
         

         
         When he was reasonably satisfied there was no serious harm done, he looked back to the sky. Smoke churned over a line of trees.
            In the distance, he saw the animal rescuers in the pickup heading safely east, toward the main road.
         

         
         There was no sign of the streak of fire that had come from above. His first guess was that it was a meteorite, and that it
            had little to do with the fire already blazing out of control on the ground. And it might be exactly that—a meteorite. Or
            it might have been an unlucky goose that caught fire, or a bit of hot debris from a helicopter hauling water. It could be
            any number of ordinary things that produced a freakish result.
         

         
         But this wasn’t an ordinary place, and there were no coincidences here. This was Yellowstone National Park, in the backyard
            of Temperance, Wyoming. An alchemist once prowled this land, centuries ago, eventually founding the town. And while Lascaris
            was long dead, Gabe knew some of his magic still survived, just beneath the dull senses of the humans who lived and worked
            in the backcountry. He’d seen things over his unnaturally long life that curdled his blood and froze his marrow. And he was
            part of it, too.
         

         
         Gabe knew he could bank on the extraordinary gaining a toehold in the ordinary here, in this darkly enchanted land.

         
          

         “That sure isn’t normal.”

         
         Petra Dee Manget rocked back on her heels. She stared into the hole in the ground yawning open before her, as if the earth
            were frozen in midscream. A deep dusting of ash that had precipitated from the fire covered the ground. It had been dubbed
            the Magpie Fire, as it had first been noticed near a creek of the same name. Nearby ash and lodgepole pine trees had been
            flattened, like black matchsticks, in a circular pattern around this crater. The small vegetation immediately surrounding
            the hole had been vaporized entirely. The wildfire that had been sweeping through Yellowstone for the last week had long since
            passed through this place, leaving behind dust and silt. The ground still felt warm to touch. Petra didn’t know if she imagined
            that it was more than ordinary summer heat, but it radiated through the soles of her boots, as if she stood on the skin of
            some sleeping, living thing.
         

         
         She adjusted the respirator mask over her face. She wasn’t keen to inhale more of this ash than she had to. She’d been recently
            given the gift of a new set of lungs—and pretty much everything else in her body—and she was determined not to ruin them prematurely.
         

         
         Initially, she had thought this was a sinkhole. Or maybe a shallow paint pot, a brilliantly colored acidic hot spring that
            had the water and noxious fluids boiled off in the fire as it passed through. This may have predated the fire—something flammable
            under pressure that was set off by a spark that may have ignited this whole nightmare. She’d originally spied this anomaly
            from the air days ago, when she’d been helping the Park Service decide where to dig firebreaks to curb the blaze. The fire
            was long since gone in this area. Now, though, there was no harm in digging at the edges of what remained. She really wasn’t
            supposed to be here, and she knew it. But if this was the now-cold ignition point of the fire that had begun last week, perhaps
            she could loop in the investigators with the Park Service, and they might be able to keep this from happening again . . .
         

         
         Maybe. She peered into the hole. It was about nine feet wide from edge to edge, with slightly irregular borders. Yellowstone
            National Park was a playground for geologists like her, and she considered that it might be a new geologic feature forming.
            Maybe there was a hot spring, mud pot, or buildup of flammable gases at this site that had blown a hole that deep and wide?
         

         
         Only one way to find out.

         
         Petra tied a rope around a burned tree stump. The skin of the pine was blistered and black, but it felt solid enough underneath
            to hold her weight. Loosening the rope slowly, she climbed down into the hole, her gloves digging for earth beneath the ash.
         

         
         She swept away ash with her fingers, revealing charred black dirt. Beneath it was solid basalt. Runnels had formed in it,
            as if it had liquefied and refrozen. It still felt hot to the touch, like the handle of a cast-iron cooking pot. The heat
            wasn’t her imagination, nor the work of the distant sun trying to burn through the haze. Her filthy brow wrinkled. That was
            odd. A gas dispersal event would probably have leaked around such heavy stone, rather than gone right through it. And most
            gas dispersal events would have been unlikely to get this hot.
         

         
         She slipped off her backpack and dug for her tool set. With a small shovel, she scraped at the bottom of the crater. She frowned
            as she cleared away a yellow dust that she could smell even through her respirator. It smelled like rotten eggs . . . It was
            sulfur; she would bet a hot twenty-dollar bill on it. But if it was, it should have burned up in the conflagration. She scraped
            away a sample into a collection jar to confirm later.
         

         
         She continued to dig, and her shovel blade rang against black stone. More basalt, still warm and frozen in smooth eddies around
            deep fractures with dull edges. It would take great heat, at least a thousand degrees, to cause basalt to melt. Forest fires
            could burn several hundred degrees hotter, but a fast-moving fire wouldn’t have enough sustained time to cause this degree
            of melting, and not all the trees surrounding the hole were obliterated by the heat. A dynamite blast would be too short-lived
            to produce this kind of molten effect.
         

         
         As always, geologists feared what would happen if the super volcano beneath Yellowstone were to awaken. She hoped against
            hope that this was not a sign of that dreaded scenario coming to pass. If it happened, they were all toast. Not just her and
            the Park Service trying to manage this fire, but everyone, everywhere. Humanity would go the way of the dinosaurs if and when
            Yellowstone ever woke up. She scratched the point of the shovel against the stone, leaving behind a bright white mark. It
            didn’t make much sense, unless . . .
         

         
         . . . she moved to the edges of the crater. With her hands, she brushed away ash, revealing blast marks. Her heart hammered.
            Maybe . . . Maybe a meteorite had hit here.
         

         
         A big one.

         
         She smiled. Such a find was a geologist’s pot of gold. It would explain the intense heat and these scorch marks . . . She
            ran her hand across a now cold stream of liquefied basalt, streaking up like the ray of a black sun. A meteorite could get
            up to three thousand degrees Fahrenheit, streaking through the earth’s atmosphere. It would be a short event, but intense
            enough to cause this kind of damage. And the fallen trees . . . They reminded her of the pictures she’d seen of the Tunguska
            event in Siberia.
         

         
         She sucked in her breath and began to look at the burn pattern more closely. It was regular, though, almost too regular to
            be explained by a meteorite strike. As she worked her way around the crater, she found a black tentacle of a blast mark every
            three feet or so. They were nearly all the same depth and size, reaching up over her head. It looked almost man-made. Almost.
         

         
         She stood back, turning on her heel and surveying the crater. If she were an artist, she might say she was at the center of
            a carefully constructed mandala. There was no sign of melted meteorite materials—moissanite, or anything else foreign to the
            area—just this crypt with the seven black rays extending from the heart of it. The meteorite in Tunguska exploded before it
            hit ground. Maybe the same had happened here, but on a much-smaller scale.
         

         
         “Did you find anything?”

         
         Petra looked up. Gabe squatted at the edge of the crater and peered down.

         
         “You look . . . crispy.” Her husband’s left eyebrow was gone, and his hat was covered in soot.

         
         “It’s warm out,” he said noncommittally.

         
         “This,” she said, sketching the circle of the crater around her. “This is not normal. It might be a meteorite impact. A miniature
            version of Tunguska or something.”
         

         
         Gabe cocked his head like an inquisitive bird. “Tunguska?”

         
         “Yeah. In Siberia, around 1908, a meteoroid vaporized in the atmosphere. It had the effect of an atmospheric nuclear detonation.
            But tremors were noted, and there was no crater, like there is here. It was thought that the meteoroid experienced an ‘air
            burst,’ and the meteoroid didn’t hit the ground. There was just a scorch mark on the earth, with the trees fallen around it.
            Maybe this was a much-smaller meteorite that did actually hit ground. There haven’t been any reports of seismic disturbances . . .”
            She was thinking aloud now, talking herself into the idea.
         

         
         Gabe’s eyes narrowed fractionally. She saw that the pupils were still in the shape of a bird’s, small black dots in amber.
            He’d been in the sky. “Could be.”
         

         
         Petra blew a strand of sweaty strawberry blond hair out of her face. “What did you see up there?”

         
         “Something burning in the sky. Almost hit some of my ravens.”

         
         Petra clapped ash from her gloved hands in a puff. “It’s the right time of year for the Perseids meteor shower. I can check
            to see if sky watchers have been reporting more activity than usual. Not that they can see much through the smoke haze.” That
            meteor shower could generate up to a hundred meteors an hour under peak viewing conditions. Any meteoroids striking the ground
            were improbable, though. But that was the most rational explanation she could come up with.
         

         
         Gabe frowned. He dug into his pocket and chucked an object down into the hole. Petra caught it. It was a gold compass, as
            big as her palm, and she grimaced to see it.
         

         
         “We should ask the Locus. Just to be sure,” he said.

         
         She blew out her breath, disturbing ash. The Venificus Locus was a magic detector, inscribed with alchemical symbols and forged
            by Lascaris long ago. It couldn’t tell her what kind of magic it sensed, whether it was good or bad, but it could tell her
            if something supernatural was afoot. It was useful.
         

         
         But it ran on human blood.

         
         Gabe looked away. Petra knew that he would run the Locus if he could. But he was no longer human. Humans didn’t break apart
            into ravens. Humans didn’t sleep underneath the alchemical Tree of Life at night. Humans . . . Humans got married. She’d married
            him over the winter, when he’d been human. When he had blood and a pulse and slept beside her at night, snoring softly. There
            was no alchemy between them then, but it was magical just the same, and things had been good. At least, they had been for
            her.
         

         
         Then, she’d been human, too. And she clung to the idea that she still was. She wasn’t really certain, though. Her consciousness
            had been moved from her failing old body to a new vessel—to a homunculus. It seemed to work like a perfected version of her
            old body, but she didn’t fully know what it meant to have taken it over. She hadn’t admitted it to anyone else, but the idea
            of leaving humanity behind scared her. She knew she should be grateful to be alive and to be healthy and whole, but she was
            terrified of what this transition meant. Would she wake up some evening with a relentless taste for human blood or something?
            Would she live a normal life span of eighty years or so and then rot quietly underground without waking? And if so, what did
            it mean for her afterlife—if there was a heaven, was she barred from it? Hell, she didn’t even know if she could donate her
            organs, if she was fortunate enough to die a mundane death. She looked real, felt real, but what was she, truly?
         

         
         She’d been putting off this test, using the Locus. It would tell her for certain if she was still human—still Petra. She’d shut the artifact away in a kitchen drawer, buried it among plastic silverware and orphaned restaurant napkins, and
            hoped that she could go back to normal. Without knowing the truth for certain, she could go around dressed in this skin and
            pretend for as long as she wanted to that everything was fine. Maybe if she went on acting as if, she would someday believe it.
         

         
         Gabe offered no comment. He just looked at her sidelong with a coldly assessing eye. What did he think—that she had become
            something other than human? At the very least, he had to think her a coward. And if that was the case . . .
         

         
         “Fine.”

         
         She ripped her glove off with her teeth, exposing her pale left hand where her wedding ring glinted. She spat out the glove
            and gnawed at a hangnail on her ring finger, looking at her impassive husband as she did so. He sure was ready to delve back
            into the world of magic, starved by being apart from it for a couple of seasons. He changed into birds each second he got,
            slept later and later beneath the Tree of Life.
         

         
         He didn’t seem to understand that she wanted to be as far away from magic as possible.

         
         She’d gambled more times than she cared to admit, won, and knew not to push her luck. And this—she didn’t really want to know.
            She had a right not to ask, didn’t she? To count her blessings and move on? She wanted to confront him with this, to yell
            at him that she was ordinary, because she had decided to be, dammit. And that this was the end of it. He could find his damn
            magic elsewhere.
         

         
         Yet she still ripped off the hangnail and let her finger ooze out a nice fat droplet of blood. She held the Locus in her right
            hand and prepared to drop the blood into the groove surrounding its edge.
         

         
         But she stopped. She stared at the blurry compass. The cardinal directions were circumscribed by inscrutable symbols. The
            directions were marked, and through them cut the seven rays of alchemy . . .
         

         
         . . . seven rays. She looked at the black scorch marks surrounding her.

         
         She closed her hand over her bleeding finger and dropped the compass into her pocket. She turned away, from the magic and
            from him. She rubbed her nose. She wouldn’t let him see her cry.
         

         
         “Petra?” Gabe asked softly.

         
         She shook her head. “I just . . . I don’t want to know.” The words burned on her tongue. She had always prided herself on
            her scientific curiosity, on wanting to know the truth. But not about this. “Not yet. Maybe not ever.”
         

         
         There was silence, and she wondered what went through his head. If he thought she was weak, in denial . . .

         
         There was a thud on the rock behind her as something landed in the crater, then footsteps. Arms circled her shoulders, and
            she smelled something burned. Gabe’s arms radiated cold beneath the flannel.
         

         
         An ordinary-tasting tear slipped down her cheek and landed on her lip. Only humans could cry—right?

         
         That would have to be enough for him—and her.

         
         “We’ll find out some other way,” he said quietly. “It’s okay.”

         
         But she knew that it really wasn’t.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
The Separation Process

         
         “Did you find anything?”

         
         Park ranger Mike Hollander leaned in the pickup window to peer at Petra. Gabe had obediently stopped his truck at a Park Service
            checkpoint; parts of Yellowstone had been cordoned off from visitors. From the West Entrance to the Northeast Entrance, only
            authorized personnel were permitted. Mike wasn’t too fond of anyone wandering into the fire zone, but he’d trusted the two
            of them to check out the crater, since the main fire was nearly five miles away from that point. Gabe had no intention of
            mentioning his extracurricular activities at the fire line.
         

         
         Petra frowned. “As weird as it sounds, what we saw from the air a few days ago could be a meteorite impact crater. It’s cold
            now, but it meets all the geologic criteria. Under the right conditions, it could have sparked the fire. I need to do some
            more research. But this may not be a man-made problem created by campers who didn’t properly douse their campfires. It could
            be some kind of a celestial fluke.”
         

         
         Mike looked skyward, as if imploring a sympathetic supernatural source for patience. “Do not tell me about weird. I just got
            a report that a naked guy was wandering around helping stranded motorists.”
         

         
         Gabe was suddenly very interested in picking a piece of lint from the dashboard.

         
         Petra raised an eyebrow. “Triple-A for the clothing-optional crowd?”

         
         “I guess. Helos haven’t seen him, so I hope that he doesn’t get crispy.” Mike made a face. “No casualties yet, but I’m not
            sure it’s gonna stay that way. The Magpie is angry. And she’s hatching little magpies that are crawling all over the place.”
         

         
         “The fire crews aren’t able to contain it?” Petra asked.

         
         “They’re trying. But the wind is shifting constantly, and it’s been consistently strong wind. Rain isn’t coming for another
            week, according to the weather geeks. Normally, we’d expect something like this just to burn itself out and we’d keep people
            out of the way. Help the animals. But the fire crews say that this is different. The Magpie Fire is faster, hotter than what
            they’ve seen, and it’s jumping over creeks and roads without stopping. And little magpies keep flaring up in the most unexpected
            spots.”
         

         
         “I know it’s supposed to be a normal part of the ecosystem, the fire—” Petra said.

         
         “Yeah, well, this isn’t,” he answered shortly. And she could hear his exhaustion and frustration. “And if what you say about
            the meteorite pans out . . . that’s even less normal. Most fires around here are caused by dumb human activity. Sometimes
            lightning, but more often than not, someone didn’t put out a campfire correctly or chucked a cigarette butt into the brush.”
            Mike’s jaw had hardened. They both knew that the ex–military policeman had little patience for those who didn’t follow the
            rules in his jurisdiction, even if the offender was something as elemental and unpredictable as fire itself.
         

         
         “I took pictures and grabbed some samples,” Petra said. “I’ll do some work on my end. But, right now, my money’s on a meteorite
            as your original ignition point. But there might not just be one meteorite to worry about. This could be an ongoing problem
            if there’s a meteor shower that’s still feeding the fire.” She glanced at Gabe.
         

         
         Gabe nodded. “I saw a fireball in the sky about three hours ago. Didn’t look like any kind of lightning that I’ve ever seen,
            so it makes sense that it was another meteorite.” He wasn’t sure what to think about the event that had crisped his ravens.
            Not yet. But it didn’t hurt to advance a mundane, if unlikely, explanation to Mike. Mike was a decent man and a good ally,
            but neither Gabe nor his wife trusted Mike with the magical secrets they knew about the backcountry. Mike had enough on his
            plate with ordinary problems.
         

         
         But Gabe thought Mike was beginning to suspect that things were off, at least where Gabe and Petra were concerned. He looked
            at the two of them with an investigator’s stare. Gabe caught him looking at his left eye. He’d been blinded in that eye last
            winter, but he was now able to see. His limp was gone. Mike’s gaze roved casually over Gabe’s burned wrist and the back of
            his hand. That had been careless of him; it was too late now to pull down his sleeve.
         

         
         Mike gestured at him with his chin. “You run into a flare-up? We thought that area was cool . . .”

         
         “It was,” Gabe said evenly. “I just kicked over a pile of ash. Wind swept up, and there were still live embers.”

         
         “You should get that looked at.”

         
         “It’ll be okay.” And it would. By tomorrow morning, the shallow burn would have healed—a small miracle. Gabe would have to
            remember to bandage it for a few days to make sure that Mike wasn’t suspicious.
         

         
         But Mike wasn’t just suspicious of him. As Mike discussed the new road closings with Petra, Gabe watched how Mike looked at
            her. He didn’t look at her in the way that men often looked at women, with a sense of covetousness. This was an objective
            evaluation. Less than six months ago, she’d been dying of leukemia. Now she inhabited a body that was smoothly perfect, as
            if she’d been hatched from an egg. Her accumulated scars were gone, and even the sun-freckles had vanished on her face. The
            soft lines at the corners of her eyes had been wiped away. Petra had tried to minimize the change; she’d cut her hair, let
            her friend Maria add a few freckles with henna on her face and body. For the first couple of months after she’d gained the
            body of the homunculus, she’d learned to add shadows under her eyes with makeup. But something was imperceptibly off. It was
            as if a soap opera had become real and a twin had taken over her life. Something uncanny. It was weird, and Mike had a nose
            for weird.
         

         
         “. . . and your little buddy has been waiting for you,” Mike was saying. He turned to a Park Service Jeep parked beside them
            and popped open the door. A flurry of grey and gold fur bounded out and launched itself through Petra’s open window. Gabe
            wound up staring at the ass-end of a coyote, tail slapping his face while the canine’s front end slathered Petra’s face with
            slobber.
         

         
         “Jesus, Sig, that’s cold!” Petra giggled and twisted away to grin at Mike. “I see you kept the AC cranked up for him. Thank
            you.”
         

         
         Mike chuckled. “He howled piteously when you left. To distract the little guy, we unwisely put him in charge of guarding our
            cooler full of sandwiches.”
         

         
         Gabe glanced at the Jeep. A piece of wet bread was stuck to the windshield, and a bit of lettuce draped over the steering
            wheel. “Sorry. We owe you—”
         

         
         Mike waved him off. “I’ll catch up with you guys later. You can buy me a beer. Or three.” He glanced past them, at a rental
            Winnebago that had pulled up behind them, and gestured for it to pull over.
         

         
         Gabe tipped his hat and put the truck into gear. He nosed the pickup past the barricades to the main road.

         
         Petra sat with her arms around Sig. Sig had jammed his head under her chin and was leaning against her chest in adoration.
            Her fingers stroked his back. “I’m worried about him,” she said.
         

         
         “His appetite is fine.” Sig leaned back to stare at Gabe and emitted a belch that smelled like salami.

         
         “He’s gotten awfully clingy,” she observed, frowning. “Since . . . since . . .”

         
         “Since you died,” Gabe finished.

         
         “Yeah.” She looked out the window. “But I’m alive now.”

         
         “He loves you,” Gabe said simply. And it was the only truth he knew about the situation. Or any other, really.

         
         They rode in silence, through shadows drawn long by the setting sun. The sky was a red haze, and Gabe kept the windows up
            and the decrepit air-conditioning running. They rolled through the tiny town of Temperance’s single stoplight, and Gabe parked
            before the church. Well, it had once been a church, and Gabe had never fully forgotten that. The Compostela had been reincarnated
            as a bar in modern times. Usually well populated by the local denizens of Temperance, there were only two filthy cars sitting
            outside this evening.
         

         
         Gabe popped the door and stepped out on the pavement. A thin layer of pale dust saturated everything, darkening the brilliant
            color of Compostela’s stained-glass windows. Ash from the fire had been blowing toward the tiny town for days. It swirled
            in eddies on the street, summoning up miniature dust devils.
         

         
         Petra seemed to hesitate before climbing out with Sig. Sig inhaled some of the grey dust, smearing his nose with a pale smudge.
            She wiped it away with her sleeve and squared her shoulders before walking into the bar.
         

         
         Dust motes drifted in orange sunshine inside. The interior of the Compostela felt cool as a cave and nearly as quiet; only
            three patrons sprawled in a booth made of church pews, playing cards. They glanced up as Petra, Sig, and Gabe passed, and
            quickly looked back down at their cards again. Gabe scanned the room, taking in the pieces of obsidian perched on top of the
            door and window frames. Bits of magic from the owner, no doubt, and recently installed.
         

         
         Petra led Sig to a booth at the back, sinking into shadow and the thin striations of smoke that seemed to have settled into
            the place. Sig scuttled underneath the table, where he promptly found a stray French fry to gobble down. A canine normally
            wouldn’t be allowed in a bar—that likely violated all kinds of health regulations—but Temperance was, in its way, beyond the
            reach of most conventional law.
         

         
         And Sig wasn’t a conventional “dog,” either.

         
         Gabe slid into the booth opposite Petra. She plucked a menu from the basket at the end of the table, not making eye contact.
            Nothing had changed on the dog-eared, stained menus for years. He just waited for her to speak.
         

         
         “Do you know anything about that naked guy roaming the backcountry?” She glanced up then, a smile quirking at the corner of
            her mouth.
         

         
         Gabe gave a small shrug. “Maybe.”

         
         She nodded. “Just maybe.”
         

         
         Sig, having exhausted the crumbs below the table, flopped down on Gabe’s feet with a huff.

         
         “It’ll be a story someone tells around a campfire. Then it’ll fade. I promise.” Gabe leaned back in his seat. “I’m more worried
            about what’s up there.” He pointed skyward.
         

         
         Petra frowned, and she put the menu away. “You think it could be something . . . alchemical?”

         
         “Maybe. In his day, Lascaris made a great many experiments. Not all of them were successful. Some were buried. This might
            be something that he buried.”
         

         
         “Lascaris,” she said, wincing slightly at the name. “Have you seen any sign of him?”

         
         Gabe pulled out the alchemist’s pocket watch and set it on the table. Its hands were frozen at noon. It stopped and started
            in fits, as if it were ticking away a pulse from some distant beast. Gabe did not dare wind it up, and simply watched it shudder
            to life and still again.
         

         
         “I was sure he was dead. Dead in the fire that burned his house to the ground.” Gabe ran his thumb over the face. “Now I’m
            not so sure.” The watch had belonged to Lascaris, allowing him to keep track of the most powerful times to perform magic,
            noon and midnight. It had appeared in Gabe’s dreams, and then in reality, when one of his dark creations had recently found
            it. Deep in Gabe’s gut, it was a bad omen, if not something worse than that.
         

         
         A shadow crossed the table. Gabe looked up. “Hello, Lev.”

         
         The owner of the Compostela nodded coolly at them. “Haven’t seen you folks in a while.”

         
         “Been busy.”

         
         “Yeah. Those fires are gathering strength.” Lev’s storm-colored eyes flicked to the door and the hazy landscape beyond. “I
            don’t remember one quite this unpredictable. Not even in 1988, when the park turned into a postapocalyptic hellscape. How
            about you?”
         

         
         Gabe’s mouth flattened. “Not since then. That was the worst I’ve ever seen.” And for Gabe, ever was a very long time. He could be frank with Lev. They weren’t friends, but they knew too many of each other’s secrets. Lev
            was longer-lived than Gabe, but he was still a relative newcomer to Temperance by Gabe’s reckoning.
         

         
         Lev nodded. “I’ve been battening down the hatches.”

         
         “Saw your obsidian over the door.”

         
         “The fire won’t touch this place.” Lev said it with confidence. Gabe had no idea how far the old domovoi’s household magicks went, but he figured that the guy knew how to keep a house from harm.
         

         
         Petra sank down farther into her seat as Lev placed two beers before them.

         
         “How’s that body wearing?” Lev asked, with forced casualness.

         
         Petra sucked in her breath. “Good. It’s good. I mean, it’s . . . perfect.” She lifted her hand before her and curled her fingers.
            Wonder still lighted her eyes. In the middle of the night, Gabe would sometimes wake to see her, sitting up in bed, staring
            at her hands.
         

         
         Lev nodded. “I knew it would be,” he said quietly. His eyes had turned the dark color of a bruise. Gabe knew that he mourned
            the loss of the son he had intended to inhabit the homunculus he’d created. In a way, Petra was now his magical progeny, though
            neither of them were ready to admit it anytime soon.
         

         
         “Lev.” Petra looked up at him. “I’m sorry,” she blurted. “I know you didn’t intend to save me, but I am thankful that—”

         
         Lev cut her off with a dismissive gesture. “It’s done and over. We’re all good.” But this was something that would never be
            good, a debt that could not ever be repaid. Gabe knew about debts, and this one—this one was forever.
         

         
         Despite that—or maybe because of that—Lev changed the subject, away from magic and back to something normal. There seemed
            to be a lot of that going around lately “The special tonight is the pulled pork sandwich with baked potato and slaw.”
         

         
         “That sounds good,” Petra said. “I’d like that and an extra order of pork for the little guy.”

         
         Gabe nodded. “I’ll have one, too.”

         
         “Coming right up.” Lev drifted away, back behind the bar.

         
         Gabe wasn’t willing to let the discussion of magic go. He reached across the table for Petra’s hand. “You know that I love
            you, whether you’re human or not.”
         

         
         She yanked her hand back and made a fist. She shook her head, wisps of hair slapping her cheeks. Her eyes were squeezed shut,
            and it looked like she was trying not to cry. “Can we not talk about this right now?”
         

         
         Gabe’s brow furrowed. “No matter what, okay? You loved me when I was ordinary, and when I was magic.”

         
         She rubbed her brow and steadied her breath. “You would love me for whatever I’ve become. But I’m not sure I can love myself.”

         
         Gabe didn’t know what to say at that. To him, love and magic were intertwined. He loved her, and he did love magic. There
            was no conflict in that, was there?
         

         
         “Do you love me less now that . . . now that I’m a Hanged Man, again? Did you love me more when I was human?” His brow creased.

         
         Her fingers pressed to her mouth. “I loved you on both sides of the veil. Truly. But this isn’t about us. It’s about me. I
            mean, I don’t even know if I’m really me. I think so, but . . . what if I’m just a copy and this”—she ran her fingers down
            her arms—“isn’t real?”
         

         
         “I think you’re real,” Gabe said. She smelled and tasted the same, and the way her eyes changed color in the light was exactly
            as it was before. But she needed more than that, so he offered: “And reality is, at best, a subjective thing.”
         

         
         She gave him a sad smile. It was clear she was done with this discussion. He’d fucked up somewhere, but he wasn’t sure what
            exactly he’d said.
         

         
         She jerked her chin toward the television over the bar. “Look.”

         
         Gabe glanced up at the television. Images of wildfire raced across the screen. A map showed the area of the Magpie wildfire
            contained within the park for now, but the projected path was anyone’s guess. Some phone video showed a fire whirl advancing
            across a field at night. It looked for all the world like a tiny tornado of flame, twisting and churning before the wind sucked
            it back up into the sky again.
         

         
         “At least the tourists are mostly gone,” Petra said. “I can’t imagine what it would be like to try and herd large numbers
            of people out of the park. Mike’s colleagues did a good job of playing bouncer.”
         

         
         “There are always stragglers, though,” Gabe said, thinking of the man and woman rescuing the deer.

         
         Petra just nodded.

         
         Lev reappeared with a tray full of plates. He set one before Petra, one before Gabe, and slid a plate piled high with pulled
            pork underneath the table. Sig made snorkeling noises of delight as he slurped the meat. Lev vanished again, and Petra picked
            at her sandwich.
         

         
         Finally, she gave up the pretense of eating and said, “Tell me about the fire that killed Lascaris.”

         
         Gabe took a bite of his sandwich and chewed slowly as he dredged his memory. “It was in summer when it happened. August 12,
            1862. The Hanged Men had been sent by Lascaris to acquire some . . . tools for his experiments. He’d been working some distillation
            rituals at the time.”
         

         
         “That’s the sixth stage of alchemy?”

         
         “Yes. Distillation serves to purify, to remove what is no longer needed and leave the essential spirit behind. Lascaris felt
            that he was close to completing the Great Work, to achieving the Philosopher’s Stone and all the power of immortality that
            came with such a discovery. He had ordered many exotic things shipped in by train—myrrh, spikenard, cinnamon, peacock feathers.
            Most of these things wound up ruined in his laboratory workings, but he persisted. He felt that he was close to something,
            a breakthrough that would lead him to his goal of eternal life.
         

         
         “His basement laboratory at that time was full of various cruelties. He had a man stuck in amber. There were jars of ox blood,
            doves’ hearts, and powdered human livers lining his shelves. Even the salamanders that lived in the athanor fire would not
            touch the Hand of Glory that he kept on his table.”
         

         
         At Petra’s questioning glance, he explained: “A severed hand of a murderer, desiccated and coated with the criminal’s own
            fat, burned like a candle to paralyze all who witness it.”
         

         
         She squinted doubtfully. “Did it work?”

         
         “I never saw it lit, though I think it was a precursor to the project of the man in amber.” Gabe shrugged. “If it didn’t work,
            he likely kept it around for psychological effect.”
         

         
         Petra stabbed her potato with her fork. “It would certainly shock most people into paralysis, anyway.”

         
         Gabe didn’t disagree, but he was pretty much inured to the shock factor of Lascaris’s workings. “The night of the fire, Lascaris
            had sent us out to harvest souls.”
         

         
         Petra’s fork stilled. “Is that a particular way of saying that you were sent out to kill his enemies?”

         
         Gabriel didn’t much like discussing his past misdeeds with Petra. Though he had been under Lascaris’s magical sway, he was
            not proud of what he’d done. And he was aware that those deeds created space between him and his wife. But so would lies.
            “Sort of. Lascaris had created a set of mirrors. They looked ordinary, the kind a lady would use to check her reflection.
            But these held more . . . they held souls.
         

         
         “We were sent to slip into the houses of Lascaris’s enemies with these soul mirrors under cover of darkness. We were told
            never to look into them until we had forced the enemy to gaze into the glass. Then, the devices were safe, the particular
            cantrip expended. We would creep into the bedchambers of his slumbering adversaries and turn the mirrors to their unaware
            eyes. The victims would awaken and catch themselves staring back. There was a sound like a sharp inhalation. Sometimes the
            target would thrash once or twice . . . but then they lay still. The mirror would be put away, and the enemy would move no
            more. In town, it was thought that a dread disease stalked the upper echelons of society. They called it ‘the sleeping sickness.’
            There was a sickness,” he said bitterly. “But its name was Lascaris.
         

         
         “We would return the mirrors to him, where they would be labeled and set upon a shelf. It seemed to me that a fine mist roiled
            within, and that a shadow of a man moved inside each one. Was that the ephemeral soul, separated from the body? I didn’t know
            for certain. But the cold bodies would be discovered in the morning and buried soon after.
         

         
         “The night of the fire, Lascaris had sent us to take the soul of Father Adrian, the then-priest of this church.” Gabe sketched
            his hand around the room. “We were to take him and two of his deacons who were causing trouble for Lascaris. The Church had
            heard rumors that Lascaris was dabbling in the dark arts. Though the Church enjoyed his money, they could not let this stand.
            There were murmurings of driving Lascaris from town and taking over his gold mining operation . . . problem was, no one knew
            where his mine was. They just knew that the gold kept coming, and had no idea that it had been created by alchemy. Summer
            heat fed the discontent, and things soon boiled over.
         

         
         “The climate had reached a fever pitch only days before, when one of the streams near town had run black with stinking toads
            and black ichor. The fish had leaped from the inky water and suffocated themselves on the banks, rather than swim through
            that seething noxiousness. Father Adrian declared it the result of witchcraft, and the church was crowded that Sunday. Even
            Lascaris attended. Father Adrian very nearly called him out publicly but settled on giving all witches three days to repent,
            or he would conduct an inquisition.”
         

         
         Petra grimaced. “No independent woman would be safe from that.”

         
         “Exactly. An inquisition would not only target Lascaris and the Hanged Men, but it would also have the convenient effect of
            clearing out the brothel next door. Several women of means took the next train out of town. The daughter of the innkeeper
            who suffered what we would now think of as schizophrenia was packed up to live with an aunt out East. The atmosphere was tense,
            to say the least.
         

         
         “Lascaris didn’t need to wait three days. He decided to cut the head off the snake that August night. The Hanged Men split
            up before midnight. Some kept watch. Others took soul mirrors to the deacons’ houses. As the leader of the Hanged Men, it
            was my responsibility to take Father Adrian’s soul.
         

         
         “At that time, the priest of the church had no rectory. He had his quarters in the church itself. I let myself in the back
            door.” Gabe’s eyes trailed to the shadows behind the bar. “I was able to pick the lock without any difficulty. I found him
            sleeping in his spartan quarters, his hands wrapped around a pillow as if it were a neck he wrung in his sleep.
         

         
         “I leaned over him and turned the mirror to his face. His eyes snapped open, and he gasped. He did not go quickly . . . he
            convulsed, even tried to knock the mirror from my grip. But he, like all the others, succumbed to it. His eyelids flickered
            shut, and he fell back against his pillow. I arranged his arms in a peaceful, natural way, noting that he did not breathe,
            and his heart made no movement in his chest any longer.
         

         
         “When I left the church, I saw a glow on the horizon, in the direction of Lascaris’s house. I ran, thinking that one of Lascaris’s
            experiments had failed spectacularly, thinking I needed to help. By the time I got there, however, the grand house was in
            flames. Only salamanders escaped, slipping out into the grass. Townspeople ringed the house, holding torches, and I knew immediately
            that the townsfolk had taken it upon themselves to drive the evil out of their midst.
         

         
         “I knew, too, that they would likely turn their ire on me. So I retreated to the Rutherford Ranch, intending to lie low until
            the dust had settled. I thought that perhaps Lascaris might have found a way to escape, and would find us there. We had nowhere
            else to go, and we would wait for him underground.
         

         
         “We learned later that Lascaris had been inside before the house was torched. The arson had been a disaster, and many townspeople
            who invaded the house were said to have been killed in the fire. Lascaris didn’t emerge during the burning, and Rutherford
            assumed that the alchemist was dead. The ranch owner quickly moved to take control of Lascaris’s assets, while the townsfolk
            discovered the dead priest and deacons. They assumed that this was Lascaris’s revenge from beyond the grave, and the town
            was fearful and subdued as they buried the churchmen. Rutherford took power easily, promising law and order to those who stayed.
            That would later prove to be difficult, as the alchemist was no longer around to conjure gold. Many men searched the backcountry
            for his secret mine, but no one ever found it. People left the town in search of greener pastures.
         

         
         “After a couple of weeks in hiding, the Hanged Men began to emerge. Rutherford sent us to the graveyard to set stones for
            the priest and the deacons. Rutherford’s doing so was seen as a magnanimous act to heal the town. The Hanged Men and I had
            come to the graveyard, but we had brought something else with us—the soul mirrors.
         

         
         “I had the intent of discreetly burying the mirrors with the bodies. I didn’t know what lay in the afterlife, but it seemed
            like the decent thing to do. Rutherford had no idea we had them, and I was fast learning that keeping secrets from whichever
            Rutherford held the ranch was for the good of the Hanged Men.
         

         
         “When we were setting the stones, though, some men from the town arrived. One of them recognized me as a man who had done
            Lascaris’s dirty work. He took a swing at me over the priest’s tombstone. We fought, and the mirror in my jacket pocket was
            shattered on the ground. I felt it break against my hip, felt a shocking coldness, like ice water, when it happened.
         

         
         “The fight broke off when there was a sound from the ground moments later. It was thumping . . . screaming . . . coming from
            Father Adrian’s grave. My attacker moved away to stare at the ground and before I knew what was happening, he was on his knees,
            praying.
         

         
         “I noticed then that the Hanged Men were discreetly breaking their mirrors behind the townsmen’s backs. The terrible grave-sound
            was echoed by the deacons’ graves—howling, scratching.
         

         
         “The townsfolk grabbed shovels. We feigned shock and helped them dig up the coffins. I glanced at the stones and figured that
            the men had been three weeks in the ground in hot summer. I did not relish what we would find.
         

         
         “They opened the coffin of Father Adrian. Inside was the corpse, bloated and red and putrid. The nails on its blackened hands
            were gone, and teeth rattled from its gaping mouth. The body had begun to liquefy, staining the clerical collar.
         

         
         “Yet the thing that had been Father Adrian moved. It howled. I realized that the breaking of the mirror had caused the reinstallation
            of his soul in his body. I knew that it could not survive long in this state, but for this moment, it was self-aware . . .
            and in agony.
         

         
         “Horrified, the townspeople cut off its head. They did the same to the deacons. The men of Temperance decided that Lascaris
            had not been the root of the evil in the town, after all. They decided that it had to be Father Adrian and his deacons. There
            was no other rational explanation for living corpses. The graves were heavily salted, and a new priest was brought in to reconsecrate
            the ground.
         

         
         “After that, there was nothing new coming up from underground. Nothing that the town knew about, anyway.” Gabe took a shuddering
            breath, the story taking more out of him than he anticipated. He swigged the last of his beer.
         

         
         Petra peered into her bottle, as if it might provide some answer to the horrors that haunted Temperance. “I am sorry you had
            to go through that.”
         

         
         “It was a long time ago.”

         
         “Probably not long enough, though.”

         
         He had no response for that.

         
         “No one ever saw Lascaris again?”

         
         “No. Not that I know for certain.” He wondered about Muirenn, though. Months ago, one of Lascaris’s creations, the Mermaid,
            had resurfaced with the pocket watch Gabe now had in his hand. She was dead now, and there was no way to question her.
         

         
         Petra shook her head and pushed her plate away. “I’ll be back.” She stood and headed to the ladies’ room.

         
         Gabe disentangled his feet from a snoring coyote and carried his beer bottle up to the bar. He pulled out his wallet to settle
            the bill.
         

         
         Lev appeared, wiping his hands on a dish towel. “It’s thirty, even.”

         
         Gabe put two twenties on the glossy surface of the bar. Lev scooped them up.

         
         “Lev?”

         
         “Yeah?” Lev turned away from the register.

         
         “About Petra.” Gabe didn’t shy away from the facts. He’d seen too many horrors in his hundred and fifty years on earth, and
            scraping up against them had made him a man of unvarnished truth. “Is she still human? Or is she something else now?”
         

         
         Lev paused. He shook his head. “I never made a homunculus before. Only saw it done just the once. Those people who made one
            long ago . . . understand that I didn’t follow them afterward.”
         

         
         “You don’t know.”

         
         The bartender gave an enigmatic shrug. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3
The Dream Beyond the Body

         
         The Eye of the World saw everything.

         
         Nine knelt beside the water, the pool that the people of the reservation called the Eye of the World. She tied her silver
            hair back so that she could peer into the water without distraction. The sun had set a little while ago, leaving behind a
            streak of red on the horizon. Wind pushed through the grasses of the surrounding field studded with white yarrow blossoms
            and red fireweed. The movement inspired continuing ripples on the surface of the water. A black toad hopped out of the pool,
            further disrupting the surface, and scuttled away under a rock. As the water settled, the Eye reflected the violet sky, a
            spangled handful of stars shivering on the surface. Even the brightest stars burned more dimly than they should.
         

         
         Nine reached into the warm water with a cupped hand. She brought the water to her lips and drank. It tasted sweet and heavy.
            Her fingers lingered on her lips as the liquid slid down her throat.
         

         
         This was a ritual she undertook almost every night. She’d slip from her bed back at Maria’s house, cross the field behind
            it. The mountains were silent and lightless in the distance, the sky stretching out infinitely above her. She’d drink from
            the pool and hope that the sweet water of this spring, the Eye of the World, would take her back to her family.
         

         
         “Take me to the pack,” she breathed.

         
         Her eyes slipped shut, and she had the sensation of falling, falling into a reality that smelled like pine needles and ash.
            When she opened them again, she was still wrapped in darkness, but a different darkness. No stars glittered overhead, and
            brittle pine needles crunched under her feet. She was in a wooded thicket, surrounded by sentinels of lodgepole pine. Red
            glowed on the horizon, gleaming through the branches.
         

         
         Nine threw back her head and howled. She howled not with the voice of a woman, but with the voice of a wolf. Her human body
            had sloughed away in the reflection of the Eye, stripping her back to her very essence. Her paws paced in the pine needles
            and her nose twitched. She couldn’t smell the rest of the pack, all she could smell was the acrid stink of sap burning.
         

         
         An answering howl emerged from her left. She lowered her head and ran toward it, slipping around the pines like a phantom.
            Nine truly missed this, this freedom of running, unencumbered. She was faster as a wolf than anything she encountered, not
            slow and vulnerable as she was as a woman on two feet.
         

         
         Not diminished.
         

         
         The pack was just ahead; she could hear their yips and barks. Nine plunged into a thicket, and was immediately surrounded
            by wet noses and wagging tails. The wolves tumbled over her, whining and nipping. Nine had always been the omega of the pack,
            but they still held affection for her on her nighttime sojourns
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