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CONTENT WARNINGS

THIS NOVEL CONTAINS:


·  Body horror and transformation

·  Obsessive behavior and psychological deterioration

·  Violence and death

·  Sexual content

·  Disturbing imagery related to art-making

·  Themes of consumption and loss of self

·  References to colonial violence

·  Claustrophobia and underground spaces


AUTHOR'S NOTE

TAOS, NEW MEXICO SITS at the confluence of cultures, histories, and geologies. The red earth that colors the landscape has drawn artists for over a century—some seeking inspiration, some seeking transformation, and some seeking something they cannot name.

This novel is a work of folk horror rooted in a real place. While the ancient consciousness at the heart of this story is fictional, the Taos landscape is not. The geology is real. The ochre deposits are real. The history of extraction—of pigments, of minerals, of land, of people—is real.

The artist community depicted here is fictional but inspired by the generations of painters, sculptors, and creators who have been drawn to northern New Mexico. María Solano and her journey are inventions, but the obsession that drives artists to sacrifice everything for their work is not.

I am not Indigenous, and this novel does not attempt to tell Indigenous stories or appropriate Indigenous spiritual traditions. What exists beneath Taos in these pages is something else entirely—something older and stranger than human culture, something that predates us all.

Some places have power. Some earth remembers. And some hungers are patient enough to wait for exactly the right person to dig.

—Allen 

A NOTE ON TAOS

TAOS HAS BEEN HOME to Pueblo people for over a thousand years. The Taos Pueblo, one of the oldest continuously inhabited communities in North America, sits just north of the modern town.

Beginning in the early 20th century, Taos became an artists' colony, drawing painters and writers from around the world. The light, the landscape, and the cultural richness created a creative community that continues today.

This novel is set within the contemporary artist community but acknowledges the deeper histories of the land—both human and geological. The fictional elements of this story should not be confused with the real histories, cultures, and spiritual traditions of the Indigenous peoples of this region.

Taos is a real place with real people. The horror in this novel comes not from the land's Indigenous history but from something far older and far more alien—and from what colonization, extraction, and obsession can do to both land and people.

COPYRIGHT PAGE

THIS IS A WORK OF FICTION. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2021  g allen thompson

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or used in any manner without written permission of the copyright owner except for the use of quotations in a book review.
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"I ground my own pigments from the land itself. I wanted the paintings to be made of Taos, not just made in Taos. I should have been more careful what I wished for." —María Solano, recovered journal entry
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Letter to Jess, September 16th:

I made it. Seven hours of driving through Colorado and into New Mexico, watching the landscape shift from green mountains to red earth, and I'm here. Taos. Finally.

You were right—I needed this. Needed to get out of Morrison, away from the gallery drama and Derek's hovering and my own head. The mountains here are different. Sharper. The Sangre de Cristos—Blood of Christ—they're not being poetic. At sunset they actually look like they're bleeding.

Tío Esteban's place is perfect. Five acres of scrubland and juniper, nobody around for miles. He says I can camp on his property while I look for a studio. There's a small casita he mentioned but he got weird when I asked about it. Said it needs work. His voice went flat and he wouldn't look at me.

The air here is so thin and clean it almost hurts to breathe. And the light—Jess, the LIGHT. It changes every hour. I've already sketched a dozen color studies and I've only been here six hours.

I can feel something shifting in me. Like this place is waking up parts of my brain that have been asleep. Is that too dramatic? Probably. But it's true.

Derek called twice on the drive. I didn't answer. I know that's shitty of me, but I need space from both of you right now. Need to figure out who I am when I'm not trying to be what everyone needs.

I'll write more soon. Going to watch the sunset over the mountains and try to remember why I paint.

Te quiero,—M

María's truck rattled up the dirt road to Esteban's property as the sun dropped toward the Sangre de Cristos, painting the peaks in shades of rose and amber that no photograph could ever capture. She'd been driving since dawn—Denver to Morrison to Alamosa to this, this high desert plateau where the air was so dry it crackled and the sky stretched forever in every direction.

Taos.

She'd been here once before, maybe fifteen years ago, when Tía Lucía was still alive. She barely remembered it—just impressions of adobe buildings and artist galleries and Lucía's laugh, bright and warm. Then Lucía had died, or disappeared, or something. The family didn't talk about it much. Esteban had called one winter to say Lucía was gone, and after that, silence.

María had been thirteen. Old enough to notice the way her mother's face closed down when anyone mentioned Lucía. Old enough to understand that some kinds of loss were too complicated to explain to children.

Now she was twenty-eight, fleeing her own complicated losses, and Esteban had said yes when she'd called asking to visit. His voice on the phone had been careful, measured. "You can stay as long as you need, mija. But—" He'd paused. "Taos isn't always kind to artists."

She hadn't known what that meant. Still didn't.

The property appeared at the end of the track—a small adobe house with rounded walls and a portal shading the front door, surrounded by barbed wire fence and scrubby vegetation. Chamisa turning gold in the autumn light. Dark green piñon and juniper scattered across red earth. In the distance, Taos Mountain rose to the northeast, sacred to the Pueblo people, its peak already dusted with early October snow.

Esteban's truck sat in the driveway. As María pulled up beside it, the front door opened and her uncle emerged.

He'd aged. That was María's first thought. It had been fifteen years, so of course he'd aged, but this was more than time. Esteban looked weathered, carved down to essentials. His gray hair was long, pulled back in a ponytail. His face was all sharp angles and sun damage. He wore worn jeans and a faded flannel shirt, and when he looked at María, something complicated crossed his face.

Pain, maybe. Or recognition.

"María." He didn't move to hug her. Just stood on the portal, hands in his pockets. "You look like your mother."

"Everyone says that." She climbed out of the truck, stretching her back after seven hours of driving. "It's good to see you, Tío."

"Is it?" The question was strange, almost sharp. Then he seemed to catch himself. "Lo siento. Yes. It's good. Come inside. I'll make coffee."

But María was already looking past him, past the house, to the land beyond. The late afternoon sun turned everything gold and red—the earth, the vegetation, the mountains in the distance. And there, at the eastern edge of the property, a stand of cottonwoods, their leaves yellow and shimmering.

Something pulled at her. Not physically. More like a hook in her chest, tugging gently.

Paint this, the feeling said. You need to paint this.

"María?" Esteban's voice brought her back. "Coffee?"

"Actually, would it be okay if I set up my tent? I want to catch the last of the light. Do some sketches."

Esteban's jaw tightened. "Where are you planning to camp?"

"I don't know. Anywhere? What about over there?" She pointed toward the cottonwoods.

"No." The word was flat, final. "Not there. Camp on the west side, near the road. Away from the trees."

"Why?"

"Just—please, mija. West side. And stay inside the tent after dark."

María wanted to ask more, but something in his face stopped her. That same careful blankness she'd heard on the phone. Like he was holding something back. Something he didn't want to name.

"Okay," she said slowly. "West side. Got it."

He nodded and went back inside, the door closing behind him with a soft thud.

María stood alone in the yard, feeling the pull of the land, the hook in her chest still tugging eastward toward those cottonwoods. The trees seemed to shimmer in the low light, leaves whispering though there was no wind.

She turned away and began unloading her truck—tent, sleeping bag, camp stove, two large plastic bins of art supplies. The essentials of her life condensed into what could fit in a Toyota Tacoma.

The west side of the property was open scrubland, no shade, just chamisa and sage and red dirt. She pitched her tent facing the mountains, staking it down against the wind that would come at night. By the time she finished, the sun was touching the peaks, the whole sky on fire.

María grabbed her sketchbook and a handful of pencils and climbed onto the truck's tailgate to watch.

The sunset was obscene. Violent pinks and oranges and reds, the mountains dark silhouettes against the burning sky. She drew quickly, trying to capture the progression of colors, the way the light shifted moment by moment. Her hands moved fast, almost frantic. She hadn't felt this urgency to create in months. Maybe years.

In Morrison, she'd been painting the same safe abstracts, teaching art classes to kids, going through the motions. Her work had been technically good but emotionally dead. Even Derek had said it—carefully, trying not to hurt her—"It feels like you're not really present in these pieces."

He'd been right. She hadn't been present. She'd been sleepwalking through her own life.

But here, now, watching the Sangre de Cristos bleed across the horizon, she felt awake. Alert. Like every nerve ending was firing.

The sun dropped below the peaks and the sky shifted to purple, then indigo. Stars began to appear, brilliant and cold. María kept sketching, adding notes about colors in the margins. Alizarin crimson + cadmium yellow = that exact orange. Burnt sienna for the mountains. Payne's gray for shadows.

When it was too dark to see her own hand, she finally climbed down from the tailgate and started toward her tent.

That's when she felt it.

Being watched.

Not by Esteban—his house was dark, curtains drawn. Not by any person. By something else. Something patient and curious and very old.

María turned slowly, scanning the property. Nothing moved. The chamisa was still. The junipers were black shapes against the starred sky. But the feeling persisted. Intensified.

She looked toward the cottonwood grove at the eastern edge of the property.

The trees were darker than the darkness around them. And they were—

No. Trees didn't move. Trees didn't pay attention. Trees were just trees.

But these trees felt aware.

Stay inside the tent after dark, Esteban had said.

María's skin prickled. She backed toward her tent, not turning away from the grove, and fumbled with the zipper. Once inside, she zipped it shut and sat in the darkness, listening.

The land was silent. No insects. No birds. Just the faint whisper of cottonwood leaves, though there was still no wind.

She pulled out her phone for light and texted Jess: Made it. Taos is beautiful and weird. Miss you. Sort of. —M

Then she texted Derek: Here safe. Need space for a while. Don't call. Please. —M

She turned off her phone before either could respond.

María lay in her sleeping bag, staring at the tent's ceiling, and tried to calm her racing heart. It was just a new place. Just unfamiliar sounds and shadows. Just her imagination making connections that weren't there.

But she could still feel it. That attention. That watching.

She fell asleep hours later, and dreamed of roots reaching up through red earth, searching for something to hold.

Morning came cold and bright.

María woke to sunlight turning her tent orange, the temperature already climbing as the sun cleared the mountains. She unzipped the tent and stepped out into air so crisp it hurt her lungs.

The property looked different in daylight. Less ominous. Just scrubland and juniper and those cottonwoods at the eastern edge, their leaves brilliant gold. No sense of being watched. No hooks in her chest.

Just a beautiful high desert morning.

Esteban's truck was gone. María found a note tucked under a rock on her truck's hood: Had to go to town. Food in the cooler on the porch. Help yourself. Back this afternoon. —E

She retrieved the cooler—eggs, bread, cheese, apples, coffee—and made breakfast on her camp stove. The coffee was terrible but the eggs were perfect, and she ate sitting on her tailgate, watching the light change over the mountains.

By eight o'clock she couldn't wait any longer. She needed to paint.

María hauled out her supplies—portable easel, stretched canvases, paints, brushes, palette knives. And most importantly, her collection of earth pigments. She'd been grinding her own colors for two years now, harvesting ochres and umbers from Colorado clay, mixing binders, making paint the old way. It was slow, meditative, connected her to the materials in a way that buying tubes from the art store never had.

But she'd run out of local earth. That was part of why she'd come here—to find new pigments, new colors. Red earth meant iron oxide, meant warm browns and burnt siennas. This landscape would give her completely different tones than Morrison's green mountains.

She set up her easel facing the mountains and started with what she knew—quick color studies, testing her existing pigments against the landscape. But nothing quite matched. Her ochres were too yellow. Her umbers too cool. She needed earth from here, from Taos, to capture this particular quality of light.

María grabbed a trowel and a canvas bag and walked toward the edge of Esteban's property. The earth was hard, dry, but when she dug down a few inches she found clay. Red clay, almost rust-colored. Perfect.

She filled her bag with clay, then walked farther, sampling different areas. Near the junipers, the earth was darker, more brown. By the fence line, almost orange. Each sample would give her different pigments when processed.

She was so focused on the earth that she didn't notice how close she'd gotten to the cottonwood grove until she looked up.

Twenty feet away. The trees were massive this close—trunks three feet wide, bark deeply furrowed, branches spreading overhead like organic architecture. Their leaves caught the morning light and turned it molten.

That hook in her chest was back. Pulling. Come closer.

María took a step forward.

The trees seemed to lean toward her. Just slightly. Just enough to notice.

Come closer. Come see.

She took another step. Another. She was at the edge of the grove now, her hand reaching out to touch the nearest trunk—

"MARÍA!"

She jerked back. Esteban's truck was pulling up the drive, dust billowing behind it. He killed the engine and climbed out fast, his face tight with something between fear and anger.

"What did I tell you?" he called, striding toward her. "West side. Away from the trees."

"I was just—I needed earth samples. For pigments." She held up her bag of clay. "I wasn't going to—"

"Doesn't matter." He grabbed her arm, not rough but firm, and pulled her away from the grove. "You don't go near those trees. You don't paint them. You don't even look at them too long. ¿Me entiendes?"

"No, I don't understand. Tío, what's wrong with—"

"Nothing's wrong. They're just trees." But his voice said otherwise. "Just—please, mija. Trust me. Stay away from that grove."

He released her arm and walked back toward his truck, shoulders tight.

María looked at the cottonwoods one more time. In the morning light, they looked completely normal. Just trees. Beautiful, old, but just trees.

Except.

Except she could swear they'd leaned toward her. Except she could still feel that pull, that hook, that invitation.

Come closer. Come see what we are.

She turned away and carried her clay samples back to her campsite.

María spent the rest of the morning processing pigments.

It was meditative work—crushing the dried clay with a mortar and pestle, sifting it through increasingly fine mesh screens, mixing the powder with binder to make paint. She'd brought linseed oil and egg yolk for binders, along with small glass jars for storage.

The Taos earth gave her exactly what she'd hoped for. Rich, warm ochres. Deep siennas. And from the darkest sample, an umber so complex it seemed to shift in the light.

By noon she had six new colors and was eager to test them.

She set up a fresh canvas and began painting—not the mountains, not the sky, but something else. Something that came from that place below conscious thought where the best work lived.

Her brush moved fast. She laid down ochre, sienna, black. Built up texture with a palette knife. The painting emerged without planning—organic forms that might be roots or might be veins, dark shapes that might be trees or might be lungs, something alive and underground and reaching.

She painted for three hours without stopping, without thinking, without noticing the sun's position or her growling stomach. Just color and form and the conversation between her hand and the canvas.

When she finally stepped back, she stared at what she'd created.

It was good. Better than good. It was the best thing she'd painted in a year. Maybe longer.

The forms were ambiguous, unsettling. The colors were perfect—that exact quality of Taos earth, warm and alive. And there was something else, something she couldn't name. An energy. A presence.

Like the painting was looking back at her.

"Huh," María said aloud.

Behind her, Esteban's voice: "You painted the roots."

She jumped, spinning around. Her uncle stood ten feet away, staring at the canvas. His face had gone gray.

"I didn't mean to," María said. "I wasn't thinking about anything specific. It just came out."

"They do that." Esteban moved closer, his eyes locked on the painting. "The roots. They get inside your head. Make you paint them whether you want to or not."

"What are you talking about?"

He didn't answer for a long moment. Then: "Lucía painted them too. Near the end. Couldn't paint anything else. Just roots and trees and darkness." His hand rose like he wanted to touch the canvas, then dropped. "She said they were showing her what they were. What they wanted."

Cold slid down María's spine. "Tío, what happened to Lucía? Really happened? Mom always got weird when I asked, and you never—"

"She died." The words were flat, final. "That's all you need to know."

"But how? Where? There was never a funeral, never a—"

"Drop it, María." Esteban's voice hardened. "I mean it. You're here to paint and clear your head and figure out your life. That's fine. Good, even. But don't dig into things that are better left alone. Don't ask about Lucía. And for the love of God, don't go near those trees."

He turned and walked back toward his house, leaving María standing alone with her painting of roots she hadn't meant to paint.

She looked at the canvas again. At the dark forms reaching upward, the organic shapes that might be alive. And she felt that pull again, that hook in her chest.

We're showing you what we are, the painting seemed to say. We're inviting you deeper.

María covered the canvas with a drop cloth and didn't look at it again for the rest of the day.

That evening, after a dinner of canned soup and crackers, María sat on her tailgate watching the sun set and trying not to think about roots or trees or Lucía.

She failed.

Her aunt had painted here. Had lived in that casita Esteban wouldn't talk about. Had created work and died and left no body, no funeral, no explanation. Just a widowed husband who couldn't bear to speak her name and a family that changed the subject whenever she came up.

María pulled out her phone—she'd turned it back on an hour ago and found seven texts from Jess and four from Derek—and googled "Lucía Solano Taos."

The results were sparse. A few gallery mentions from the early 1990s. A review in the Taos News praising her "raw, visceral abstracts in earth tones." One blurry photograph from an exhibition opening—Lucía laughing, dark-haired and beautiful, holding a glass of wine. Esteban beside her, younger, smiling.

No obituary. No death certificate. No explanation of what had happened.

María clicked through to the Taos News archives and searched for Lucía's name. More exhibition mentions. Gallery representation. And then, in August 1995, a brief mention: "Local artist Lucía Solano, known for her earth-pigment abstracts, has not been seen in several weeks. Sheriff's department says no foul play is suspected. Anyone with information..."

That was it. No follow-up. No resolution. Just a woman who disappeared and apparently no one had pushed very hard to find her.

María's chest felt tight. She closed the browser and opened her texts.

Jess: Glad you made it safe. Call me when you're ready to talk. I love you.

Derek: I know you need space but at least let me know you're okay. I'm worried.

More from both of them, variations on the same theme. Concern, confusion, hurt that she'd left so abruptly.

She started to type a response, then stopped. What would she say? Everything's fine except my uncle won't talk about his dead wife and the trees here feel alive and I painted something I didn't mean to paint and I think this place is showing me something I'm not ready to see?

Yeah, that would go over great.

María turned off her phone again and lay back on the tailgate, staring at the stars. They were incredible here—the Milky Way visible as a bright river across the sky, no light pollution for miles. She could see why artists came to Taos. The landscape was intoxicating. The light was impossible. Everything felt more vivid, more present, more real.

But there was something else too. Something underneath the beauty.

She thought about that painting she'd made. The roots reaching upward. The organic forms that seemed almost alive. She'd been thinking about the cottonwood grove while she painted, even though she'd tried not to. Thinking about how the trees had leaned toward her. How they'd felt aware.

Just trees, she told herself. Just your imagination.

But she didn't believe it.

Around midnight, María finally climbed into her tent and zipped herself in. The night was silent except for that constant whisper of cottonwood leaves. She lay in her sleeping bag, listening, feeling that attention again. That sense of being watched by something patient and curious and very, very old.

You came here for a reason, the feeling seemed to say. You were called. And now you're here, we can show you what we are. What you could become.

María closed her eyes and tried to sleep. But it was a long time coming, and when it finally did, she dreamed again of roots. Roots reaching through earth, through stone, through time itself. Roots that remembered everything they'd touched. Everyone they'd consumed.

She woke at dawn gasping, her heart racing, the image still vivid behind her eyes.

The sun was rising over the Sangre de Cristos, painting the peaks gold and red.

Blood of Christ mountains.

The name had never seemed more appropriate.

María unzipped her tent and looked toward the cottonwood grove. The trees were already bright with morning light, their leaves shimmering gold.

And for just a moment—just one moment—she could have sworn she saw faces in the bark. Dozens of faces. Hundreds. All watching her with patient, hungry eyes.

She blinked and they were gone.

Just trees. Just bark. Just her imagination.

But that hook in her chest was stronger now. Pulling harder.

Come closer, it said. Come see. Come paint. Come create. Come become.

María looked away from the trees and began making coffee, her hands shaking.

She'd been in Taos for less than two days.

She had no idea how much she'd already been changed.
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LETTER TO JESS, UNSENT, found later in journal

I made it to Taos. Tío Esteban's place is beautiful—small adobe house with pines everywhere and mountains so close you feel like you could touch them. He's older than I remembered. Weathered. Sad in a way that lives in his bones.

He cried when he saw me. I don't know why.

He wants me to stay in the house but I set up my tent outside. I know that sounds weird but I need to be out here. Under the trees. Under the stars. The air is different here—thinner, sharper, like breathing light.

I'm already sketching. The ideas are coming so fast I can barely keep up.

I'll call soon. I promise.

Love—
M
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PART ONE: THE THRESHOLD
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They stood on opposite sides of silence. María on the dirt path with travel dust on her jeans and exhaustion pulling at her bones. Esteban on the portal in his work shirt and old Carhartts, tears tracking down his weathered face.

The wind moved through the pines—slow, deliberate, like something breathing. The sound of it was different here than in Morrison. Older somehow. More patient. She could hear each branch moving against its neighbor, could hear the whisper of needles, the creak of trunks settling.

A magpie called from somewhere close, that harsh rattling cry that sounded like laughter or warning. She couldn't tell which.

They looked at each other across ten feet of dirt and thirty years of grief. His face was more lined than she remembered—deeply weathered, carved by sun and wind and whatever he'd watched happen here. Silver hair pulled back in a short ponytail. Eyes dark as turned earth. He looked like her mother around the eyes, around the mouth when it tightened like that.

He looked like he was seeing a ghost.

"Mija," he said finally, and his voice cracked on the word. He cleared his throat. "Come inside. You drove a long way."

She wanted to say something. Thank you or I'm sorry or Please don't look at me like that. But her throat had closed up. She just nodded.

He turned and walked to the house. She followed.

The portal—covered porch—was small, maybe eight feet deep, with two wooden chairs and a small table between them. The wood was weathered silver-gray. A coffee mug sat on the table, still steaming. He'd been sitting here when she arrived. Watching the driveway. Waiting.

The door was painted blue—that particular shade of turquoise that showed up all over New Mexico, something about warding off spirits or maybe just tradition. Esteban opened it and gestured her through.

The temperature dropped immediately. Adobe was like that—thick walls holding the cool even in summer, holding the heat in winter. The difference was startling after the bright afternoon.

She stepped into the living room and stopped.

The house was small. One story, maybe a thousand square feet total. Living room flowing into kitchen, a hallway leading back to what must be bedrooms. Vigas—rough-hewn beams—crossed the ceiling, dark wood against white plaster. The floors were saltillo tile in that warm terracotta color, worn smooth in the traffic patterns where feet had walked for decades. Corners slightly rounded where the walls met the floor, the way old adobe settled.

It smelled like pine smoke and coffee and something else she couldn't name—something mineral and old, like stone or clay or dried earth.

The furniture was sparse. A wood stove in the corner, still radiating heat even though it was late May and probably seventy degrees outside. A couch covered in a Pendleton blanket, the pattern geometric in rust and cream and forest green. A coffee table made of pine, nicked and scarred. A small television on a stand that looked like it hadn't been turned on in years, dust thick on the screen. Bookshelves made of cinder blocks and boards, full of paperbacks with cracked spines.

But the walls—

María stopped walking. Her breath caught.

The walls were covered in paintings.

Mountains. Dozens of them. Every wall covered except where windows broke the space.

The Sangre de Cristos rendered in ochre and burnt umber, in raw sienna and red earth. The same mountains she could see through the window now. The same mountains she'd painted three times in Morrison and scraped away in frustration, unable to get them right even though she'd never seen them.

But these weren't her failed attempts. These were the mountains as they actually looked—no, better than they looked. More true somehow. Like the painter had seen not just the surface but something underneath, something essential.

She moved closer to the nearest one. Oil on canvas, maybe two feet by three feet. The paint was thick in places, thin in others, built up in layers like sediment. Cracks spider-webbed through the varnish—the painting had to be decades old. The colors had faded where afternoon sun had touched them, but even faded they were luminous.

The same composition she'd attempted. The same angle looking east from this property. The same light—that particular quality of late afternoon when everything went gold.

The same mountains. Exactly.

"Who painted these?" Her voice came out strange, thin, like it was traveling from far away.

Esteban stood in the kitchen doorway, watching her. "Your grandmother. Mi hermana. Magdalena."

She turned. Looked at him. "I didn't know—" She stopped. Started again. "Mom never said she painted."

"Your mother didn't know. Lucía started after the family moved to Denver. After your abuela died. After everyone left." He moved to the stove, filled a kettle with water. The sound of it seemed too loud in the quiet room. "She stayed. Said she had to. Said the land needed her here."

María looked back at the paintings. There had to be twenty of them. Maybe more. All the mountains. All that same view. But each one different—different season, different weather, different time of day. Winter with deep snow. Spring with the peaks still white but the valley green. Summer thunderstorms gathering. Fall with aspen gold against the pines.

Each one perfect. Each one alive in a way her paintings never were.

She moved to the next one. And the next. Lost in them.

This one showed the mountains at dawn, alpenglow turning the snow pink and orange and impossible violet. This one at dusk, the peaks black against burning sky. This one during a storm, clouds wrapped around the summits like smoke, like the mountains were on fire.

In every single one, in the foreground, barely visible unless you looked carefully: pine trees. A grove of them. Darker than the rest. Painted with such detail you could see individual branches, individual needles.

Something about those trees made her skin go cold.

"Sit down, mija." Esteban's voice pulled her back. "You look like you're about to fall over."

María had heard the name maybe twice in her life. Her mother didn't talk about the New Mexico side of the family much. There'd been some kind of falling out, she thought, or maybe just drift. Distance and time and different lives. Just Esteban remained in contact, and only because he still sent Christmas cards with ten-dollar bills tucked inside, still called on her mother's birthday even though the conversations never lasted more than five minutes and left her mother quiet afterward, staring at nothing.

"I didn't know she painted."

"She did a lot of things nobody knew about." He took two mugs from the cabinet—handmade pottery, thick-walled, glazed in earth tones. Dropped teabags in them. Chamomile, she could smell it even from across the room, that familiar scent like dried apples and honey. "Sit down. You look like you're about to fall over."

She sat on the couch. Felt the cushions give beneath her, worn soft from years of use. Felt how tired she was now that she'd stopped moving. She'd left Morrison at four in the morning. It had to be past one now. Nine hours on the road. Maybe more. She'd stopped for gas but couldn't remember where. Somewhere south of Pueblo. Or had there been two stops? Time had gone strange somewhere around Walsenburg.

The kettle began to
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