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  Dedicated to Chad, 16, who dreamed of one day writing a book about monsters.









  
  

So long as the Grim Seed spoils the earth, you, too, shall carry its burdens.

― Sister Dirt


      [image: ]God is dead and no one cares If there is a hell, I'll see you there

― Trent Reznor


      [image: ]It is when we notice the dirt that God is most present in us; it is the very sign of His presence.

― C.S. Lewis







  
  Author's Note



Ghost River is a sprawling story that spans over three decades. The characters herein transform over that time period and in some cases assume entirely new identities. As this story unfolds, character names and nicknames may change. To aid in better understanding the characters and their names/nicknames, I've included a naming directory at the back of the book for reference. 
Please note, I have excluded some key characters and naming variations as they might be considered spoilers.   
Lastly,  Ghost River is a story about generational cycles of abuse and trauma. The kind that sticks with you. The kind that people carry, release, or fight like hell to heal from. If you're sensitive to traumatic experiences or don't regularly read adult dark fantasy or extreme horror, please review the content warning on the copyright page to make sure this is the right read for you. 
Ready? Good. Let the mayhem begin.
-Chad Ryan







  
  Part 1:

Orphan Rock
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  Chapter one
[image: ]

Chipped dishes in the sink. Red, frothy mold floated on top of half-scrubbed pans. Fat maggots squirmed around the forgotten edges of the basin. Cigarette butts formed clumpy islands in cups of muddy water. Horseflies tapped on the windowsill. A baby mewled from the nursery at the back of the old stone-stacked house nestled at the base of Orphan Rock. 
“Coming, Little Snake!” Esther rubbed her bloodshot eyes.
The teenager hunched over a propane stove. A bottle of milk warmed in a battered pot. Her greasy blonde hair stuck to her dirty cheeks in clumps. She squeezed her knees together when a drip of water trickled down her bruised inner thigh beneath her only nightgown. “No, goddammit! Not now.”
She leaned against the old icebox and stole a breath. With her hand resting on her pregnant belly, her blue eyes tracked a bark scorpion skittering across the far wall. 
He put a pig in you.
You make pig babies, don’t you? 
Just breathe, pigfucker.
She closed her eyes. 
Minister’s sun-chiseled face appeared in the warmth behind her eyelids. Tan skin, chestnut eyes, shaggy hair that curled at the ends. That Burt Reynolds smile. 
I’m going to run away with you someday. 
Two pinkies entwined through a rusty cage.
The air chilled when a hidden door—one of many—to The Dark tore open. A screaming rip in the shadows that two bloody hands pulled open. 
Snarl, the watchful boy wrapped in barbed wire, slithered through the obsidian portal. The blood that crusted the edges of his thousand cuts was deep purple, and his one working eye was black and golden like fire on oil. His tattered Sunday best rotted away years ago, leaving a walking wound of a boy wearing only scabs and rags to hide his shameful parts. 
“What’s the matter? You feeling down?” 
“The baby’s fucking coming!” 
Snarl didn’t blink. “You sure about that, Coyote?”
She pointed at the puddle of water around her black-bottomed feet.

      [image: ]“Well, if it ain’t my favorite Injun come to celebrate my most sacred of birthdays!” 
Minister’s drunken grin stretched for miles. He opened his arms and gave Wallace “Macho” Machado a brotherly hug, and it was no minor feat. The Ghost River man stood over six feet tall with a stout chest. Unlike Minister, who wore the same pair of jeans every day of the week and a soiled mechanic’s shirt with his name embroidered over the breast pocket in the best lettering Esther could sew, Officer Machado patrolled Ghost River in a crisp tribal police uniform.  
“Budweiser, Macho?” 
“Sure, Mona. Draft.”
“You off duty? I fucking hope so.” 
“Am now.” Macho unclipped the badge from his brown button-up and set it on the bar. Mona delivered his beer. 
“Thank Christ. I thought you came on official business.” 
“Beer first with the birthday boy.” Macho winked.
“Fuck, yes. I will accept your plan of action, deputy.”
They toasted. 
“How old are you now? Twenty-three?”
The skinny man shrugged. “Sounds about right. You’d think I’d fucking know, considerin’ every birthday I celebrate in Ghost River is a goddamn miracle with no guarantee of another.”
Macho laughed into his glass. “You’re telling me.”
Despite seeing double already, Minister lit a cigarette and pointed at a picture framed across the bar. A group of Ghost River men in military fatigues posed in front of a combat chopper. He squinted to make out the young, familiar face of his best friend sitting in the open cockpit. “Look at that handsome devil hero right there,” he said, smoke billowing out of his nostrils. “Soaring like a fucking eagle. Over all them green jungles!” He knocked the ashtray over, didn’t care. “I ain’t ever flown before. Don’t think I’d have the stomach for it anyway.” The holy man from Orphan Rock withered for a few seconds, but a sip of whiskey perked him right back up. “What kind of chopper is that again? I know you’ve told me before, but I don’t listen to redskins…” 
“Bell UH-1. The Huey.”
“The Huey! The Booey! You flew that fucking whirlybird, didn’t ya? Who cares what it’s called? Names don’t mean shit.” Minister laughed, his contention cutting. The years Macho left for ‘Nam were lonely ones in Ghost River, and it still stung like a scorpion prick when he dwelled on them dark days. “I bet you blew them funny rice hats right off their heads.”
Officer Machado rolled his eyes. “You’re drunk as shit.”
“Fair assessment.” Minister clicked his tongue and pointed at Macho’s nose.
“Frankly, I’m surprised she’s letting you out tonight. I didn’t think you’d be here. But where else would you be?” 
Minister tapped his cigarette into the spilled ashtray.
“Which she we talking about here?” 
“How about Esther? The only decent woman in your life.” 
“Esther!” Minister rubbed his brow in weariness. “Well, she’s about as fun as a heart attack these days. Pregnant. Very pregnant. Probably watching television. Ever since we got that new antennae, we’re picking up the local channels in Phoenix. Can’t get her off the couch without begging. All day long…game shows and soap operas. Never a football game on.” 
“I don’t know how you do it.” Macho’s voice barely loud enough to cut through the jukebox noise. “Leaving her alone out there. Markus too. That land. That goddamn land…” He caught himself. “Sorry, I’m still in serve and protect mode.”
 “It’s all right. We don’t choose who we are, but we got to be those people anyway.” Minister pointed at his empty whiskey glass. Mona lifted her eyebrow. 
“Didn’t I cut you off?” 
Wallace chuckled. “If not, you should.”
“Come on now!” Minister slapped the bar top. “Ain’t no harm in having a few drinks on your birthday! It’s almost the last call anyway!” He adopted a strange accent and swung his bent elbows with drunken swagger. “I’m desertfolk, and I shall have my fucking whiskey or suffer ye!”
Mona’s expression begged Officer Machado for help. 
“I wouldn’t if I were you.”
She smiled nervously. “Sorry, Minister—”
“One more shot ain’t going to hurt nobody, ‘specially me! I was never gonna live long anyway.” The holy man’s eyes sparkled in the smoky bar. Two golden coins flashed in the black ripple of a wishing well. Mona cocked her head a little to better see the angels in his snakeshine. 
“Sure thing,” she said. “One more for the road.”
Macho slapped the bar and let out a laugh. “Jesus, man! If it weren’t your birthday, I’d arrest you.”
Armed with a fresh pour in his glass, Minister toasted the Wagon Wheel’s bartender with a sly wink. “I don’t care what Macho says about you, Mona. You’re good people.” He swallowed the liquor. “Hard to find in Ghost River.”
“Well, you’ve had enough now, Birthday Boy.” Macho signaled Mona for the tab. “I don’t plan on putting this badge back on tonight to pull your ass out of a ditch.” 
Minister’s gaze drifted across the room to an attractive Ghost River woman shooting pool by her lonesome. Her brown eyes settled on the nine-ball, lining up the perfect shot. A chalked cue pumped between the tight loop of her finger. In. Out. In. Out. 
Crack!
“The tribal council needs a favor.”
Minister perked up. “It pay? I need the money.”
“Consider it rent. Maybe a little on top.”
“Let’s hear it.”
Officer Machado looked over both shoulders, scanning the smoky bar for open ears. When the coast cleared, he began, “The Commissioner of the Bureau of Indian Affairs is planning a visit to Ghost River next week. After what happened at Pine Ridge, the feds are in a major titty-twist about tribes stockpiling weapons, building militias, misappropriating funds…the list goes on. It’s a real concern right now in DC. They want a peek in our books, and that’s just not a workable scenario.”
Minister smiled darkly. “I bet not.”
“Resources and contingencies matter to the council. We’ve spent a long time gathering our rainy-day fund.” Macho retrieved two twenties and a five-dollar bill from his faux leather wallet. “They want to discuss a way forward. One that benefits all of us, even her. Meeting’s tomorrow, er…today. Are you going to be able to pull yourself together by then?”
“Yes, sir! Just tell me where I gotta be and when.” 
The pool shark dropped the nine-ball into the corner pocket. Her raven hair framed a sexy, desertborn smile carved from the sandy basin of Ghost River just for him.

      [image: ]Silver moonlight spilled into the sanctuary of the Chapel on the Mound. Potato Sack, the biggest of the Broken Kids, hauled Esther over his blubbering shoulder past dusty pews toward the rickety pulpit. The coarse burlap of his mask and gown burned her skin and smelled like moist cobwebs. The eyeholes were empty—flesh cold. The fevered snort of a desperate pig warmed the hole of her ear. She was a little girl again with grimy knees, running through the cactus patches while the wild boars chased her. Feed. Fuck. Fury. Feed. Fuck. Fury. Feed—
The Crooked Woman stood at the spider-webbed podium. Her back arched like a bent buzzard’s neck, and her sharp fingers scratched symbols into the rotted wood of the dais. She wore a yellowed dress, stained with age. A tattered veil covered her pallid, scarred visage and black-eyed stare. Snarl stood at her side, grinning like an obedient dog. “Dirt on your knees, Coyote.” 
Esther spilled on the floor. She swung her shins over and sat up on her knees in the powdered sand. She lifted her gaze toward the cloudy rose window and clasped her hands together in prayer. Behind the Crooked Woman stood the Dead Tree, gnarled roots growing from the sacred dirt hill called the Mound. Windchimes and effigies dangled from spidery branches, jingling in the desert breeze. Luminarchs, souldust butterflies, circled above the sacred dirt with glowing, blue wings that pulsated like bottled fireflies in the everdark church.
“Shit!” Another contraction. 
Esther squeezed Minister’s hand when Markus was born. He sang Waylon Jennings to her when they hung her in the Dead Tree to birth her first child. Was she seventeen? Might have been. Was he maybe twenty-one? Had those wild eyes that she loved and that short holy boy beard she liked to scratch. “It’ll be OK,” he told her, weaving his pinkie around hers. “I promise.”
And it was OK. Markus was born without a hitch. Afterward, they cut her down from the gnarled branches, and the Crooked Woman was pleased enough to let her rest awhile. She took the baby away, of course, and left the orphans behind in the chapel. Esther recovered on a blanket stretched across the dirt. She bled a lot, but Minister was there to wipe fresh water on her skin, tell her she was brave, and spin make-believe stories of faraway lands that they’d run away to one day. 
“I had a dream last night,” Esther had told him, smiling broadly before diminishing into a blush. “Never mind, it’s fucking stupid. You’ll just laugh.” 
“Tell me!” Minister sat up, lighting her cigarette.
Esther shook off the embarrassment and laughed. “OK. In the dream, we took a vacation to California. We saw the ocean. Disneyland. With the big fucking castle.” 
“And them Mickey Mouse ears?”
“Yes! You had a pair!”
“Wouldn’t that be a sight?” Minister twisted the bloody water from the rag into a dented pail. He was gentle, took pride in making sure she was cared for. “The Northamms at Disneyland. Can you imagine? They’d toss us out within the hour.”
After they laughed, he looked a little down. 
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing. It sounds like a nice dream is all.”
Esther crossed her arms. “I know it’ll never happen. It’s just fun to dream.”
“Dreaming is fucking dangerous.” He rested his back against the Mound. “Every time I dream, my heart dies a little bit. I think I might need a new one someday.” 
“Hurry, Coyote! Say the Dirt Prayer, and let’s get you roped up!” Snarl’s shrill order tore her away from daydreaming. The boy wrapped in barbed wire squeezed the back of her neck. Barbs scratched her skin. “The boonchild is coming.”
Esther nodded, feeling the baby in her belly kick. 
“What comes from dirt,
must be cleansed.
Give my life to make amends.
Bleed this heart,
Escape damnation.
On my knees,
Suffering is salvation.”
Music to her old ears, the Crooked Woman floated down to Esther. She offered a haggard claw. With a resilient nod, the girl accepted her chilly fingers and followed her to the Mound. There, thousands of ancient eyes peered out of porous tunnels dug deep into the spoiled earth that kept all the Grim Seed’s putrid miracles hidden below the crust of things. The boy wrapped in barbed wire laid out a dirty blanket, and Esther dropped to her knees. She opened her mouth like a robot. 
The Crooked Woman filled her throat with dirt.

      [image: ]Minister fucked her inside of the Dodge Retriever’s cab. Her smooth, brown legs snaked around his lean torso. He stood outside of his beat-up tow truck, jeans at his ankles, and an unlit cigarette dangled from his dusty lips. She moaned a little when he rubbed her vagina with his fingers, felt his dick sliding inside of her. All the motions, moistures, skin folds, and ridges created perfect birthday bliss for a man who never felt his wife when they made love. Doomed that way since the day they ate the dirt, and he became the vessel for The Pig.
All that we do, we do for Delora. 
A warm breeze picked up.
Minister looked over his shoulder. 
Even though he was miles away from that stone-stacked house he called home; he could still feel the shadow watching at the window, knocking on the glass to come inside. Pigs never had their fill, and neither did Minister these days. Weren’t enough whisky to drink or barflies to nail, and there weren’t no way to keep that fucking shadow from his marital bed. All snakes are born with a hole in their heart. That hole is a door.
The riverfolk woman sighed softly, while he clung to her tits. He pumped harder, angrier maybe, suddenly thinking about his daddy and the iron frown he wore every damn day of his life. Did the man ever smile? Not once had Minister seen it. And why should he have? Every great, life-defining moment Eugene ever lived, he never experienced a second for himself. 
He was a tool—a cheap suit. 
And he got what he deserved.
Didn’t they all?
What would the Miraculous Prophet, Eugene Northamm, say if he knew what his Little Snake was using his blessed boon for these days? Scamming drinks, playing dangerous politics with Injuns, and picking up roadkill to feed a city of dead fucking kids? 
What good had Minister done for his god lately? 
You’re just a small thing. A small thing that thinks small. Guess what? Thinking small will keep you that way.
One of the few Pig lessons Minister would never forget. Eugene was a true believer too. Never did a small thing his whole life. Even when he wore his pigskin mask and hung coyote girls from the Dead Tree, mouths gagged with gasoline-soaked rags, Eugene Northamm slid his pretty knife across their throats with the flair of a desert magician. 
Throat after throat after throat. Crimson dripped from crooked toes over a sea of hungry pigs waiting to fuck and feast in the bloody mud. 
Throat after throat after throat.
Minister came hard. Felt himself release into her warm pocket. If only that feeling of coming could last forever. The pool shark gazed into his eyes, transfixed by the halcyon depth and hues of the light within. She arched her back and stretched her neck, longing for a kiss from that sweet snakeshine that was still so deep inside of her it hurt in the best way.

      [image: ]The engine died. 
“Oh, no, no, NO!” Stacy smacked the steering wheel.
Liz popped up in the backseat. The eight-year-old wiped the sleep from her brown eyes and blinked a few times. She looked out of the window at the spooky, moonlit desert. She saw shadows move, and the sandy dirt looked like silver dust. What a strange place this is. She hugged onto Reuben, her favorite teddy bear and bestest friend in the whole galaxy.
Momma stared in the rearview mirror. Eyes wide, dark-circled. Chestnut hair spilled out of a haphazard ponytail. She hadn’t slept since they left Oklahoma. “I can’t believe this is happening!” She punched the steering wheel a few more times and tried turning the ignition over again. The engine refused.
“What happened, Momma? We’re not moving.” 
“Gas. Should’ve filled up in Tucson…” After a moment of contemplation, she pulled down her eyelids in frustration. “God, why didn’t I fill up in Tucson like a normal person?”
Liz squirmed nervously in her seat. “We ran out of gas? What! Really?”
“Elizabeth, stop. Let me think.” 
“But cars need gas to move!”
“Liz—”
“We—”
“Stop talking.”
Liz knew that tone and obeyed. 
“Somebody’ll come along. A sheriff or somebody. We’ll get more gas from them. Enough to drive to Phoenix to fill up the tank.” Stacy flipped open the vanity mirror on the sun visor. She inspected the make-up fading around her freshly bruised eye. 
“Momma?”
“What now?”
“Are we ever going to go back home?”
Stacy rubbed her nose. Didn’t know what to say. “Not for a while, baby girl,” she finally said. “You’re going to spend some time with your auntie in Glendale. It’ll be fun to visit your cousins for a few weeks, won’t it? They’ve missed you.”
“But…what about Daddy?”
Stacy snapped the visor closed. 
“I think you should get some rest now. It’s late.” Momma looked like she wanted to cry, but she took a deep breath and stiffened up instead. “The morning’ll come soon enough. A little bit of light always makes things better and brighter. You’ll see.”

      [image: ]A swarm of Broken Kids poured into the Chapel on the Mound like a swarm of desert roaches. Busted kneecaps. Metal pulleys. Skin stitched together with human hair. Missing pieces. Swapped parts. Screws twisted into bone. Bone pushed into skin. Teeth crushed with a hammer. Nails driven through nostrils. Lifeless, black eyes that had no bottom. They only knew how to serve the Crooked Woman who made them.
One of Delora’s favorite pets, Spider Girl, lowered herself from the shadowy rafters by one of her long appendages. She had three elbows on each arm and rusty hooks for hands. She wore a flowery dress to hide the blasphemous tangle of flesh that existed below her waist—four legs, each with a knee and foot. Hammered to the ball and heel of each was a board bottomed with corroded nails and fishhooks so sharp she could damn near climb any surface. Her dark, brittle hair bounced in twin ponytails. Worst of all, Spider Girl always smiled, always flashing her splintered, screw-like teeth, because the Crooked Woman had snipped off her lips and cheeks a long time ago. The creature said nothing, slipping her corroded hooks under Esther’s armpits. 
“Hey! Easy!”
Spider Girl ignored her plea and lifted her into the thorny bramble of the Dead Tree. There, other Broken Kids scurried into the branches, ready to bind the expectant mother’s skinny wrists and waist to the jagged bark. They fastened her feet to a pair of tall, crudely built wooden stilts. 
“It’s getting worse.” Esther yipped through her teeth when Spider Girl placed the razorblade crown on her head. The twisted blades slit the skin of her brow, and blood, rust, and sweat dyed her fair hair red. “Hurts so fucking bad.”
“Breathe!” Snarl shouted from the front pew. He was the conductor of this train. The boy wrapped in barbed wire was the only ghost who spoke for Delora. He had all of the power here.  
Just breathe, pigfucker.
In through your nose.
Out through your mouth. 
The Broken Kids parted the stilts, and her legs spread open. She dangled from the Dead Tree, posed like a broken marionette with nothing to hide. Warm blood trickled from her forehead, down her back, chest, thighs, and shins until it dripped from her toes onto the frilly shoulders of a mildewed dress. Delora lurked beneath her, black eyes upturned and visible through her shoddy veil, while her icy fingertips crept up the soft, warm skin of the teenager’s inner thigh.
“In her younger days they called her Delta Dawn,” Esther sang nervously, hoping that Waylon Jennings would soothe her just like it did the day Markus was born. Minister had a soothing voice, deep and full of country. “Prettiest woman you ever laid your eyes on…” 
Her voice wobbled. 
It wasn’t the same. 
Or helping.
The baby twisted in her belly, tearing down her birth canal like a hungry peccary. Esther drowned in waves of spiky pain and faster contractions. When she squeezed, tiny claws scratched against the red walls of her womb with blackened nails. A fish mouth with piranha teeth puckered. Black eyes. Pig eyes. Biting. Scratching. Blood in the water. Blood in the dirt. Dirt in the River. 
Esther dug her nails into the Dead Tree’s brittle bark. 
“Something’s wrong! Help me!” 
Snarl was on his feet. “Just breathe! Don’t fight it!”
Esther spat and lifted her eyes across the candlelit sanctuary. There, in the back of the desolate nave, she saw them milky eyes watching her. The eyes that wore her husband every time it felt like having a turn with her. A Father Pig. A shadow. A snout glistening with blood and covered in mud. 
“Kill it! Kill it! Killlllll iiiiittttt!”
“You keep breathing and pushing, Coyote! That baby’s coming, and it don’t belong to you!”
Glancing down, Esther saw blood on the Crooked Woman’s claws and laughed like a lunatic. “Oh fuck…it’s eating me, isn’t it?” Her head rolled. “Just let me die.”
“Fuckin’ push!”
OK. OK. OK. Esther tightened up like a metal spring, arched her back, and squeezed everything in her body as if it were a single, throbbing muscle. 
“Gahhh!” 
More spit misted from her lips. 
“Again! It’s coming! Breathe!”
“Gahhhh, fuck!”
There wasn’t enough air in the world! 
“Push, Coyote! Push!”
“Fuuuuckkkk!” Esther’s cheeks bulged; her teeth clamped so hard she might as well be shitting out the world. Then came the feeling of passing rivers. Emptiness spreading. 
Relief. 
The baby was out! The new mother lifted her head, dizzy and hot, seeing sparkling stars behind her eyelids. Blood salted her eyes and tears washed it away.  
“What is it?” Esther asked weakly. “A snake?” 
The Crooked Woman held the newborn by its gooey hocks. She rotated the bloody bird-thing in her bony fingers, eying it with a grimbone grin. The hairless chicken squealed, its slitty lips peeled away from red gummy jaws. Tiny eyes black as pitch swallowed the moonlight. Esther’s relieved smile slipped into a blistering scream until she passed out.
“Lookey, lookey!” Snarl did a little prospector’s dance while a chorus of Broken Kids flocked around the hem of Delora’s dirty dress. They croaked and drooled, bearing witness to the new boonchild. “It’s a baby girl! A Sister of Sorrow!” 
The Crooked Woman knelt to the Mound and scooped up some wormy dirt in her claw. When the baby cried for meat, she sprinkled it into her wet, gaping mouth.

      [image: ]“Prick!” Stacy flashed her middle finger at the fat trucker with the indecent proposal. He returned the gesture and taunted her with a long toot of his horn. Eighteen wheels kicked up dust and the big rig rolled on down the lonely highway without them.
Stacy smacked her forehead. Looked up in frustration and sighed on her toes. Not a cloud in the sky today. She guessed a few ticks above 100 degrees Fahrenheit. She wandered back to their broken-down Subaru and leaned against the window.
“What’s wrong, Momma?” The little girl kept herself busy in the back seat, tying a red ribbon around Reuben’s neck in several variations of bows and pretty knots. “Did that man have any gas? Is he gonna go and get some help for us?”
Stacy shook her head, gazing around the vast stretch of empty desert. Who the fuck could live in such a place? There’s nothing here that doesn’t have pinchers and claws.  She held her hand up to block out the blinding sunlight. 
“We’re not in Oklahoma anymore, are we, Toto?”
Liz laughed, sucking up the last few drops in her juice box. The blistering desert was no place for a farm girl who liked chilly night breezes and shady apple orchards in the summertime. She couldn’t see a single tree out here—only prickly cactus, ugly rocks, and circling vultures in the cloudless sky. 
A few more cars passed. 
A station wagon filled with children. 
A Cadillac with a couple of old folks.
More big rigs. 
Nobody stopped. Nobody cared. 
Then, a rickety tow truck appeared on the wavy horizon. 
“Oh, you’re going to stop for me! Yes, yes, you are!” 
Stacy ran into the road, arms waving wildly. 
The driver, a handsome, bearded man wearing a button-up mechanic's shirt, rolled down the window. His eyes sparkled in a way that made Liz feel like hugging him forever. Momma felt it too. She clung to the side of the truck, breathless. 
“Need a tow?” the man asked, smiling like Jesus.






  
  Chapter two
[image: ]

Something fucked with her hair. What the hell is that? A gentle tugging stirred Esther from a restless sleep. When she opened her eyes, Spider Girl crouched over her dirty mattress, playing with a strand of her hair. The Broken Kid clicked and giggled, passing blonde locks back and forth between her hooks. Esther growled and yanked it back with a weary frown.
“Get away from me! Shoo!” 
Delora’s pet screeched in annoyance and scuttled up the wall, ripping off a sizable chunk of plaster on her way. It exploded into chalk dust when it hit the hay-covered floor. 
The teenager sat up on her elbows. The fog of sleep fell away. Sunlight crept through the broken window in the orphans’ room and felt warm on her skin. She glanced at the empty mattress next to her. Minister hadn’t been home yet. Still out celebrating his birthday? More likely, he was sleeping off a bender somewhere in the desert. She tried hard not to be mad at him. She’d told him to go, hadn’t she? She begged him to have a little bit of fun before the dire business of a roadkill, to pretend they weren’t who they were for a while. At least one of them could feel human on a birthday. It was never going to be her, and she’d grown up knowing and accepting that fact. She rubbed the itchy Pig’s mark on her wrist and wanted to cut it off. 
Snarl squatted in the corner of the bedroom, scratching symbols on the wood floor with a curved nail. Scabby cuts covered his leaking face. A small glint of gold swam in his only eye, the rest black as an ocean on a starless night. That bit of sparkle, that flash of color in the inky din, was Delora watching everything and everyone in Orphan Rock. “About time, Coyote.” He rose from his place on the unswept floor. “Weren’t sure you would live through the night. You lost a lot of blood.” He grinned. 
“Sorry to disappoint you,” Esther replied curtly. Lost blood was right. She wore her dingy nightgown, freshly soiled with bright crimson around the crotch. She sighed, knowing she’d have a hell of a time washing it out. “Gimme some aspirin.”
“Fresh out.”
“Fuck you then.”
“Mother stitched you up, Coyote,” the boy wrapped in barbed wire said, dropping the nail on the floor. When he dusted off his hands, rusty wires struck and threw a spark. “The bleeding’s stopped for now, but we’ll need to keep an eye on you. Mother’s concerned your baby-making parts might be broken. The birth of a Sister is not easy on a womb.”
“Broken? What do you mean, broken?”
Snarl shrugged. “Time will tell.”
Bam! The door burst open.
Minister?
Potato Sack. 
The burlap-garbed grunt carried baby Markus over his shoulder and a bucket of soapy water in his grip. He set both down by her, and Esther’s nose wrinkled. Markus needed a fresh diaper and bath. She was happy to see him anyway and squeezed his chubby thigh. The toddler cooed and tumbled on the floor, covering himself in hay and dust. Her Little Snake never liked to sit still, did he? She scooped him up and tickled his tummy.
Then, the laughter of children faded, and everything turned fuzzy like the picture on their television set. She could hear the pitched squeal in the back of her mind. It grew louder like a train coming at her from a deep, dark tunnel. 
Snarl smiled like a viper, waiting for her to ask. 
“Where is she?”
“Put up elsewhere.”
“Doesn’t she need milk?”
“She doesn’t drink milk from tits unless you want to lose them tits.” The boy stood up from the floor, looked out of the window. “Mother will nurse her in the place where she belongs. She ain’t yours to fret over anymore. Never was to begin with.” He turned back to her. “Where’s your husband?”
Esther held Markus tightly against her chest. 
“I dunno. Doing the roadkill, I guess.” 
The boy wrapped in barbed wire looked unamused. “Why do I think you’re hiding something from me?”
She looked away, not liking the gold ripple in his eye. “I ain’t hiding anything. I don’t know where Minister is. In case you fucking forgot, I’ve been a little busy making boonbabies.”
The boy worked his jaw; corroded iron barbs scraped against rotted teeth. She could feel Delora measuring her in his gaze. She didn’t like secrets or surprises. After a tense moment, Spider Girl and Potato Sack followed him to the doorway. “Clean up, Coyote,” he said, closing the door. “You smell like fresh shit.”

      [image: ]ENTERING

GHOST RIVER RESERVATION

The tow truck bounced down the dirt road, a Subaru wagon pulling on the hitch. The interstate vanished in a cloud of brown dust in the side view mirror. To Liz, it was like a science fiction movie out in the desert—a land filled with alien plants and deadly animals. Sage, yucca, spindly mesquite trees, red and silver boulders, and of course, cacti. All kinds of cacti drifted by in shades of green and brown. Being a girl from Oklahoma, Liz found the cacti most intriguing. The driver seemed to know everything about them too. He named them off proudly, pointing at each type: saguaro, barrel, prickly pear, and the fuzzy cholla. 
“They look like frozen people reaching for the sun.” Liz admired all the many-armed saguaros. She lifted Reuben to the window for a look-see.
“Out here everybody’s reaching for something,” the man with the golden eyes said, smiling. Momma sat next to him in the cab. She was quiet ever since the man told her to be. But not Liz, though. The handsome tow truck driver enjoyed her company.
“You live out here, mister?” 
“Sure do. Not too far away.”
“You like living in the desert?”
He lit a cigarette and rolled down his window. 
“Now that’s a complicated question, missy.”
“No, it isn’t!” Liz tossed her teddy up in the air and caught him in her arms. “It’s easy! You either like something, or you don’t! What’s so hard about that?” 
“Well, that’s a choice, isn’t it?”
“So what?”
“Not everybody has the privilege to make one.” He brushed some of his long, unkempt hair away from his sunburnt nose. “For example, you don’t get to choose where you’re from. It’s just where you’re from is all. No choice who your parents are either. In fact, most of your day ain’t decided by you at all. I’ve been here my whole life, and only ever made one decision for myself.” The scruffy man looked tiny for a second, but then he straightened with certainty. “Truth be told, you stay in a place long enough, it tells you how to live your best life. Circumstances unfold, and you just ride it out until the next wave hits. That’s what I’m doing out here. Ridin’ it out.”
“You lived out here your whole life?” 
“Sure have. Twenty-threeish years…I think.”
“You sound sad about it.”
“Not sad. It’s what it is. I told you I made my choice.”
“Well, why don’t you make another and just leave?” The girl’s face lit up like she cracked the case. “That’s what Momma and I did, you know! We took a vacation after my daddy got mad again. We’re going to visit my auntie in Glendale.”
The driver chuckled. “Vacation? What the hell is that?” 
Liz sat up and pointed out of the window, eyes bright and wide. “Holy cow! Look at that big one right there!”
“Oh, him?” The driver squinted, pinching the filter of his cigarette between his teeth. “The tall boy with all them arms?”
“Yes! He’s huge!”
“We call him the Hydra, like that legendary Greek dinosaur with all them heads. It takes ten years for a saguaro like him to grow an inch and a half, and thirty-five years to flower. You’ll need a hundred more years for an arm to grow. That’s a long time, missy.” He leaned into the windshield to get a better look. “So, when you see ol’ Hydra there, you see something that’s been living its best life in one spot for hundreds and hundreds of years. The longer it stays put, the bigger and stronger it gets. Thick roots and rock ribs don’t come from wandering about. You need to pick a place. Put your feet down for a minute. Call it home and suckle on the soil a little while. Home is what changes you the most. Good or not, it’ll change you.”
“You mean, grow like a tree somewhere?” 
“Exactly right.” 
Liz pondered the notion. “Maybe I’ll find my place where me and my family can be happy again. Maybe we’ll find that someplace out here in the desert with you, mister…” 
“I’m afraid you won’t, darlin’.” He tossed his cigarette butt out of the open window. Sparks popped on the dirt road. 

      [image: ]The warm, wet sponge stripped off the toddler’s dead skin. 
The more Little Snake grew, the more he shed. The extra dermis bunched up from her scrubbing, stuck to her fingers, and had a gooey texture like tapioca. Esther kept washing, switching to a gentler pressure when she found freshly grown underskin. 
“You’re going to be so handsome,” she whispered, nibbling his tiny ear. “Just like your daddy.” 
Markus enjoyed the warm water; it increased his blood temperature and gave him a little more pep in his step. She stroked Little Snake’s cheek and then shaped his hair into a tiny mohawk gelled with bubbles. Playing with him took her mind away from her new baby, her missing Minister, and a thousand other fucking miserable things that orbited her mind at any moment in Orphan Rock. This time was hers to be happy. Not a second to waste. 
“You have a sister,” Esther told the boy splashing in the bucket. “I don’t know what I’m going to name her yet. She’s not like you and me.” Esther sopped the sponge down his back, peeling off a long strip of skin like plastic wrap. “But you’ll need to watch out for her when you’re both older. I do know that. I may not live long enough to see you grow up, but you’re the big brother already. You’ve got a boon, and your sister does too.” 
The thought of Little Snake and his sister growing up together in Ghost River, keeping each other safe, was a little comforting. Least they could play. Climb up to The Needle. Hunt lizards. Do some of the fun stuff Minister and Macho used to do as kids. Back before it all fell apart.

      [image: ]They parked in front of an old tin-roofed shed, way off the dirt road, deep in the basin of Ghost River Valley. No paved roads, cars, or other buildings in sight. 
Stacy woke up a little. “Where are we?” 
“Gas station.” The driver opened the door and stepped outside to look up and down the road for trouble. When he came back, his expression had hardened. Didn’t look kind anymore. “Follow me. Bring all of your things.”
Concern sprouted on Liz’s face when she climbed out of the cab with her teddy bear in arms. 
“Momma, I don’t see any gas pumps…” 
“Don’t be rude.” Stacy pulled her along by the wrist. “This nice man is going to make everything OK for us. Can’t you hear the way the angels sing in his eyes?” 
Liz didn’t like the way Momma was acting. She was way too calm right now and trusted this stranger without question. Worst of all, she didn’t seem to care that there weren’t any gas pumps at the so-called gas station. Was Momma feeling OK? Angels singing? “Maybe we should call Daddy?”
Liz squeaked when Stacy squeezed her fingers.  
“Don’t be a mouthy child.”
The little girl gave up protesting. Momma never listened to her anyway. Neither did Daddy. They always fought with each other instead. She followed the bearded truck driver to the shed. He unlocked the door with a bent key. Then, he kicked it open with his boot. “Come on, pick up your feet.” 
Inside the decrepit interior, dust fairies swirled between bright fingers of sunlight crisscrossing the creaky floorboards. A folding chair sat in the corner of the room next to a couple of metal buckets—one empty, one filled with murky water. 
“Gimme your purse.” The driver held out a rough hand with tobacco-stained fingers. Momma surrendered her handbag. “Now go sit down on that chair over there and be quiet.”
Stacy sat down while the stranger ruffled around in her things. Liz couldn’t believe it! Momma yelled at her for digging for gum in her purse sometimes but had zero problems with the truck driver’s dirty hands all over it. This made little sense. Maybe Momma was sick. She definitely needed sleep.
“Where’s the fucking money? IDs?” 
“In the front pocket. There’s a wallet.”
He found it: cash, driver’s license, and checkbook. Everything went into the back pocket of his greasy jeans.
“What else has your name on it?”
“Nothing.” Momma grinned. “You have beautiful eyes.”
“So they tell me.” The driver walked over to her, knelt beside her chair. He took Stacy’s hands in his and stared deeply into her eyes. “Do you want to please me?”
“Yes, I do.”
“Good. You’re going to sit here until the sun goes down. You’re not going to make any noise. Should nature call, you’re going to piss and shit in that empty bucket. Drink that water in the other bucket when you’re thirsty. When you’re not pissing or shitting or drinking water, your ass stays in this chair until you see the moon out that window.” He pointed at the painted mountains in the distance. “When you see the moon float above them hills, that’s when you get up, go outside, and stand in that clearing over yonder. Do you understand what I’m saying to you?”
Momma nodded. 
“And you…” The driver turned to Liz and Reuben, looking even sadder than he was a moment ago. “You stay with your mother. Do as she says. Keep quiet until the stars shine. Then, you follow her outside. You understand me, missy?” 
“Sure do, mister.” Liz dropped to the floor, sitting cross-legged. Something foreign played around inside of her, like a magical worm squiggling around behind her eyeballs. It made his voice sound like music, and his face radiate like a sunbeam.
“All right.” Across the splintery room, he bent over and yanked up a floorboard. He tossed Momma’s purse onto the secret stash hidden beneath the shed. Duffel bags. Sneakers. Suitcases. Toys. He looked at Liz, then at Reuben clutched in her hand. 
She wrapped her arms around her best friend, squeezed, and gave the stranger the stink eye. The man considered his next move, wisely shrugged, and then replaced the board and stomped on it to make it fit again. “Goodbye, y’all, and Godspeed—”
He winced, clutching his right hand. The veins under the skin of his palm turned black as charcoal. 

      [image: ]Delora’s leathery feet kicked bones. Her toenails clicked against the floor of her stone sanctum, a magnificent cathedral cavern in The Needle of Orphan Rock. 
The Broken Kids fled to escape her, scurrying to their dark holes on splints and riggings cobbled together by rotten wood and rusted bolts and thread spun from human hair. Those that still had eyes looked down when she passed. The rest faced shadowy corners, still as statues. Smashed teeth chattered in the dark while shaking shoulders slumped over and huddled together. They held hands trying to remember the dark song they were born to sing. 
All that we do, we do for Delora.
She was a builder, a shaper of worlds. A lover of children. The spider queen of her kingdom of lost babies. She passed her knotty workbench. On it, an assortment of decaying tools and jars of bolts, screws, hinges, and nails. Dried blood stained the wood so dark it was nearly black. Leftover pieces of ant-infested flesh stretched on a nearby tanning rack. 
In the bone pile beneath her nest, where she tossed all of the leftover pieces from her workbench, Mordecai, the Ghosteater, raised his shovel-shaped head. The mighty albino diamondback coiled up and shook his skeletal rattles. His blood-red eyes smoldered, his forked tongue buzzed the air.
The Crooked Woman snatched a ghostling who could barely stand on the crutches hammered through her hands. She whimpered, unable to speak through the stitches that sealed her blue lips. Without any kindness, Delora threw her into the bone pile. Thwack! The Ghosteater buried his curved fangs into the undead child’s soft belly. Venom pumped into the dead girl like warm, acidic honey. Mordecai wrapped his tubular body around his kill, squeezing the ghostly breath from her spider-filled lungs until dirt burst from her lips. While it fed, Delora stroked her claw over its white scales. Mordecai was an old thing. Like she was.
Wah! Wah!
The cry of a newborn echoed through the chamber.
The Crooked Woman gazed toward the hungry mewling coming from the nest up in the high rocks, near the crack in the ceiling where the sunshine poured in. Porcelain bone popped through her hunched shoulder muscles, unfolding from the open back of her stained dress. Leathery skin with black, wormy veins linked the gaps between her spreading batwing fingers until speckled feathers punched through her pores like swords dropped into fluffy sand. 
Whoosh!
She left behind a cloud of bone dust. The harpy ascended, passing by newborn Broken Kids. They dangled upside down from the bottom of her nest by loops of barbed wire wrapped around their bluish ankles. They would sleep until she called for them. Not a moment sooner. Until then, they would float in the shadows, while the dirt stained their empty bellies.
The Crooked Woman landed in her nest, a bowl tucked in the high rocks, weaved together by bone, branch, and wire. She folded her wings against her back, approaching a ray of sunshine that warmed the newborn that laid in the wicker-spun cradle.
When Delora picked her up, the Crooked Woman studied the cherubic creature with those dead space eyes she kept hidden behind her filthy wedding shroud. Tiny claws. Downy skin. A flat, lipless mouth filled with darkness. The chick cried for food.
The Crooked Woman pulled back her bramble and bur-tangled veil. Below scarred cheeks, her long mouth rolled open. Rigid teeth, triangular and sharp as dagger points, dripped with dirt and spit to make mud. She placed her slitty maw over the child’s lips. Then, she retched until the meat, wormy soil, and rodent bones spilled from her throat into the itty-bitty mouth.
The baby bird swallowed it all.

      [image: ]The Ghost River Council had a quaint town hall, a brick building in the heart of their burgeoning community founded on the other side of Orphan Rock. They even had a statue of one of their famous chiefs, Leonard Larucha, with a bronze placard at its base. Minister had never been inside that lovely place. He wasn’t welcome there. No Northamm was. 
Instead, he drove to the old meeting spot on the cliff that overlooked Ghost River Valley. There, high above the painted landscape and wind-whipped valleys, the real business occurred—the kind neither party wanted anybody else to know about.
Macho greeted him at the truck. “You haven’t slept.”
“No, I haven’t. Guess I’ll do that when I’m dead.”
“Doubtful.” Macho noted his blackening hand. “Looks like you’re running out of time.”
Minister shot him an embarrassed look. “I’ll be fine.” He slipped his burning fingers into his pocket to hide the blisters. The whiskey helped numb the pain a little, but the Grim Seed would only add more gasoline to the fire in his veins if he didn’t hurry up and get back home where he belonged.
“Ready then?”
“As I’ll ever be.”  
Up the rocky steps, two older Ghost River men and a woman sat around a cold fire pit with stern, suspicious gazes. They refused to look Minister in the eye. They’d had a long history dealing with snakes from Orphan Rock and were no fools to their tricks. The middle-aged woman with graying hair spoke first. “Wallace informed you of what needs doing, Mr. Northamm?” 
“Yes’m. Hear no evil; see no evil.”
One of the older men spat on the ground. “You are evil, you scumbag.”
Minister raised his healthy hand in a gesture of truce. “I come in peace, friends. I’m just a concerned resident of Ghost River doing my civic duty for the community I love.”
“Don’t mock us,” the same man said. 
“More foolish than his pig of a father if he does,” the other old man added, pretending Minister wasn’t there. “May Eugene Northamm rot in Hell for what he brought here.” 
“Look, fellas and ma’am, no need for hostility. I’ll make sure the federal agent you’re worried about goes back to his cubicle in DC satisfied that the Ghost River Tribe ain’t looking to wage war on a weary nation. He’ll be assured y’all keep Ghost River squeaky clean. You can count on me.”
“Yes,” the woman chimed in. “We’d also like the commissioner to approve our budget request for a funding increase for our educational programs.”
Minister offered a thumbs-up. “Rubber stamps all around. Anything else?”
“There is.” The woman looked at her companions and waited for them to nod in agreement. They did, and she continued, “In the coming days, we’ll be moving some specialty resources to a location near Orphan Rock. There’s a cave there, near the edge of The Pig’s land. We need assurances our people can travel back and forth without concern for their safety. It will be a monitored location, but we will respect our land treaties and your privacy.”
“How close are we talking about?”
“Solemn Cave.”
Minister considered it. “She don’t like trespassers much, but I think I can smooth the way for your people if they stay on the right side of the river. Can you guarantee me that?”
The woman saw no protest from her peers. “We can do that.”
One of the angry men laughed darkly. “We should salt her out like the slug she is and burn that chapel to the damn ground. It’d be a mercy to the world.”
“I’d be careful making threats, friend.” Minister tapped his cigarette in the wind. Ashes drifted over the cliffside. “She hears everything in Ghost River. She is everywhere.”
“Fuck you. I know what she is!” The councilman rose to his feet, fists clenched. “She took my little sister. Snatched her from the front yard like she was a mouse.”
“That don’t have shit all to do with me, sir.”
The riverfolk man’s sandy eyes boiled with rage. “One day, it’ll all come crashing down around you. Around her. When that day comes, I will spit on your grave.” 
The woman raised her hand, silencing her companion. “Enough. What is in the past, including your sister, is dead. What is in the future, unclear. What is right now is our business. Do we have a deal, Minister Northamm? Can we call it a day?”
“Almost.”
She arched a brow in curiosity. “What’s the problem?”
“My wallet.” He shrugged. “Last I checked, it’s empty.”

      [image: ]A faded sign welcomed him home: 
GHOST RIVER REVIVAL
Where Miracles Happen Every Day.
The Dodge Retriever pulled up to an iron gate with a cattle guard. Beyond it, a chunk of pristine desertscape bordered by posts of sun-rotted wood and barbed wire fences. Orphan Rock, a monolith mountain, was the epicenter of the Ghost River Valley. Visible layers of siltstone, mudstone, and shale painted the ancient landmark in red and silver shades. At the summit, The Needle, a chimney rock touched the sky
Minister pulled up the gravel drive and parked in the shrubs near their home, a stone-stacked, mortar and clay structure with all the modern fixings of a water tank, a power line, and a fancy TV antenna on the flat, adobe-style roof. Further down the road was the scrapyard and Minister’s workshop, where he stripped down vehicles and sold parts for a few bucks. The other direction, down the river rock path toward the base of the mountain, was Orphan Rock proper – the old ghost town, where the bones and remnants of the Days of the Pig rotted in the sun. The old church with the crooked steeple stuck out against the orange sky like a tombstone. 
The Chapel on the Mound. 
Minister pulled the keys from the Retriever and watched the blisters on his wrist heal. The black veins in his arm faded with the searing pain. As always, the dirt curse disappeared once he returned to the Land Where Pigs Squeal. 
He took a deep breath—what a day. 
Nice to be home.    
He never really knew what time of day it was in Orphan Rock. Didn’t even have a clock or a watch. Couldn’t read them anyway. Out in the desert, that shit didn’t matter. The sunrise and sunset mattered. The moonlight mattered. Whiskey mattered. A pocketful of cash mattered. A little food, playtime with Markus, and holding Esther all mattered more to Minister than time. He strolled up the dirt path, passing by the wooden picnic table. 
M+E = ME 
He smiled proudly at the initials he carved in the splintery tabletop years ago. He never learned how to write but practiced M and his E’s until he got them right. Pain in the ass trying to learn anything out in Ghost River, though. The little he could scribble was all thanks to Macho lending him comic books as a boy. And he didn’t like to read the wordy ones ever.  
“‘Bout time you came home. We were worried.” 
The boy wrapped in barbed wire stood behind him.
Minister sighed. “Jesus Christ.”
“Where you been?” 
“I don’t answer to you.”
“You have a happy birthday party, Minister?”
“Tell her I did my fucking job. Roadkill’s out by the river.”
Esther sat on the old striped couch in the living room, watching television with a sullen expression. The Matching Game. Blood vessels burst in her cheeks, and dark ruts circled her eyes. 
“I had another baby. A fucking boonbaby.”
“Sorry I missed it.”
“Was a girl.”
Minister scooped Markus up from the floor and hugged his boy tightly. “It alive?”
“Think so. She took her away from me. Snarl won’t say to where.”
“Don’t matter to where.” Minister plopped down next to her on the couch. Little Snake bounced on his knee and hooted. “You did good, baby. If Delora’s happy, it’ll matter. Maybe she won’t want another one again so soon. She has two snakes, and now a—”
“Snarl says my baby parts might be tore up for good. Lost too much blood, you see.” Esther turned pale at the thought. “Goddamn baby girl nearly cracked me like a wishbone.”
“Esther, it’ll be fine—”
“Did you have a happy birthday?” 
“I told you I didn’t want to go. You made me.”
“Well? Answer the question. Did you?”
“It was fine. Nice to slip away for a minute or two between kidnapping children and running arms for Injuns. You know what it’s like to be me. I appreciated the respite.”
“Did you fuck somebody else?”
“Esther, you don’t want to know—”
“But I do.” Her eyes glittered with gathering tears. “Tell me something good happened to you.”
“All right. Something good happened.”
Esther sniffled and tucked her upper lip. 
“Happy fuckin’ birthday, then.” 
“Yeah. I suppose so.”
His wife nuzzled his shoulder. She didn’t mind the smell of cigarettes and whiskey. “I don’t even want to know what happens to me if I can’t make more babies.” Her voice dropped with fear. “Purpose is my only value to her. She’ll mark another.”
Minister didn’t want to think about it. “Delora don’t owe nothing more to The Pig. We’ve kept our end of it.”
“What if she don’t see it that way?” Esther reached over and stroked Markus’ soft skull. “Delora ain’t ever happy with enough. She’ll want another pig baby sooner or later. You know it too. Whatever gets that Grim Seed watered is all she’s on about.”  
“It’s all we should care about too.” Minister wrapped his fingers around her wrist and smiled gently. “We have to finish what we started, Esther. We ain’t got no choice.”

      [image: ]Elizabeth chased the luminous, blue-winged butterfly that fluttered through the broken window of the old shed. Poor Reuben swung in circles, while she reached and hopped, trying to snatch a little bit of flappy magic that soared just out of reach.
Momma was already standing at the window, watching the full moon rise above the desert mountains, a little bit of drool pooling at the corner of her mouth. “We have to go now,” she said, pointing to the door. Liz agreed. The bearded driver gave them specific instructions to follow, and it would be rude to disobey them. He was so lovely that Jesus Man.
Outside of the run-down shed, they followed the glowing butterfly to an open clearing. Nearby, the rumble of a flowing river. “You wanna go for a swim?” Liz asked Reuben. 
The teddy bear’s button eyes had no answer.
She giggled. Tough guy. 
More of those cosmic butterflies circled above the desert scrubland, providing candlewicks of faint blue light against a starry sky. Liz finally cornered one on a bush, but her fingers passed right through it. The creature dissolved in a poof of shimmering blue glitter. The little girl watched its glowing particles float away on the warm night breeze until it was all gone.
“Whoa…”
“You need to hide,” came an urgent whisper. 
Liz turned in the direction of the childish voice. The sagebrush was thick, and the shadows of the desert, thicker. She held Reuben up to help her look. 
“Hello?”
Maybe it was nothing. 
“Why are we here?” Stacy rotated in slow circles in the clearing. Confusion spread on her face like a fresh oil spill. “Maybe this isn’t right? Maybe we should leave?”
“Awww! No fun!” Liz was too enthralled by ghostly butterflies to consider it. 
“You need to hide,” the whisper again.
Liz turned on her heel. “Who’s there?”
In the spindly bushes, a set of radiant wings flapped on a pale, scarred arm. Shadows concealed the young boy’s gaunt face. A dirty rag covered his eyes in a ratty blindfold. Liz’s courage vanished, too afraid to scream. Her jaw fell open, but no words came out when a cold hand reached out and tugged on her fingers. The boy’s face looked grim. 
“You need to hide, or she’ll get you—”
“I don’t have my keys!” Momma threw her hands up frustratedly. “What on Earth are we doing out here? Did I fall asleep?” Stacy looked up. “What the fuck is—”
Wham! A shadow swooped from the sky. Stacy fell backward into the shrub, buried in a vicious storm of feather and claw. Liz tried to shout, tried to yell for help, but the boy placed his cold hand over her mouth. 
“Don’t say anything! She’ll hear you!” 
The sky monster pinned Momma to the ground. Dark wings flapped, kicking up dust and ruffling bushes. Black talons polished as knife blades, shredded Stacy’s clothes apart with ferocious speed. She screamed for help, kicked her legs into the river rocks, struggled to hold up her hands to stop the violent slashing, but the bird-woman sliced through her wrist muscles until her fingers fell dead on her useless hands. Blood gushed from her nose and mouth, and Stacy gazed into the dark desert, thinking only of Liz. Little lost Elizabeth from Oklahoma.
The beast screeched loud enough to shake the hills when she pulled the beating heart from Momma’s chest. Its long, toothy mouth unzipped, and she swallowed it whole. A visible lump traveled down her buzzard’s throat. Liz took a steadying step backward, trying not to faint or pee her pants. Her white Keds stumbled over river rock, and it thumped! against another. The sky monster’s head snapped in her direction.
“Go! Go now!” The boy pushed Liz away from the clearing. “Run!” 
She couldn’t feel her legs but ran anyway—no direction in particular, not even sure if the boy were nearby or not. The desert was only empty space at night—darkness in every direction. No light. No beacon. So just run. Her tiny legs pumped, and Reuben bounced along in her fist. All sorts of scary sounds resonated behind her, but Liz refused to look back. 
No time for this. No time to stop. 
Run! Liz! Run! 
Whomp! Whomp! She heard the beat of dark wings. Obsidian talons pierced her shoulder blades, slicing through her purple Care Bears t-shirt like tissue paper. Liz was too frightened to feel the pain. She watched the ground fade away when the monster stole her into the night sky. 






  
  Chapter three
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Ding! Ding! Ding! 
The Dodge Retriever rambled down the bumpy drive toward the property line. Minister didn’t recognize the yellow Buick sedan idling by the gate. They didn’t get many visitors out in Orphan Rock, thanks to the riverfolk keeping a lid on the roads. They set up a checkpoint too, but it was usually unmanned. Minister could come and go as he pleased, but that was about it. The Ghost River Nation did everything they could do to keep Orphan Rock hidden from the world. This morning somebody slipped through, somebody ringing the Northamm’s dinner bell. “You’ve got to be fuckin’ kidding me,” Minister cursed. 
An emaciated man in the most audacious black cowboy hat money could buy held up a liver-spotted hand. Silver-toed, snakeskin boots glinted in the sunshine.
“Wrangler Vandersloan,” Minister announced from the other side of the iron gate, head shaking in utter disbelief. “The hell you doing here clangin’ our bell?” 
“Minister Northamm,” the old mongrel replied, smiling. His teeth were crooked and capped in gold. “It’s a fucking sight to see you again. You look like Eugene, but not them eyes. Those pretty things belonged to Clara, didn’t they? Yessir, I can see her cunning in you from miles away.”
Minister spat. “Don’t you say her name.” 
The Cowboy Lizard kept his grin, pulled his aviator sunglasses down for a better look around the land he remembered. “The old country never changes, does she?”
“Oh, she’s been changing plenty.” Minister stepped over the squirmy bloodroot cracking through the arid soil looking for a morsel. They sprouted up all over the desert these days, part of the Grim Seed’s changes. “You didn’t answer my question, old-timer. Why the fuck are you here?”
Wrangler smiled like an innocent angel. “Same reason I always come back to Ghost River. Special delivery.”
Minister didn’t hesitate to strike. Nobody rubbed him more wrongly than Wrangler Vandersloan did. He grabbed the old kidnapper’s meatless shoulders through the metal bars of the gate and yanked him close enough to see the pocks on his bird-beak nose. He felt the snakeshine warm up his eyes. Breaking into Wrangler’s rat skull would be a goddamn pleasure. 
“How the fuck are you not dead? You ate the dirt like the rest of us. You should be ash in the wind by now.”
Wrangler laughed, click!, and Minister felt a hot prick. The Cowboy Lizard held a switchblade against his belly. 
Minister let him go.
“That’s better,” the old man said, folding up his blade. The Cowboy Lizard ducked under some nearby fencing and took a bold step over the property line. “We both know if the dirt wanted me dead, I’d be dead already.” He sneered like a wild jackal, still a Pig Man after all these years. “But here I am. Still standing. Trespassing like a sonofabitch.”
Minister sighed. “Why’d you come back?”
“Old contracts. One left to find.”
“What the fuck you talking about?” 
On cue, the passenger door of the Buick sedan opened. A young woman stepped out. Attractive. Cutoff jeans, freckled nose, red hair, and eyes greener than an Aloe Vera leaf. She floated through the tangles of barbed wire and hooked her thin arm around Wrangler’s elbow. In her vibrant eyes, Minister saw a familiar shadow swimming in the deepest green seas. 
Something old. Something with teeth. 
She placed a hand on his chest. 
Then, she was inside of him.

      [image: ]Crash! 
The glass shattered on the kitchen floor. 
Esther looked at her trembling fingers in disbelief. 
Breathless. 
In that dog’s cage. 
The other girls throwing rocks at her head.
Blood in her eyes. Stinging her eyeballs.
You fuck like an angel. 
You’re fit for a king. 
The iron brand pressed into her wrist.
A scream she’d never duplicate.
Burnt flesh smelled like browning beef.
Markus, now ten, appeared in the doorway. “Momma?”
“Stay out! I just broke a glass.” 
“Who’s that man in the cowboy hat?”
Esther sighed, sucking on a small cut. 
“An ancient fucking relic long thought dead and gone.”
The boy’s weary mother washed her bleeding finger in the sink. She gazed out of the dingy window, haunted by days long gone. The man who brought Esther to Ghost River when she was nine years old was out there smoking around the fire ring like it was 1973 all over again. The monster who built the cages and carved the boxes and fed the girls to the Pig Men had returned.
Markus pointed outside. “Can I go run?”
“Will you be careful?”
He nodded eagerly, his sandy hair a little crooked after his last bowl cut. “Yes’m, I will.”
“If Delora comes around, what do you do?”
“Run home.”
“Fine. Be back in an hour.”
Markus clapped. “Yes!”
Esther exhaled through her nose, scowling at a floor filled with lots of broken glass left to pick up. “All right then, run along and have some fun. I have a big mess to clean up, otherwise known as the fucking usual for me.”
Markus zipped out of the kitchen. Esther leaned into the sink, watching Wrangler congregate with a strange woman. She was pretty. Had nice hair. Enchanting eyes.  From the looks of it, Wrangler had aged fifty years in the last twelve. 
But fuck, hadn’t they all?
“The man who finds the lost girls is here.”
Esther’s fingers curled around the sink basin. 
In the window’s reflection, she could see the Crooked Woman standing in the doorway. Her spine stooped like a collapsed fence; her obscured face hidden behind soiled tulle. Delora’s long claw clutched Snarl’s wire-wrapped hand. Behind them, a cloud of horseflies poured from a fresh rip in The Dark. Suddenly, the air smelled like wet dirt.
“Why is he here?” 
“Not your concern, Coyote.”
“I thought he’d be dead.” Esther put a cigarette in her mouth with shaky fingers, but it fell from her lips. “I was only able to sleep some nights because I believed him dead.”
“Don’t be a child!” the boy snapped with a sour tone. “Useful things shall ever find providence here.”
Esther shivered and looked at the broken glass on the floor. Thought about her insides and how they were just as broken. She wasn’t especially useful these days, was she?
“Did The Pig visit you last night?” 
“Yes.” Esther hated to think about it. “Late.” 
The shadow crept through their broken window like a daddy longlegs. Minister hardly made a peep when it entered his skin and turned his eyes white like milk. She laid there, too scared to breathe, as her possessed husband rose to his feet from their mattress. His expression twisted like a greedy pig. His dick hard and his smoky snout moist and sniffing the air for treats.  
“Ready for me, Sweet Pea?”
Esther could only nod and then fuck him. 
“And he spilled his seed in you?” Snarl asked flatly. 
“Of course, he fucking did.” 
“Turn around.” 
She obeyed, careful not to step on any broken glass. The Pig’s mark on her wrist itched, but she dare not scratch it. Snarl’s dead eye sparkled with fascination. 
“Mother says suffering quickens the seed.”
“Please…don't hurt me. I’ve been good.”
“Walk to her, Coyote. Keep the faith. Show your love.”
Esther took a careful step forward, turning white with apprehension. 
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