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            Chapter 1
Falling Stars

         
         Winter was always the cruelest season.

         
         It had been true since the very beginning of the pack’s collective memory. When the air turned sharp and crisped the leaves,
            the brutal cold was coming. The Nine Stars pack migrated away from their home in the summer valley, where the grasses were
            warm and teeming with newly born food. With the shadows of Canada geese flickering over them, the wolves of the pack followed
            herds of pronghorn to the gentler climate of the meadows. As the cold deepened, they culled the weak prey.
         

         
         Winter was the wolves’ glory.

         
         Their coats grew shaggy and the fat thickened around their ribs as they worked the ragged edges of winter. Food in this territory
            had always been plentiful. As long as they stayed within the invisible boundaries of what men had deemed the park, laced with
            blacktop roads and fences, they were free. The ancestors of the Nine Stars pack would likely have considered this a gilded
            cage. Their ancestors were, after all, not quite wolves. But the Nine Stars pack had worn the skins of wolves for so long,
            they had forgotten what it was like to walk upright. They had grown both fat and feral, concerned with little more than seeing
            that their pups were fed and that men were avoided.
         

         
         Until last winter. Last winter had been brutal, even by wolf standards. The pronghorn had fallen ill. The Nine Stars pack
            could smell it—their blood was all wrong. The prey began to bleed from their mouths and fell to the ice with steaming blue
            tongues. Humans had descended on them, shooting the infected and taking away the bodies.
         

         
         Ever wary of men, the wolves had backed away. There was little food that winter; they subsisted on what they could steal from
            the otters and eagles. They lost two of the adults, and all three pups born that year, to starvation.
         

         
         This winter there would be no such starving. Ghost, the alpha male, and Dancing Shadow, the alpha female, had decided to find
            a new winter range. Humans weren’t much risk in this place. Nine, the omega, hadn’t smelled any at all, not since they left
            the warm summer valley. The human roads were covered with snow and no lights or noisy machines had been seen in weeks. Nine
            suspected that the humans were as fearful of winter as most other creatures.
         

         
         Nine was the omega, and she had no say in any of this. She simply followed, the last in line, nosing along behind the clumsy
            pups. There were only nine adults left, and four pups who had been born in spring. They were nearly as tall and lanky as the
            adults, but inexperienced in the ways of winter. Snow was still fascinating to the pups, and they blundered and rolled in
            the powder, play-fighting. It would become less of a novelty when it reached beyond the backs of their parents, but the small
            drifts were exciting now.
         

         
         This was new terrain to Nine. She had heard tales of the northwest, that there was steaming colored water there that reeked
            of sulfur, where buffalo brined themselves in its warmth. Mountains so tall that one could lick the moon. She wasn’t sure
            if these were pack stories or if they came from her own experience. She’d lost sense of her age and time. She only lived in
            the moment, suspended in the changing seasons of the wheel of the year.
         

         
         But she was certain that this new place had to have better pickings than last winter, or she would not survive. Nine was skinnier
            than the others; her fur sank into the spaces between her ribs. As the omega, she ate last. She dreamed of a place plentiful
            enough that there would be more left for her than just the marrow.
         

         
         They were climbing at night, over the rippling foothills of a mountain, when Ghost caught the scent of an elk up ahead. He
            made a soft yip, and Dancing Shadow slowed with the other mother, Starling, the pups ranging behind them in a tangle of skinny
            legs. They paused in the shadow of a stand of pines. The pups were old enough to try to tussle with an elk, but Dancing Shadow
            was an overprotective matriarch. They could watch, and learn. After losing all the pups last year, she would abide no risks
            to them.
         

         
         Nine followed Ghost and the others, trotting across solitary hoof tracks that had not been scrubbed clean by the wind. Elk
            were formidable in herds, but a lone one might be an easy supper. Her mouth watered in anticipation.
         

         
         Lightning nipped at her flank, and Nine growled halfheartedly, baring her teeth. Lightning was always harassing her to move
            faster, to plunge forward. Nine, frankly, didn’t have the instincts that Lightning did. She hesitated. Which was why she was
            the omega.
         

         
         There. Ahead. The full moonlight picked out a shadow. A massive rack of antlers splayed out over a dark figure on the ground.

         
         He was down. Alone. He was food. Nine’s heart soared.

         
         Lightning was first, as always. He plunged into the snow, pale white fur a blur against his perfectly winter-camouflaged body.
            Nine ran as fast as she could, but Lighting was still faster. He was even faster than Ghost and the other, bigger males. It
            was a great point of pride for him to take the first chunk from prey, then offer it to Ghost. And they were all suffused in
            the heady thrill of the hunt.
         

         
         Nine’s nose wrinkled. The wind had changed and something smelled off. She had not smelled anything like it, not in her recent
            recollection. She reached back, deep into her ancestral memory . . .
         

         
         She skidded to a stop and barked a warning.

         
         But the others didn’t hear her, or didn’t care. Likely, they dismissed her as being too timid.

         
         Lightning had reached the antlered shadow on the ground. He leapt upon the elk with teeth bared, snarling, reaching for its
            throat before it had a chance to try and get up.
         

         
         But it was no elk. Human arms reached out of a black cloak winging open on the snow. Had a human hunter already claimed this
            prize? Would the man fight for the stag?
         

         
         No. He was the stag. He walked upright on massive hooves. Antlers grew on either side of his head and he tossed them the way an angry
            elk would, at Lightning. A spur caught the wolf under the ribs, and the man-shaped creature flung the wolf away. Lightning
            shrieked as he hit the ground.
         

         
         Nine crouched down, paws digging into the snow. Whatever this was, it was not human. Was it an old god of men, awake and angry?
            She glanced at Ghost for guidance. Ghost advanced upon the man, his white ruff raised, growling, with teeth bared. Nine and
            the others followed suit. If blood had been drawn, the pack would not allow this to go unpunished.
         

         
         The Stag rose up to his full height. He was taller than any man should be, gathering night around him. His cloak was made
            of pelts—pelts of wolves, she realized. If she concentrated, she could smell the fear that still clung to them. His long-fingered
            claws glittered around bone knives.
         

         
         He lowered his head, and his eyes glowed behind a mask of bone.

         
         “You will pay for what you did,” he growled, in a voice rusted black with hate.

         
         Nine’s instinct was to flee. People scared her, enough that she would go miles out of her way to avoid them. They were terrible,
            with their guns and cars and traps, killing things that they would not even bother to eat. She would rather face an angry
            bison than a man on any day. And this was not even a man. This was something more. This creature smelled like sour magic,
            like rotten carrion too spoiled for vultures to touch. Every instinct in her urged her to run.

         
         And in another time, another place, the pack might have run. But the Stag had hurt Lightning, flinging the pale wolf into
            a snowdrift. The wolf bounced and flipped like a salmon plucked out of the river and flung to earth by a bear, red spotting
            his hide.
         

         
         This was not something that Ghost would permit. The alpha wolf lunged for the Stag, and the other wolves in the pack followed
            suit, kicking up snow. There was, after all, only one of him. And the wolves of Nine Stars acted as one.
         

         
         The Stag spun in the powder, his fur cloak scraping bare earth. Ghost’s teeth clamped down on his arm, but the Stag shook
            him off with a mighty thrash, sending Ghost sliding across the ground with a yelp. Bent Arrow and Falling Stone leaped on
            his back, sending the Stag reeling, clawing and snarling.
         

         
         Nine dove in low, her paws digging into the frozen earth, nipping at his knees. Her stomach wrenched, tasting fear and the
            stink of magic on his skin. But she held on as the Stag crashed to earth. She worked her jaws back and forth, expecting to
            taste a gush of hot blood.
         

         
         But there was no blood. Nothing—it was like biting a sapless stick.

         
         Yelps of pain rattled across the snow. Lightning had rejoined the fray, slamming his white paws into the Stag’s chest.

         
         The Stag lowered his head, the cage of sharp antlers aimed at Lighting.

         
         Nine tried to hold fast but was kicked away with a blow that drove the breath from her lungs. She landed in the snow, whimpering,
            in enough time to see the Stag pin Lightning to the ground, goring him.
         

         
         Ghost howled, tearing at the Stag’s cloak. But it was no use. The antlers had pinned the squirming wolf to the ground. A great
            red stain spread out from Lightning’s hide to the snow.
         

         
         He was done for. They knew it. They could see it in the way his eyes rolled back, showing the whites, in his cry and the way
            red foam leaked from his mouth.
         

         
         The Stag lashed his head from side to side, flinging Lightning’s body away. He turned to face the rest of the wolves, stinking
            and bloodless.
         

         
         Ghost gave three yips: a retreat.

         
         The wolves limped to his side, loping over the bloodied drifts. Nine struggled to her feet, wheezing, and tried to follow
            as best she could.
         

         
         She looked back over her shoulder. The Stag had picked up Lightning’s body by the scruff of his neck and brought his knife
            to the wolf’s throat. A trickle of steam leaked into the darkness as the blade slid through the carcass.
         

         
         She couldn’t look anymore. Limping, she ran.

         
         She didn’t understand what she’d seen, but she knew instinctively that this thing that was shaped like a man and fought like
            a beast would be the end of them all.
         

         
          

         There were seven stages of grief and seven stages of alchemy. To Petra Dee, this was no coincidence.

         
         She sat in a chair in a doctor’s office, staring out the window. Her hands were folded in her lap, underneath her battered
            leather coat. She’d made some effort to look respectable today, wearing dark jeans and the cleanest pair of boots she had.
            Her blond hair was pulled back in a ponytail. She didn’t own an iron or an ironing board, so her white dress shirt was a bit
            rumpled. She had tried to hide that fact by rolling her sleeves up, maybe making it a fashion statement, but the effort only
            served to show the scars on her arms: a burned handprint, slashes, and a pale speckle from corrosive acid. The doctor had
            asked about these during her exam, probably fishing for some evidence that she’d cut herself. Petra had simply said that she’d
            had a colorful life, but her voice had quivered when she said it. If she’d told him that the handprint had been the last touch
            of a lover who died in a fire, he’d have referred her to grief counseling. If she had confessed that the slashes were from
            an attack by a drug lord, he’d write her a prescription for a few weeks of Klonopin. And if she dared tell him that the speckle
            was from the blood of a basilisk she’d taken to the spirit world . . . well. He’d have the looney bin on speed-dial and be
            offering her a new white jacket with fancy hardware.
         

         
         She reached up to rub her thumb over the back of the gold pendant at her throat. It had been a gift from her father, a self-proclaimed
            alchemist. It depicted a green lion devouring the sun, a powerful alchemical symbol of transformation. In the last weeks,
            she’d developed the nervous habit of rubbing it like a worry stone. It seemed to have no more power than that, no matter how
            much she willed it to be different.
         

         
         Petra had seen magic before, things she couldn’t easily explain. But her scientist’s mind was still trying. She was that,
            before all else. She was a geologist, a scientist. She worked with her hands in the dirt and her eye in a microscope. She
            believed in laws and rules and the miracle of deductive reasoning.
         

         
         But she was also the daughter of an alchemist. She had seen amazing things, felt shocking wonder and bewildering pain that
            left physical scars behind. But grief touched her most deeply now, as she gazed outside the window.
         

         
         A man in a parka was rolling a black body bag on a gurney across a freshly shoveled sidewalk. A nondescript van, filthy with
            a coating of blackened road salt, had pulled up to the back entrance, and a man in a snowsuit came out to load the body into
            the back. Apparently, hearses didn’t have four-wheel drive.
         

         
         There were seven stages of grief, weren’t there? She seemed to remember that from a college psychology class. Shock, denial,
            anger, bargaining, guilt, depression, and acceptance. Was that the right number? She felt as if she’d jumped straight into
            guilt and had been swimming through it without coming up for air. In the last few months, she felt she’d managed to screw
            up her own life and the lives of everyone around her. Go directly to guilt in the game of life. Do not pass go. Do not collect
            two hundred dollars. Did the stages have to be worked through sequentially for a healthy psyche? She couldn’t remember. Probably.
         

         
         Alchemy seemed to be more or less sequential: calcination, dissolution, separation, conjunction, fermentation, distillation . . .
            and . . . coagulation? Was that the last one? Her brow knit. She’d have to ask her father. He’d give her a right proper lecture
            about it, and then warn her about the perils of skipping around . . . if he didn’t fall asleep in his oatmeal midway through.
            Petra had never worked alchemy herself, but she understood enough to know that in some idealized world that didn’t exist,
            the processes should be worked in sequence, and Ta-da!—gold or eternal life to the winner. Player’s choice.
         

         
         The door opened, and Petra turned.

         
         A thin man in a white doctor’s coat held a folder with her name on it. “Good morning, Ms. Dee.” He reached over to shake her
            hand. His hand was cold as lunch meat.
         

         
         “Good morning, Dr. Hoffer.” Petra had picked him out on the Internet. He seemed about as qualified as she was going to find
            in this neck of the woods, and he took her insurance.
         

         
         Dr. Hoffer slid behind his scarred wooden desk and opened her file. “I wanted to talk with you about your test results in
            person.”
         

         
         “Of course.” It was never good when a doctor wanted to see you in person. Never. But Petra had been hoping that this guy was
            just old-fashioned. For chrissakes, he still kept paper records and had a corded phone on his desk. She twisted her fingers
            together in her lap.
         

         
         “How have you been since I last saw you? Anything unusual?”

         
         She shook her head. “Nope.” Other than the complete insanity that my life seems to be? Should I tell you about my dad’s latest crackpot theory about the
               composition of the universe, that ether is a real thing that can be created in a bottle? Maybe you want to hear about where
               I lost my shoes on my last trip to the spirit world? How about the underground world beneath the Tree of Life, where the undead
               sleep? Yeah. No.

         
         He opened the folder. “Your blood work shows some significant abnormalities. Your white blood cell count is elevated, as was
            noted by the ER in your last visit. You have enlarged lymph nodes, and you’ll remember we did a needle biopsy of your right
            axillary lymph node, to see if there’s sign of infection.”
         

         
         Petra resisted the urge to rub under her arm; it still hurt like a sonofabitch, even more than a tetanus shot. “And?”

         
         “I’m afraid that it looks as if you have leukemia.”

         
         She sat back in her chair, silent. Fuck. No candy-coating that.

         
         The doctor continued. “Based on your history of exposure to chemicals in the petrochemical industry, it’s likely that you
            have acute myeloid leukemia. Exposure to benzene is a risk factor in such a diagnosis.”
         

         
         She nodded. She’d been up to her neck in petroleum for years before she came to the quiet-seeming town of Temperance, Wyoming.
            “Okay. So . . . how advanced is it? What’s the treatment? How do I fit that around my work schedule?” Her brain was already
            trying to leapfrog ahead to the next stage.
         

         
         “I’m going to send you to the university for treatment. They will want to do a bone marrow biopsy. The results will determine the course of treatment. They’ll probably discuss chemotherapy with you. That can last weeks or
            months, depending on a number of factors.”
         

         
         Her hand slipped up to her neck, and her thumb rubbed the back of her pendant. “Will this be on an outpatient basis? Or will
            I be hospitalized for the treatment?”
         

         
         “We’re really getting ahead of ourselves.” Dr. Hoffer closed the file folder. “The important thing is that we get a handle
            on the extent of the problem, and then work to find the optimal course of action.”
         

         
         She gave a sharp nod. That sounded eminently rational.

         
         “I’ll go get a referral set up for you. Please take your time.” He awkwardly slid a box of tissues across the desk to her,
            though her eyes were dry.
         

         
         “Thank you very much.”

         
         The doctor patted her on the shoulder ineffectually on the way out. He closed the door, and Petra stared out the window at
            the empty sidewalk. Soft shock settled over her, like snow, and she recognized it for what it was, this muffled reaction.
            Stage one of grief.
         

         
         And it occurred to her that perhaps this was the one process she was finally doing in order.

         
          

         Petra returned home in late afternoon. The sky spat intermittent snowflakes, and a white sun peered through the blanket of
            grey clouds overhead. She had no memory of the actual drive to her Airstream trailer at the edge of town, which bothered her.
            She stopped her 1970s-vintage Ford Bronco before the trailer and shut off the ignition, listening to the engine settle.
         

         
         She glanced at the referral paperwork and informational brochures she’d been given. In a flash of anger, she stuffed the papers
            in the glove box and slammed it shut as hard as she could. She stared at the closed glove box. Something about stuffing that
            diagnosis into a small space and slamming the door on it seemed to take away its power, like it didn’t really exist. She tried
            not to think about it sitting there in cold darkness, festering with her car insurance paperwork, registration, and bits of
            used-up pens.
         

         
         She jumped down from the truck and shut the door quietly. Crossing the snow to the front door of the trailer, she saw her
            footprints from earlier in the morning, coming back to meet her in a slushy loop.
         

         
         As she opened the front door to the trailer, an avalanche of grey fur fell over her, licking her face. Petra squirmed through
            the door and shut it behind her as her coyote companion wriggled with joy at seeing her.
         

         
         “Hi, Sig. Sweet fellow, you.”

         
         She sank to the linoleum floor, letting the keys fall and wrapping both arms around Sig’s neck. His heart thumped against
            her cheek, and tears slipped between her cheek and his fur.
         

         
         Sig whined and leaned close against her.

         
         “Yeah. It didn’t go well. And it may not go well from here on out.” She lifted her hands to the sides of his head. Her nose
            was drippy and she snuffled ungracefully. “I want you to know that I’ll make sure that you’re taken care of. No matter what,
            okay?”
         

         
         Sig pressed his head into her chest. She stroked his soft ears with her fingers, tracing the gold flecks of his coat and the
            edge of his collar. She would do right by him.
         

         
         She scrubbed her face with her palm, took a deep breath, and climbed to her feet. The trailer was empty, and she was grateful
            for the solitude. But a cup of coffee sat on the kitchen table. She placed her hand around the cup. It was lukewarm. She lifted
            it, drained it, and peered out the window over the sink.
         

         
         A man stood out in the snowy field, alone, unmoving. She watched him. A trio of ravens walked across the field, muttering
            to themselves, seeming to ignore him.
         

         
         After some time, she put the cup in the sink and walked out the door. Sig came with her, tangling around her legs, ears twitching.
            Her boots crunched down the steps and followed the tracks around the trailer, out to the field.
         

         
         The ravens spied her immediately and took wing, cawing.

         
         The man in the field watched them go, his amber eyes swallowing up their flight patterns in the grey sky. Petra stepped up
            beside him, her hands in her pockets.
         

         
         “Any luck yet?” she asked him.

         
         “No.” Gabriel shook his head. “They won’t speak to me.”

         
         Sig snorted through the ravens’ tracks on the ground. Petra spied bits of things strewn in the snow meant to lure them in:
            gum wrappers, cat food kibble, and bottle caps. Sig fell upon the bits of kibble in delight, picking through the shiny bits
            of metal for the treats.
         

         
         Petra’s mouth flattened. Gabe had been trying to connect with the ravens, spending hours in silence in the field every day
            until she’d come out to lead him in. He was lost, somewhere on the land, missing the sky. Once upon a time, he’d been one
            of them.
         

         
         As a Hanged Man, he’d been nearly invincible and immortal, living in Temperance at the margins of the living world for more
            than a hundred fifty years. He’d split his time between land and sky, shifting effortlessly from earthbound flesh to weightless
            feathers. “You miss them,” she blurted, unnecessarily.
         

         
         “I miss them,” he said.

         
         She reached for his hand. It felt cold and lifeless in hers.

         
         He nodded wordlessly. The Hanged Men had always worked at the nearby Rutherford Ranch, but Sal Rutherford had been the cruelest
            master his bloodline had ever produced. When the Hanged Men finally rebelled against his domination over magic he didn’t understand,
            Sal had burned the Alchemical Tree of Life, the Lunaria, in revenge. Sal had gotten what was coming to him, but the damage
            was done.
         

         
         “I destroyed all of it.” Gabe was pale.

         
         “You should come in. You’ll get frostbite.” It felt as if she was reminding him that he was human. She didn’t do it to be
            cruel; she hoped he knew that. With the death of the tree, Gabe had become mortal, powerless, and all the men he’d lived and
            fought and worked with were now dead. He was the last of them. Petra couldn’t imagine what that felt like. She led him away,
            through the field and back to the trailer.
         

         
         His brow wrinkled, as if he just remembered that she’d been gone. “How was . . . your trip?”

         
         She squinted out at the white afternoon sun, trying to break through the clouds. “It was fine. Roads weren’t bad. Got behind
            a plow, and hung back a half mile.”
         

         
         “That’s good.” His eyes were still scraping the sky, hunting for ravens.

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         She couldn’t bring herself to tell him. Not yet.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
The Vanishing of Sal Rutherford

         
         A crime had been committed. He could feel it in his bones. He knew that something awful had happened to an equally awful person.

         
         He just couldn’t prove it.

         
         Owen had been poring over Sal Rutherford’s ranch with a fine-tooth comb these last several weeks. Sal, the fat old bastard,
            had vanished. Normally, the disappearance of a pitch-perfect asshole would not bother Owen in the slightest. Assholes vanished
            every day, and that was not a bad thing for public order. But Sal was his cousin, and he was supposed to do something about it. As the county sheriff, Owen knew he’d look pretty damn ineffectual if he couldn’t keep track of his own relatives.
         

         
         Owen jammed his hands into his uniform coat pockets as he gazed over Sal’s snowy field. He still thought of it as Sal’s field.
            If Sal had met a bad end, then all this land would become his, instead. It was vast—hundreds of acres of cattle, grass, and
            hills that had been in the family for a hundred fifty years. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that. Maybe in a larger jurisdiction
            this would be one of those things that would be considered a conflict of interest, and he’d punt the investigation over to
            someone from a nearby city or to the state for the sake of appearances. There sure was enough muttering behind his back about
            Sal’s impressive collection of enemies, but there was no one else to take over in this place where cows outnumbered people.
         

         
         Owen reached into his pocket for a cigarette, lit it, and squinted at the field. Cows milled through the snow, oblivious to
            Sal’s absence. Sal’s house, too, had been pretty much in order. There’d been no signs of a tussle, and a good dousing of Luminol
            had shown there were no scrubbed-up puddles of blood hidden under the rugs. Sal’s truck had been parked in the driveway with
            a full tank of gas and a curious smell of something burnt on the upholstery. Whatever had happened to Sal, it hadn’t been
            at the house.
         

         
         And it wasn’t as if Sal had gone on a spontaneous trip. The old bastard wasn’t well. Last time Owen had seen him, liver cancer
            was eating him alive. He was pretty much confined to a wheelchair, except for a few bouts of drunken lurching around with
            his cane. Sal’s motorized wheelchair was here, in the house, and the scooter was parked in the garage, fully charged.
         

         
         Sal’s closets had seemed undisturbed. Dusty suitcases remained in the corners, and his drawers hadn’t been emptied of socks.
            If he was heading to Florida to relax, he would have at least packed his sunglasses. The only things Owen couldn’t find were
            his keys and his wallet.
         

         
         The one weird thing that Owen had found was a burned tree in the back forty of Sal’s property. It might just be coincidence,
            but he came back here, again and again, to stare at the blackened timber. The tree had fought through the fire, a new sapling
            growing from the roots. Owen’s men had found traces of gasoline. Someone had deliberately burned it. Maybe this was something
            simple, like the old tree had been harboring a nest of yellow jackets. Maybe the ranch hands had waited until it got cold
            outside and the bees grew sluggish enough to burn it, and the fire got a bit out of control.
         

         
         But it bothered him.

         
         And the ranch hands bothered him. Sal had more than a dozen men that did his bidding. Creepy guys. Owen and his deputies avoided
            them as much as possible. They were Sal’s private goon squad, and Owen turned a blind eye to their activities in his official
            capacity as sheriff.
         

         
         But that was the weird thing. Sal was gone, and so were all the ranch hands. Nobody had seen them, anywhere. All the vehicles
            were accounted for on the property. Owen had to scramble to hire some temp workers to make sure the cattle got fed and watered.
         

         
         So. It wasn’t just one disappearance. This was a mass vanishing. Maybe Sal had taken his men and gone to do some dirty business
            somewhere and would return, smug and full of himself, tomorrow. Maybe the ranch hands had had enough of Sal, killed him, hid
            his body, and split. Owen was thinking that was more likely. Sal had never developed any people skills.
         

         
         “Sheriff, what’s your twenty?” a voice crackled over the radio receiver clipped to his collar.

         
         Owen keyed it. “Rutherford back forty. What’s up?”

         
         “You wanted an APB put out for all the ranch hands and Sal. We got one put out for Sal, but . . . we’re having problems with
            the rest.”
         

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “There’s not a whole lot of information on these guys. We found pictures of a couple of ’em on the surveillance camera at
            the post office. Got some descriptions from the hardware store owner, and he’s working with a sketch artist.”
         

         
         “What about names?”

         
         “We searched to see if anyone besides Sal has a valid driver’s license that lists the Rutherford Ranch as a home address.
            We got a bunch of names that were dead ends, with no corresponding records, but there are photos. One of which looks an awful
            lot like the surveillance video. We checked the registrations of all the vehicles on the property, and they all go back to
            Sal.”
         

         
         “Payroll records?”

         
         “None. No checks cashed through the bank or written by Sal.”

         
         Owen rubbed the dark beard on his chin. “Howsabout you get someone over here to dust for prints in the barn and the house.
            Run those through CODIS and see if we get any hits. I want to know who these guys are.”
         

         
         “Roger that, Sheriff.”

         
         Owen clicked off the radio and stared at the tree. He was expecting that at least half of ’em would come back with priors.
            Most ranch hands drifted around, working for cash under the table, not looking for a helluva lot of scrutiny. But these guys . . .
            it was like they were ghosts.
         

         
         He took a drag on his cigarette. He’d figure it out. People just didn’t vanish into thin air, especially in small towns.

         
         “Do you think Sal’s dead?”

         
         Owen looked up. A little girl sat on the lowest burned branch of the tree. She was about nine, her blond hair stringy wet
            and green with algae. She was dressed in jeans and a pink T-shirt with glitter that had worn off, and a hoodie covered in
            a cartoon cat print. Only one sneaker dangled from her right foot. She looked him right in the eye as she spoke, the way a
            good hallucination should.
         

         
         Owen tossed his cigarette away in the snow. No one was around to hear him. “Probably,” he admitted.

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Sal’s the kind of guy who deserves to get murdered,” he blurted. He regretted it as soon as the words escaped his mouth.
            But it was true.
         

         
         The girl lowered her eyes. “Did I?”

         
         “No.” He was able to say that with true conviction.

         
          

         Not that he knew many details about the girl’s death. On his first day as a sheriff’s deputy, Owen had responded to a call
            from a hunter who said he’d found what looked like a human head in the bottom of a well. The hunter had hiked three miles
            to the nearest spot where he could get cell reception, and was waiting by the side of the road for Owen to show up.
         

         
         Owen had answered the call by himself. That wasn’t the way things were supposed to go. Rookies were supposed to be supervised
            at all times by a more senior deputy, and Owen sure as hell made sure that policy was followed when he became sheriff. Newbs
            could get hurt or get somebody else hurt. But on this day, Owen’s dad, the sheriff at the time, had sent him on a run to go
            pick up coffee filters.
         

         
         Yeah, coffee filters. Super-duper official business. A harmless enough errand.

         
         Nonetheless, Owen was psyched to go on a run by himself. Even if it was for fucking coffee filters. His uniform was freshly
            starched. His badge was shiny, and he was full of a sense of his own destiny. And when the local store was out of coffee filters,
            he went to the feed store to check to see if they had any. They did. He also picked up a pound of the fancy ground stuff to
            make a good impression on his coworkers, and a root beer for himself. He caught the eye of the checkout girl, tipped his hat
            and made her blush. She was a cute blond girl with blue eyes and a tattoo of a daisy on her wrist. Sharella. He got her number
            and whistled to himself when he walked out to the leaf-strewn parking lot.
         

         
         Everything was right with the world, dammit.

         
         The autumn sky was a cloudless blue, and Indian summer had drenched the land in sunshine. He rolled down the windows on the
            cruiser, took the chance to gun the engine on a straightaway to feel how fast the car would go. He’d pegged a hundred thirty,
            felt the wind whipping through the cruiser and getting caught in the cage behind his seat. He let out a whoop of sheer joy
            and dangled his left hand out of the window to feel the wind rush through his splayed fingers.
         

         
         He almost missed the radio. Cindy, the dispatcher, was trying to raise some noise.

         
         “. . . Delta Five, what’s your twenty?”

         
         Owen took his foot off the gas, cranked the windows up, cleared his throat, and keyed the dash radio. Dammit. He’d taken too
            long, and now they were checking up on him. “Base, this is Delta Five. I’m at Harbinger and Route 12.”
         

         
         “Got a call from a civilian at Stout’s Run. Please check in on him for a 10-17 before you return to base.” The dispatcher
            made a half-chortle that got cut off by the radio key.
         

         
         “Roger, that.”

         
         Owen reached in his pocket for his cheat sheet of radio codes. A 10-17 was “meet complainant.” Stout’s Run was way back in
            the boonies. There was literally no one out there but moose. This was feeling like a prank. He sighed, pretty sure there was
            no way to avoid being hazed as the new kid on the block, regardless of who his father was. Hell, his dad was probably in on
            it.
         

         
         Owen turned down the gravel road at Stout’s Run. The road was bordered by quaking aspen with brilliant yellow leaves. A man
            in a quilted flannel coat was standing beside the road in a bright orange hunter’s cap. He had a gun slung over his shoulder.
            Owen recognized him—Larry Marten was a known person to the law. His dad had reeled him in many times for public intoxication
            and DUIs. Larry had never hurt anybody, not even when he was found asleep behind the wheel of his car in the middle of the
            highway last June. He’d stopped for a deer, he said, but apparently didn’t bother to start back up again. Larry was famous
            for telling stories—he’d seen Bigfoot three times and Jesus twice.
         

         
         “Larry,” Owen said, climbing out of the cruiser. “You need a ride somewhere?”

         
         Larry had his arms crossed over his chest, and the man’s craggy face was pale. “I saw somethin’ back there, somethin’ I need
            to show you.”
         

         
         “Okay. Like what? Bigfoot or something?”

         
         Larry shook his head. “Uh-uh. Something bad.”

         
         Owen reached back for his radio and gave his position, all according to the book. Larry wouldn’t tell him what was up, and
            Cindy was irritated. Owen decided to just follow the guy, look at the Bigfoot tracks, and then drop Larry back off at his
            home.
         

         
         He followed Larry into the forest. The old coot walked noiselessly, but there was an odd silence about the forest. No birds
            gossiped overhead, and no squirrels bickered in the underbrush.
         

         
         “So, you gonna tell me what you seen?” Owen asked, wanting to fill the silence.

         
         “I was out here, lookin’ for squirrel,” Larry said. “Fell asleep.”

         
         “You been drinking?”

         
         “Nope.”

         
         “You know you can’t be carrying a firearm under the influence, Larry.” Owen didn’t figure on making Larry his first arrest.
            That was kind of pathetic, really aiming for the low-hanging fruit.
         

         
         “I swear I’m sober. Right hand to God.” Larry raised his hand.

         
         Owen did a field sobriety test on him. The man could follow his finger with his eyes, walk a straight line, and recite the
            alphabet forward and backward.
         

         
         “So, what did you see?” Owen wanted to know, feeling impatient.

         
         “I woke up after my nap, got thirsty. I went to this well. Over there.” He pointed to a worn circle of stones, partially obscured
            by a drift of golden leaves. A broken tripod perched above it, from which a piece of nylon rope, bleached white by the weather,
            dangled.
         

         
         “Ohhkayy,” Owen said slowly.

         
         “And somethin’ came up in the bucket. It looked like a human head.”

         
         Inwardly, Owen rolled his eyes. He was being pranked, he knew it. “Halloween was two weeks ago, Larry.”

         
         “I ain’t lyin’. Go look.”

         
         Owen circled around the opposite side of the well. He wasn’t taking any chances that Larry might push him in. He reached out
            for the fuzzy rope and yanked back.
         

         
         A plastic bucket banged hollowly against the side of the well. The bucket lurched up over the edge and landed on Owen’s shoe,
            spilling out black muck.
         

         
         And a skull rolled out into the leaves. It was smallish, about the size of a cantaloupe, with strands of blond hair clinging
            to a bit of leathery flesh at the brow.
         

         
         Owen stepped back, heart and guts slamming into his throat. “Jesusfuckingchrist.”

         
         “See? I told ya.”

         
         Owen turned away, keyed his radio. “Base, this is Delta Five. Come in.” He fumbled in his shirt pocket for his card of codes.
            There wasn’t a fucking code for what he wanted. There was one for animal carcasses, but nothing for Fuck! I found a human body!

         
         “Delta Five, this is Base.”

         
         “Base, I’ve got a 10-78 . . . uh, 10-79.” According to the card in his shaking hand: Need assistance. Notify coroner.

         
         “Delta Five, you need assistance with . . . a 10-79? Confirm, please.” Cindy clearly thought he’d lost his card or his marbles.

         
         “10-78,” he repeated. “10-79.”

         
         “Roger that. Hold your position.”

         
         “10-4.”

         
         He released the radio key, took ten paces away, and vomited into the shrubbery. The vomit obliterated some of the black goo
            on his shoe, for which he was thankful. After emptying the contents of his stomach, he took a deep breath and turned back
            to the well.
         

         
         Larry was just standing there, staring at the skull, looking shocked.

         
         “You should back away from that,” Owen said, without much conviction.

         
         Larry stayed rooted in place.

         
         Owen didn’t push the issue. He made himself peer into the well, shine his flashlight down into the darkness. He could see
            nothing but black water reflecting the noonday sun.
         

         
         Within an hour, the whole place was crawling with cops. Owen returned to the cruiser, where he filled out every form he could
            find, in longhand, on the dashboard.
         

         
         The passenger door opened and Owen’s father slid into the passenger seat. He put his hat on the dash and rubbed his brow.

         
         “Helluva first day,” he said.

         
         “Yeah,” Owen agreed.

         
         “You did good,” his dad said.

         
         “Yeah.” Owen wasn’t convinced. Mostly because that was the only time his dad had ever told him that.

         
         He drank himself into oblivion that night. He stopped at the drive-through liquor store on his way home, filled his trunk,
            and drank so much when he got home that he passed out on in his own bathtub, fully dressed. He wasn’t sure what he’d been
            thinking, but he awoke in his clothes in a pool of tepid water, staring up at the buzzing fluorescent light with the world’s
            worst headache. It was quite probable that he’d pissed himself. A lot.
         

         
         Something moved behind the shower curtain.

         
         Owen splashed in the water, reaching for a gun belt that wasn’t there. He knocked over his shampoo bottle and soaked the floor.

         
         A little girl stood on his soggy bathmat, peering in at him.

         
         “Hello,” she said.

         
         “Gah!” Owen said. “What . . . what are you doing here?”

         
         “I’m not sure.” She screwed up her face and stared into the bath. “I think I came home with you.”

         
         “Where are your parents?” Owen panted.

         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         And the little girl faded right in front of him, like a photograph bleeding ink into water.

         
         “Shit. Shit. Shit.” Owen clambered out of the bathtub. He’d clearly been hallucinating. Water rained from his clothes onto
            the tile floor, and he reached down to drain the tub. He stripped off his waterlogged clothes and wrapped himself in a robe.
            He ripped open the medicine cabinet and stuffed his face with aspirin.
         

         
         He promised never to drink that much again. But he failed.

         
         Five days later, the coroner got back to the office with her report. The body had belonged to a nine-year-old little girl.
            Anna Jean Sawarski. She had blond hair and blue eyes, and her school picture looked just like the girl who appeared in Owen’s
            bathroom. She’d been missing for seven months.
         

         
         Owen had insisted on going along with his father to break the news to her parents. There was shrieking and howling and wailing
            to Jesus. The couple got divorced right afterward, and then the dad killed the mom in a murder-suicide in the parking lot
            of a waffle shop at two a.m. The patrons said they were arguing about whose fault it was that Anna was dead.
         

         
         The other night had been hallucinatory coincidence, he thought. He had fully dried out after his bender and even made himself
            sit through a church service. He went directly home, didn’t watch the news, and went to bed.
         

         
         He awoke in darkness, under that prickly blanket of feeling that someone was watching him.

         
         He opened his eyes. The blond girl was leaning over, peering at him. He bit his tongue, and could feel it. He wasn’t dreaming.

         
         “Hi,” she said.

         
         “Are you Anna?” he whispered.

         
         “Yeah.” She had a piece of hair tangled in her fingers, picking at the mold on the ends.

         
         “Why aren’t you in . . . in heaven?” He struggled to sit upright. He clicked on the lamp, and the girl remained standing there,
            in her pink hoodie, jeans, and one sneaker.
         

         
         “I don’t know.” She shrugged. “I just know that I’m here and not in that cold place.”

         
         Owen was never able to solve her death. Any usable evidence had rotted away, and the coroner couldn’t even give a good cause
            of death, declaring it “undetermined.” The bucket and the rope still sat in a banker’s box in Owen’s office. The case haunted
            him. And so did Anna, literally. At first, she appeared only at night. Then, during the day. And then she’d disappear for
            a week. Some days, he was convinced that she was just a projection of his own guilt about not being able to solve the crime.
            Other days, he was convinced that she really was a ghost. He wasn’t sure which possibility baked his noodle more.
         

         
         But he threw out the pair of boots that he’d vomited on. And Sharella’s number from the feed store. She was blond and had
            blue eyes, and Owen couldn’t stomach the possibility of dating a blond girl who might someday, if the stars aligned right,
            give him a blond child who looked like Anna.
         

         
          

         Anna had haunted Owen for ten years now. He was used to it, he guessed.

         
         Anna swung down from the tree. “Do you care?” she asked.

         
         “Do I care about what?”

         
         “Do you care if Sal’s dead?” Anna was nothing if not direct.

         
         Owen shrugged. “I don’t like him.”

         
         “Did you kill him?”

         
         Owen was sure that was the question on the lips of everyone behind his back. He had the most to gain from Sal’s death, as
            the next in line to inherit the Rutherford Ranch. The cousins tolerated each other publicly, and Owen did his best to sweep
            Sal’s messes under the rug whenever he could. But there was no love lost between them.
         

         
         “Nope.” Owen looked up at the sky. “But I’m sure gonna find the sonofabitch who did. And when I do . . . I’ll shake his hand
            before I ship him off to the electric chair.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3
The View from Above

         
         Petra hadn’t yet gotten used to the sound of Gabe breathing.

         
         Well, it wasn’t exactly breathing. It was more like snoring.

         
         Moonlight reflected off the snow through the Airstream’s window blinds, rendering night as bright as a cloudy morning. She
            glanced at Gabe sleeping beside her on the futon. From a century and a half of sleeping in the glowing embrace of the Alchemical
            Tree of Life, he was clearly accustomed to sleeping with the lights on, and bright moonlight didn’t faze him. He’d somehow
            figured out a way to snore softly with his mouth closed. It was intermittent and shouldn’t have been too terribly annoying,
            but she found it disconcerting. He had a pulse now, one that she could hear if she turned her head the right way against his
            shoulder. She wasn’t sure whether to be happy for him now that he was mortal, or worried about him. Maybe it was because it
            seemed to her that he hadn’t yet decided for himself if becoming human was a good thing.
         

         
         Sig did not think this was a good thing. He sat on Petra’s stomach and stared at Gabe as he snored, eyes shining in the dark. He cocked
            his head and looked at Petra, as if to say, This is all your fault.

         
         Petra sighed, trying to shift her bladder out from under Sig’s back foot. Gabe had chivalrously offered to sleep on the floor
            when he’d
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