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Jordyn gazed out the window of the pickup-slash-taxi at the evening streets of Rolynka, Alaska, wondering if she'd made a mistake. The former gold-mining town on the Bering Sea looked like a clapboard nightmare, only friendly instead of frightening.

And she'd given up everything for this?

Her Eskimo driver peered through the windshield. "I think you have brought the birds of sorrow with you."

Jordyn blinked and leaned forward to gaze in the same direction. A flock of dark birds — crows? ravens? — winged their way across a sky still as bright as during the middle of the day.

"Of course, we always have birds of sorrow," the driver continued, nodding sagely. "But there seem to be more than usual."

Jordyn felt her throat close at the woman's superstitious comments. If there were such a thing as birds of sorrow, she wouldn't be surprised if she'd brought them with her. Ditching her sorrows wasn't going to be as easy as running away to just south of the Arctic Circle.

The pickup truck pulled up in front of a large gray house built on piles and gravel fill to combat the effects of permafrost. A sign swinging in the evening breeze declared it the Bering Straits Inn. Jordyn opened the door of the pickup and clambered down, surprised all over again at how hot it felt at after nine p.m. in the sunny street of this dismal excuse for a town.

While the driver went around to the back of the truck for her luggage, the door of the "inn" opened, and a Caucasian woman of indeterminate age emerged, draped with jewelry, features painted on her face, and hair dyed blue-black.

The apparition let out a merry laugh before speaking. "Welcome to Rolynka, Ms. Pinnel! Or may I call you Jordyn?" The voice to go with the outrageous appearance was more gentle and cultivated than she would have expected.

Since Jordyn had decided to start over here in the middle of nowhere, it wouldn't make any sense to do it on the wrong foot, as little inclined as she was to put a positive face on things. She nodded, attempting a smile. "Jordyn is fine."

The driver dropped her suitcases in front of the stairs and nodded up at the sky.

It was the birds again.

The gaze of her odd landlady followed that of her driver. "Ah."

Jordyn was feeling at a bit of a disadvantage; both women seemed to think the crows in the sky had something to do with a life and two deaths left behind in Seattle.

She cleared her throat. "And you are?" Jordyn asked the woman who had made so free with her own name.

The merry laugh echoed in the dismal clapboard side-street again. "Forgive me. Victoria Askew, at your service." She stuck out a hand loaded with rings; one finger sported a gold nugget reaching from knuckle to joint. "You can call me Vicky."

Jordyn shook hands politely with the painted lady, wondering if this town contained anyone who might be considered normal in the Lower Fort-Eight. "Nice to meet you, Vicky."
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