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      Julie Barkley yearned for a good, satisfying occult ritual. She tapped her foot impatiently and glanced at the barn. Light blazed from between the rustic slats that composed its walls, and the sound of merriment carried over the droning chirp of insects and frogs. “Clive, will you hurry it up? We’re going to miss the lesser banishing ritual.”

      Clive Foster had taken off one hiking boot and was feeling around in it with his hand.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Julie asked him. She tugged her jean jacket closed at her throat against the chill as the wind whipped at her red, shoulder-length hair.

      “I’ve got a rock in my shoe.”

      “Deal with it inside!”

      Clive ignored her and pressed his hand even further into the shoe. He looked troubled.

      “Can’t find the rock?”

      “No.”

      “Just shake it and come on.”

      Clive hit the bottom of the shoe with his left hand, knocking it out of his grip. It fell to the ground. Julie rolled her eyes. “You have fun with your shoe. I’m going to go in before they lock the doors.”

      “They lock the doors?” Clive sounded worried.

      “Sometimes. That’s up to the lodge master.”

      “Jeez.” Clive hastily forced his foot into his shoe, but apparently it wouldn’t drop all the way down, as he began to limp with an air of resigned desperation toward the barn.

      “If you were just two degrees more annoying, I wouldn’t be able to put up with you,” Julie said, falling into step beside him. She resisted the urge to limp in sympathy.

      They reached the barn just as the hubbub began to quiet. Julie pounded on the door, and a second later, it opened just a crack. One bleary eye stared out at them. “Password?”

      “Therion’s tits,” Julie said.

      “93,” the owner of the eye said, pulling the door open. “You just made it in under the wire.” Julie and Clive scampered inside, and the warden shut the barn door behind them.

      “Wow,” Julie said. The barn had been decked out like a kabuki theater, with Japanese lanterns hanging from ropes looped over the beams of the old barn. Umbrellas bearing enormous kanji characters were placed at either side of the risers that composed a makeshift stage. The room was filled with revelers, most cradling large red plastic cups that no doubt contained beer, wine, or spirits. Many of the people were wearing kimonos. Julie frowned that she hadn’t gotten the memo on the theme of this particular rite. Not that I have a kimono, she thought. Still, it would have been nice to know.

      The lights went out and the rite began. A male figure dressed in an ornate kimono strode onstage toward a Japanese lantern made of blue paper. He turned it off, blanketing the entire barn in darkness. Julie heard the rustle of many feet then, and red paper lanterns were lit and carried onto the stage by others in traditional Japanese dress. A small choir began to chant as the red lamps were carried into a tented section that glowed from within. A seated figure Julie hadn’t noticed before lit another blue lamp, then stood, holding a spear. He pounded the spear on the floor with a resounding crack. Then he did it again, and a third time. “Procul, O procul este profani!” His voice carried throughout the barn. Everyone seemed to be holding their breaths. The speaker then brandished his spear and began the banishing ritual of the pentagram.

      Julie was not a Thelemite, but she knew Thelemites. Dog Star Oasis was the largest OTO community in California’s Central Valley, and she rarely missed an opportunity to see one of the Rites of Eleusis. But she knew the entire population of Dog Star would only account for the actors in the rite. The audience was largely composed of friends from the wider occult community. Some had probably travelled a hundred miles or more to be there.

      She was a Wiccan herself. Once upon a time she’d been part of a coven, but that was long ago, in college. Now she was a barely observant solitary practitioner. She looked over at Clive, and his mouth hung open in a way that made him look stupid. She reached up and, placing her crooked index finger beneath his chin, raised it until his mouth closed. He appeared not to notice.

      Then, beyond Clive, she saw another face she recognized. “Oy,” she said out loud. She shook her head. “What is Jake doing here?” she whispered.

      “What?” Clive asked.

      Using his chin again, she moved his head to his right until he was staring straight at Jake Hessup. “What is he doing here?” she asked again.

      Clive’s eyes were wide as he turned back to meet Julie’s gaze. “What is he doing here?” he whispered.

      “Nothing good,” Julie said.

      A burly man who looked like a biker shushed her. She decided the better part of valor would be to heed that instruction. She tried to turn her attention back to the play.

      The Mother of Heaven had been invoked, and Julie had to keep herself from giggling at the sight of her. She was being played by a young woman who was not conventionally attractive, her hair piled on top of her head in a lopsided beehive pierced by numerous chopsticks. Her kimono was open, revealing almost impossibly large breasts with areolae the size of a child’s hand. Julie had a hard time not staring at them and wondered what it would be like to suckle them. Her jeans began to grow warm, and it suddenly didn’t matter that the girl wasn’t all that pretty.

      “Be it unto your desire!” the Mother of Heaven intoned. Then she picked up a ukulele and began to play “Wake Up, Little Susie” by the Everly Brothers, her breasts bouncing to the beat. A cheer erupted from the crowd;  several people raised their cups of beer.

      Typical Rite of Eleusis, Julie thought, and smiled, thoroughly enjoying the spectacle. But an ominous feeling intruded on her merriment, and every few moments she found herself glancing over at Jake. This is not good, she thought. He wasn’t in uniform, thank the goddess, and he was wearing a hoodie that partially covered his wild brown hair that usually stuck out at odd angles—but she knew it was him. She leaned over and whispered to Clive, “I’ll be right back.” Then she began to edge her way through the crowd toward her partner.

      As she approached, she saw his eyes widen in what must have been horrified disbelief at the sight of her. “Julie, what—? What the hell are you doing here?” he stammered.

      He was much taller than she, so she frowned up at him. “I was about to ask you the same question.”

      Someone shushed them. “C’mon,” she said, tugging at his sleeve. Together they wound their way through the crowd, out the door of the barn, and into the frigid late winter air.

      She could still hear the merriment over the sound of the croaking wildlife. She turned to face Jake and placed her hands on her hips. The top of her red head only came up to his chest, but he took a step back anyway. “What the hell are you doing here, Jake?”

      “I asked first,” he said. “Are you…” he leaned in, “undercover?”

      “What the fuck?” Her eyebrows bunched in disbelief. “Are you high?”

      “Certainly not!” His head jerked back. “Just…answer the question, deputy.”

      “Look who’s giving orders, deputy.” She spat and then turned her face back to him. “I outrank you, and I have seniority.”

      “It’s going to be like that?” he asked.

      “Apparently it is,” she said.

      “No.” He crossed his arms and pointed his chin at the moon. “I’m not telling you why I’m here until you tell me why you’re here.”

      Julie rolled her eyes. “All right. All right. I’m here because I live in a podunk town with limited live entertainment opportunities. I’m here because, as a solitary witch, I am part of the wider Central Valley occult community. We don’t agree on anything—we especially don’t agree with Thelemites—but that doesn’t matter. They’re friends and they were gracious enough to invite us. And the Rites are a hoot! Now…why are you here?”

      “I’m undercover,” he said, his voice lowered as if someone might be listening.

      “You think so? Dude, you scream ‘cop.’ How did you even get in there?”

      “Uh…” he rubbed at his neck. “I flashed my badge.”

      “Oh…good undercover. You also could have done a little homework—that also works.” She squinted at him. “And just why are you so ineptly ‘undercover’? Who are you spying on, and why?”

      “They’re Satanists!” Jake whispered.

      “What? Who are Satanists?” Julie shook her head in disbelief.

      Jake pointed to the barn.

      “The barn is a Satanist? How would you be able to tell?”

      “The people in there,” Jake said. She could see color rising in his face, even in the moonlight. “They’re all Satanists.”

      “Uh…okay, I will grant you that there are Satanists in there. Exactly two, Arnold and Tony. They’re sick fucks and losers besides. They’re also harmless. Arnold is wearing the Baphomet t-shirt and the party hat. Tony is staggering drunk.”

      “What about all the rest of them?” Jake looked like he was about to burst a neck vein.

      “The rest of them are not Satanists. Jesus Christ, Jake, where did you get that idea? Look, do you want to know who is in there? I can tell you.” She raised one index finger. “The members of Dog Star Oasis—they’re the ones on stage. They’re Thelemites.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Do you even know the meaning of the word ‘homework’?” She clucked her tongue at him. “They’re members of the religion started by Aleister Crowley⁠—”

      “Who is that?”

      “Seriously? Jake, I—” She was at a complete loss for words. She closed her eyes and counted to ten. Then she opened them and said, “They are ceremonial magickians. They’re harmless…mostly.”

      Jake’s frown became more grave. “Magicians? Like, pulling a rabbit out of a hat?”

      “No, you clod-hopping idiot. I—” She put a firm hand on his arm. “Jake, I’m sorry I said that. I like you and I respect you. You’re a good cop. You just…you don’t belong here.”

      “I heard there were a bunch of Satanists doing an occult ritual,” he said. “I figured they might be, you know, sacrificing babies or something, and I thought that, you know, if I stopped them, then Thom⁠—”

      “Then Thom might say, ‘Good job, Jake’?”

      “Uh…yeah.”

      “And maybe give you a little bit more responsibility?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Jake. I am your crime-fighting partner. I have your back. You believe that, don’t you?”

      “Sure, but⁠—”

      “Do you trust me, Jake? Do you trust me with your life? Because when we hit those streets again tomorrow, I gotta know that you trust me.”

      “Of course I trust you.”

      “Okay, then trust me now. There’s nothing nefarious going on in there. It’s just…a lot of spooky good fun.”

      “It’s weird,” Jake said. “I thought they’d be sacrificing babies.”

      “It is weird,” Julie admitted. “Weird is kind of the point.”

      “I didn’t expect it to be silly,” Jake said.

      “Well, silliness is not the point, but irreverence is,” Julie explained.

      “I don’t understand what they’re doing,” Jake admitted.

      “Appreciating the Rites requires an enormous learning curve. It is highly specialized geekery.”

      “Do you get it?”

      “I do.”

      “And you…like this?”

      “It will be a lot more fun when I get three shots of whiskey in me,” Julie confessed.

      “Are these…your people?” Jake asked. “Because they’re weird people.”

      “I’m a solitary witch,” Julie explained. “No people are my people. But I’m friendly with these people.”

      “Are they good people?” Jake asked. “Because my mama told me I should only associate with good people.”

      “If I’ve learned one thing from my mother, Jake, it’s that there are no good people. There are only people in various stages of being fucked up. Some less, some more.”

      “And which are you?”

      “I’m medium. Medium fucked up.”

      “And them?” Jake pointed to the barn.

      “All over the map, just like any other gathering of humans.”

      “I feel like an idiot,” Jake said.

      “You’d have felt like more of an idiot if you’d taken your service revolver out in the middle of the ritual and tried to arrest everyone in there as a group. Did you notice the bikers? Did you think they were just going to line up and wait for you to put plastic ties on their wrists?”

      “I didn’t think that far ahead,” Jake confessed.

      “Well, if you want to get on Thom’s good side…you better start.”

      For a few moments they stood together in the cold moonlight. Julie shivered.

      “What’s it about?” Jake asked.

      “What’s what about?” Julie asked.

      “That…the play, or ritual or whatever.”

      “Oh…it’s the Rite of Saturn. It’s about the great riddle of the universe.”

      “And what is that? The riddle of the universe?”

      “Death,” Julie answered. “They go looking for God, but only find a little pile of dust.”

      “That’s…depressing,” Jake said.

      “Oh, that’s not the end. The Master of the Temple is going to shout, ‘O melancholy brothers, dark, dark, dark!’ and then he commits suicide.”

      “Not really,” Jake’s eyes grew wide and his hand went to his service revolver.

      Julie reached out and touched his hand. “No, cowboy. Not really. Just…settle.”

      “That’s horrible,” Jake said.

      “It’s…a play. It explores our darkest fears. It’s art.”

      “I guess I don’t really get art,” Jake confessed.

      “There’s art and then there’s art. I think you’re the kind of guy who appreciates a good picture of dogs playing cards,” Julie said.

      Jake smiled. “I love that painting.”

      “See? Different strokes.” She reached up and touched his cheek. “Go home, cowboy. This is no place for someone as…well, unbroken as you are.”

      Jake looked uncertain. “What are you going to do?”

      Julie was already walking back toward the barn. “I’m going to drink whiskey and stare at flopping tits. See you in the morning.”
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        * * *

      

      Pastor Peg shut the door behind her and hung up her coat with a sigh. She was a short woman, and while she had been slim most of her life, her hips had begun to widen in recent years. Her hair, jet black in her youth, had been salt-and-pepper for some time. As she neared sixty, the salt was beginning to win out. She kept it on the short side, so as to have one less thing to fuss with.

      The stained glass windows of her office were dark, keeping out the cold but grudgingly withholding the inspiration and joy they symbolized so gloriously during the day. They look like my soul, Peg thought, and shuddered.

      It isn’t as bad as that, another voice in her head insisted. A brief and silent argument ensued, which was brought to an abrupt end when Peg cried, “Enough!” Then she felt silly speaking to the empty room.

      She was about to go through the weird, narrow hallway that led to her parsonage—tea beckoned—but she remembered she’d not seen the mail. She sighed and went back to the door. There, on the floor, was a pile of envelopes and garish grocery store ads the size of newspaper pages. She tossed the junk mail without looking at it and sorted quickly through the letters. Two were utility bills, one was an offer to buy her house for cash—what would she get for a plain meetinghouse sanctuary with water stains on the walls?—and one was from her oncologist.

      “Oh, boy,” she said. He’d told her to expect it. The test results were on the way. He’d told her the gist of it, and it hadn’t been good. Six months. But it had also seemed somehow unreal, like gossip or the gray mist that covered the cornfields in the early morning. But this letter was real. It was solid. It was heavy in her hand.

      She wondered if she should call Ted. She should. She would. He would want to know. But she also knew that he was a distraction. She really needed to call Julie.

      She made her way over to her desk and, leaning over it, snatched up the letter opener and cut along the top of the envelope. A sheaf of very official-looking papers greeted her. There was a brief cover letter from her doctor—pro forma stuff. But underneath were the real test results. Her hands shook as she tried to interpret each page.

      She suddenly felt weak and light-headed. She pulled her chair out and sat heavily. The chair wheezed its complaint. She ignored it.

      In her fifty-nine years, she had seen most things that life had on offer—some of them good and wholesome, but a good deal otherwise. It had been a long and circuitous path that had led her to ministry. She had grown to love the cyclic regularity of the church year—Advent, Christmas, Epiphanytide, Lent, and then the long green stretch until the feast of Christ the King. She would see only one more Lent, then—and only one more Easter until her own.

      “Oh, Jesus,” she said. It had become Real. The shekel had dropped. She let the papers fall to her desk and grabbed a tissue. She held it to her eyes and squeezed them shut.

      In her mind’s eye, she saw Jesus standing behind her, rubbing her shoulders, kissing her neck. She leaned into him and a sob escaped her lips. Jesus shushed her and held her close, her back to his chest now, his arms pressing her breasts flat against her body. She concentrated on the heat of his breath in her ear until the moment passed. She opened her eyes and seemed to be alone again. She sighed.

      “You are a fickle lover, Lord,” she said out loud. But her heart knew it wasn’t true.

      A voice in her head that sounded suspiciously like Ted’s chided her. You need to call Julie. She has a right to know.

      The voice was right. It usually was, damn its squamous hide. She shook her head at the notion that the voice had a hide. I am going batshit crazy, she thought.

      She picked up the receiver of the landline. She didn’t often use it anymore. It seemed a relic of a bygone time. Just like me, she thought. Her finger moved to the keypad in the phone’s base, but she stopped. She didn’t often call Julie—Julie didn’t like it when she called—but when she did call, it was on her cell phone. She felt suddenly sad that she didn’t know Julie’s phone number by heart. How many numbers do I know by heart anymore? she wondered. She knew her own. She knew the number she’d had thirty years ago in Berkeley when she had shared a walkup with two other hookers. She remembered the number of her ex-husband, long dead now of the AIDS he’d acquired in prison.

      And that was about it. She sighed and fished her cell phone out of the pocket of her sweater.

      She called up Julie’s number and pressed the big green button.

      “This is Deputy Julie Barkley. If you have an emergency, call 911. If you don’t have an emergency, leave a message. Boo-ya.” There was a beep.

      Peg opened her mouth, but nothing came out. The seconds ticked away, and she knew somewhere, somehow, a computer was capturing the deafening silence that filled the room. As quick as lightning, she rehearsed several possible openings. Julie, this is your mom. Call me. Julie, I need to talk with you. Can you give me a call when you get a chance? Julie, something important has happened. We need to talk.

      There was another beep, and suddenly it was too late. The screen shifted back to a photo of a stained glass window depicting St. Raphael she’d taken in Mexico on the last vacation she’d had…and the last she would ever have, she realized.

      She threw the phone on top of the papers. I’ll tell her tomorrow, she resolved. What more could she do? Julie would not welcome her banging on her door. She seemed ashamed of her pastor mom even under the best of circumstances. And she’d probably interrupt her doing…whatever lesbians do, she supposed. She had long ago relinquished any conscious judgment about her daughter’s sexuality. Intellectually, she was in favor of Julie embracing her true identity. But there was an ancient lizard part of her brain that still recoiled at the thought of it. Peg had overcompensated by embracing Julie’s queerness with enthusiastic extroversion—which had only served to irritate her daughter more.

      She sighed, feeling impossibly sad. She also felt momentarily disoriented. What was there for her now? Oh, yes. Tea. There was tea.
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        * * *

      

      Julie paused just inside the barn to let her eyes adjust. On stage, the Master of the Temple made large, swooping, overdramatic flourishes with the long sleeves of his kimono as he shouted, “There was no crackling in the dry leaves! There was no heart in the black lamb! The sacred python was found dead!” He was a squat, stout man with flaming red hair and an English accent that sounded more affected than real.

      “You go, dude,” Julie whispered under her breath. “Give it to them straight.”

      She looked around for Clive but didn’t see him in the place they’d been standing. Her brows knit as she searched. She’d like to think that Clive could take care of himself in a friendly crowd such as this…but she knew better. Clive could turn a paper cut into an international incident, she thought. She’d known him since high school, and they’d been chummy over the years. But while Julie had moved on in her life, had made something of herself, Clive was still stuck in a perpetual state of late adolescence. She worried about him at the best of times. She worried about him now.

      Her training kicked in, and she decided to start at her left and do a sweep of the barn, arcing around the stage to her right. Deosil, her witch training said—the theological term for clockwise. It was the direction of binding. She hesitated. Should I be doing this search widdershins instead? she wondered. Widdershins was the theological term for counterclockwise, the direction of unbinding. She quickly discerned—was finding Clive a binding or an unbinding activity? I’m overthinking this, she told herself. Trust your instincts. Deosil. As she walked, her thoughts caught up with her. Of course, finding Clive was an unbinding activity—it was an act of unveiling his location, an act of revelation, it was apocryphilic.

      Telling herself to focus, she scanned the crowd. She looked in the corners and against the walls, where wallflowers like Clive tended to gravitate. But she did not see him.

      “Alas! There is no god!” The Master of the Temple wailed on stage. All of his kimonoed attendants threw themselves into exaggerated fits of mourning, keening and falling over each other in dramatic swoons.

      A voice in Julie’s head said, You’re missing the show. Fuck Clive. Grab yourself a beer and relax. She was sympathetic to this voice. It was a reasonable voice. But it was not the only voice, nor the loudest. She continued her scan. She picked her way through the crowd, aware that she was annoying people, yet she could not stop. She felt protective of Clive in a way that she did not fully comprehend. It was a compulsion, she knew.

      She saw lots of folks she recognized. Some of them saw her and waved. She forced a smile and waved back. She even saw a couple of old friends from college—Sandra, Lorraine, and draped over the arm of a tattooed amazon, her old friend Priscilla Niles. She acknowledged them all as she passed, and hoped she’d get a chance to catch up after the rite.

      Renewed motion on the stage caught her attention again. As she remembered the rite, the Mother of Heaven was supposed to be back behind the temple veil at this point in the play, but there she was, tits akimbo, playing another song on her ukulele while the Specter of Death rode a unicycle. The crowd was electric, cheering them on, erupting into laughter when the Specter of Death fell on his head.

      As religious rituals went, she far preferred these rites to the fusty old services her mother presided over. To be fair, she’d never darkened the door of one of her mother’s churches, and didn’t intend to. And if she were honest, she had to admit that she found the sabbats of most covens to be drearily rote and empty of authentic feeling. She told herself it was one of the reasons she was a solitary practitioner, but a niggling voice in her head countered that it was because she was a cynical misanthrope. So be it, she thought. The two are not mutually exclusive.

      As she approached the makeshift bar in the back corner of the barn, the hair on her arms bristled. The bartender was not tending to the long line of people waiting impatiently. His back was turned, watching something behind him, his arms hanging helplessly by his sides.

      Instinctively, her right hand reached for her service revolver at her belt. But it wasn’t there. Idiot. You’re off duty, she reminded herself. Reaching under her jean jacket, her hand went to her shoulder holster and unbuttoned the catch enabling her to draw her Rossi 352 at a moment’s notice.

      The bar was really a wooden door set up on two sawhorses, stained with spilled beer and who knew what else. A keg could be seen next to one of the sawhorses; the black snake of its tube was in the bartender’s hand. A dozen bottles of wine—reds, whites, and rosés—were scattered over the door’s surface. She ignored the glares and walked around the line, past the sawhorses, and stopped next to the bartender. Then she drew her weapon. She cocked it. Even with the ambient noise in the crowd, it was audible.

      Stay calm, the voice in her head said as she studied the scene. She had found Clive. His nose was a bloody pulp, and one eye was nearly swollen shut. Arnold Koffer, one of the county’s two self-identified Satanists, was sitting on Clive’s chest, his balled fist raised in preparation for another blow. Next to him was Tony Boucher—the county’s other Satanist—and two other friends that Julie recognized, although she couldn’t quite place their names.

      They saw her, though, and her gun. Their mischievous smiles melted into frowns of doubt, and then the grim pinch of panic. They caught Arnold’s arm before he could do more damage and pointed behind him. She trained her pistol directly at his puffy face as he turned to look at her.

      With her left hand she reached into her pocket and pulled out her wallet. She let it fall open to reveal her badge. “Inyo County Deputy Sheriff,” she said, raising her voice above the din of the play and the crowd. “Do we have a problem here?”

      Arnold’s eyes went wide as he saw her gun, then narrowed into a sneer as he recognized her. This was the same fucker who had beat Clive up numerous times in high school, the same asshole who had tried to get into her pants after she had passed out drunk at a party in her senior year. Clive had saved her that night. It was her turn to return the favor.

      “Barkley, how the hell are you?”

      “Armed and highly skilled. How the hell are you? I’m guessing drunk, dumb as meat, and rancid as a bitch’s anal sacks.”

      Arnold seemed disarmed by this assault, and he merely blinked in response. Laughter broke out behind Julie, however.

      “Ooo, burn,” one of his friends said to him.

      “Shut the fuck up!” Arnold said to his friend.

      “Now, Arnold, what I’m going to ask you to do isn’t hard. I just want you to stand up and move away from Clive. That goes for your goon squad, too. Hands where I can see them.”

      Arnold put his hands in the air and rose slowly, not looking directly at Julie.

      “Now move away,” she prompted, keeping the muzzle of the Rossi trained directly on him. The attackers shuffled to her right, away from her friend. “Now turn around and put your hands on the wall, all of you.”

      Arnold and his two friends did. She looked at the bartender. If eyes could grin, his were. She appreciated his obvious admiration, but had no time to savor it. “This is a barn. Find me rope. Duct tape will do.”

      The bartender leaped into action. Replacing her wallet, Julie reached for her cell phone. “Siri, call Jake,” she said. She didn’t know if Siri would be able to comply, due to the ambient noise, but was relieved to hear her partner’s surprised response.

      “Julie?”

      “You were right. We got some troublesome Satanists. I need three sets of cuffs and a shop for transport. I’m going to keep them in my sights ’til you get here, but don’t fucking stop for doughnuts.” She hung up and put the phone back in the pocket of her jeans.

      “You okay?” she asked Clive.

      Clive nodded, but it was clear he was not. His eye was completely swollen shut now and his nose was no longer in the center of his face. “What was that all about?” she asked him.

      “They asked me what kind of magick I was doing,” Clive said.

      “Yeah? And what did you tell them?”

      “I told them I was doing Cthulu magick.” Clive reached up to touch his nose but recoiled at the pain.

      “What the fuck, Clive?” Julie asked. “Why the fuck would you be messing around with that shit?”

      Clive looked away from her as if rehearsing his answer, but didn’t give one.

      “We are going to talk,” she said.

      “That’s dangerous shit,” the person first in line for beer said.

      Julie ignored him. “It also has the disadvantage of being fictional. What grimoire are you using, if I might ask?”

      “The Simon Necronomicon,” he admitted.

      Hoots of derision erupted from everyone behind her. Julie grimaced. “Dude, that is sooo lame.”

      Clive seemed to shrink. A voice in her head told her not to kick a man while he was down. “Can you get up?”

      “Uh…yeah,” he said. But she wasn’t at all sure he could. Yet he did. He was unsteady and listed to one side. Blood ran from his nose down to his navel. Suddenly Priscilla was at her elbow.

      “Egad, Barkley, can’t you stay out of trouble?”

      “Not with these wannabe Setians around.”

      “There’s no way the Temple of Set would admit those losers,” Priscilla said. “They have standards. ‘Fit companions for Set’ these asshats are not.”

      “No argument here. Can you take Clive home and clean him up?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “I owe you one,” Julie said.

      “Fuck that. Now you owe me two,” Priscilla said. Julie watched as Priscilla helped Clive limp away.

      Arnold began to turn around, but Julie leveled at kick at his kidneys. The side of his face hit the wall of the barn while the patrons behind her roared their approval. “You stay right where you are,” Julie said. She ignored how heavy her pistol was becoming. “Or I swear to the goddess the Specter of Death is going to crush your head with his unicycle.”
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        * * *

      

      Clive Foster tried to pry his eye open, but winced from the pain. He thought about applying some fresh rubbing alcohol, but the last time he tried, he’d gotten some of it in his eye, and he didn’t care to repeat that mistake.

      “Fucking loser,” he said to his reflection in the mirror. He was not yet thirty, but his cheeks had the sunken look of an old man. His hair was a matted, oily bird’s nest fixed to his head at a drunken angle, and his one working eye was an ashen gray pool. He wondered when he had last smiled. He couldn’t remember.

      It wasn’t that he was miserable because of getting beat up. He was miserable all the time. He thought about Julie coming to his rescue and winced again. He wanted her to love him, not pity him. He wanted to make love to her, to show her he was manful, powerful, desirable.

      “You’re just lame,” he said.

      And he knew none of that was likely to change. Julie liked girls. She always had. It wasn’t personal. It wasn’t a rejection of him, but it still felt that way. He didn’t resent it, he just hoped that somehow, someday, he would change her mind. But his supply of hope was exhausted.

      It occurred to him that the only way to get her attention now was to do something dramatic, something irrevocable, something fatal. It wouldn’t mean that they’d end up together—that was a lost cause, and he knew it. But it might mean that she’d be sorry that she had not returned his love. And that felt…good.

      He could think of lots of ways he might end his miserable life, but few of them seemed appealing. He sat down at his kitchen table, peered at a pad of yellow legal paper with his one openable eye, and drew up a list of possible methods. Then, one at a time, he imagined what each method would feel like.

      He loved the quarry like no other place on earth—it was where his soul felt the most peaceful. But the idea of throwing himself on the rocks in its depths gave him vertigo. Poison seemed like a good option at first, but there were so many unknowns. Nobody tells you how much it might hurt, and he shuddered at the thought of it. Slitting his wrists in the bathtub just felt desperate. No, if he was going to go out, he wanted to do it with a little bit of flair, something a cut above how he had done…well, pretty much everything else in his life. After draining most of a bottle of rum, he had crossed every idea off his list but one.

      “Death by magick,” he said aloud. And he loved the sound of that. There was mystery in that. There was, perhaps, even some admiration to be had from it, at least from other magickians. And maybe, if he was lucky, from Julie.

      He liked to think that he had some talent at magick. He had read voraciously, and he had done a good many magickal workings, but he had to admit to himself that he had always gotten pretty spotty results. Still, he could make this work. He was sure of it.

      Killing himself by magickal means would still contain some unknowns, but he hadn’t heard of anyone else ever having done it. Just that fact alone recommended it. But that left a lot of decisions yet to be made. Which magickal system would he use? What powers would he call upon? How, exactly, did he want the end to come?

      Despite Julie’s incredulity the night before, none of the godforms were as close to his heart as the great Cthulu. He didn’t need her to remind him that the Great Old One was fictional. But it didn’t seem to matter. He had performed all the rituals in the Simon Necronomicon—at least all that had been practicable. Nothing had happened, but he had felt the warm glow of communion between the god and himself. It was an unfamiliar feeling—intimacy across vast, harrowing distances. At its core, magick was about mysticism, but this was the first time he had actually felt it. I will become food for the Great Old One, he thought, and as he did so, he felt his shoulders relax. It was right and fitting. If he couldn’t give himself to Julie, he would give himself to Cthulu.

      Yet the Simon Necronomicon had no ritual that would summon the Old One to feast upon the flesh of a supplicant. Nor did the Hay Necronomicon, nor any of the grimoires promising acquaintance with the Lovecraftian deities. He had collected them all and tried them all. Most were frauds intended to cash in on gullible dabblers—he knew that, but it hadn’t stopped him from trying them…just in case. Simon’s collection was the best of the lot, but contained nothing that would help him achieve his end. He could simply summon one of the Old Ones and see what would happen…

      What had once been a tendril of despair had grown into a thick vine, encircling his neck and threatening to choke him. He was tired. He laid his head on the table and simply allowed himself to stop. For one brief, blessed moment, all the voices in his head shouting about how he was seventeen kinds of shit somehow just shut the fuck up, and in the stillness, the space, the silence, the void, a symbol took shape.

      He jerked upright, his sunken eye now suddenly quick, moving back and forth as he seized upon the image. He turned to a blank page on the legal pad and drew the image burning in his brain. A thousand questions shouted themselves, so many that he could not hear himself think. He closed his eyes and tried to find the quiet place again. Gradually the voices faded, as if he were walking away from them into an empty room. And there was another image. He copied it onto the page.

      With a great effort of will, he continued to empty his mind of thought, evaluation, and inquiry. As he focused on silence, more images came into being. He recognized none of them. But to his great surprise, he understood them all. He copied each one as it appeared, taking note of the sequence.

      At first he thought they were sigils, but the meanings that came with them did not square with any sigils he knew. He tried not to evaluate them, but only to keep an empty space within so that they would keep coming, but wisps of questions still blew through his brain. Were they an alphabet? No, the meanings did not support that either. They’re cryptograms, he realized, before trying to banish the thought. They were like Chinese characters, older than alphabets, each containing a world of meaning bound to its symbolic form.

      And he knew that was right.

      He didn’t know how long he copied them. He only knew that when he was done, he had filled most of the legal pad with symbols he had never seen before. Then, uncertain that he would be able to recall their meanings, he opened a Mead composition book and began to translate the whole of it into English. Looking at each of the pictograms he had transcribed, he was relieved to find that their meanings flashed into his mind as quickly as he could write them down. After an exhausting couple of hours, he finally set down his pen. His eyes stung. He was tired.

      There was banging on the door. “Clive!”

      He knew the voice. It was Julie. He shrank in his chair. He did not want her to see him, not like this. Not roiling in shame as he was, his hair matted and his skin reeking as powerfully as he knew it was. He let her pound and yell. “I know you’re in there, Clive! Let me in!”

      He wanted to let her in, badly. But she had rejected him, just like every other girl he had ever taken a shine to. He didn’t know why she insisted on being a friend to him now. She owed him nothing. He opened his mouth to say, “Go away,” but he stopped himself. It would only encourage her. Hell, she might shoot off the lock and come in anyway. It would be just like her.

      So he kept quiet. Tearing the sheets from the legal pad, he arranged the pages so that all the symbols were visible. “Mors in Manibus Nostris: A Rite for the Reification of Death,” he read. He didn’t know how he could read it, but he could. Each of the symbols had lodged themselves in his brain and didn’t seem to be going anywhere.

      And it was a ritual. That was clear. He was relieved to see that it was not complex—unlike the Sacred Magick of Abramelin the Mage, this would not take weeks to perform, nor did it involve any ghastly bloodletting. It was simple, clean, and it seemed impossibly old. There were correspondences that did not seem at all intuitive to him, yet he understood even them. There was a structure to the ritual that defied logic, which seemed somehow fitting. But what surprised him most was the godform at the belly of the thing—not Cthulu, but Zushakon. Old Night, the Dark Silent One.

      Very well, if Cthulu would not have him, if Yog-Sothoth would not hear him, he would tender his worship to the eldritch god of death. It seemed right, somehow. And he had been rejected enough to know that he ought to take love where he could get it.
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        Here life has death for neighbor,

        And far from eye or ear

        Wan waves and wet winds labour,

        Weak ships and spirits steer;

        They drive adrift, and whither

        They wot not who make thither;

        But no such winds blow hither,

        And no such things grow here.

      

        

      
        —Algernon Charles Swinburne,

        “The Garden of Proserpine”
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      A rooster crowed, and as if in response, pink light broke out across Abel Nyland’s cornfield. Mia paused at the window over the sink at the sight of it, winding a strand of her hair around her fingertip that was now just a bit too red.

      “What?” Abel asked.

      “The light,” Mia said. “I know it comes every morning, but a part of me is always a little surprised.”

      Abel huffed. “What worries me is this wind whipping up. When there’s wind, there’s fire.” He took a swig of his coffee and grimaced at the acid taste. Mia was a lovely woman and a good wife, but she couldn’t make coffee worth shit. And she had a romantic streak to her that he didn’t understand and that often put her at odds with common sense, as he understood it. Abel was not a man who understood beauty. He understood tractors and numbers and the fickleness of a six-inch plank.

      Mia was always putting strange things in his food—spices he’d never heard of, and was reasonably certain she hadn’t either. He suspected that she bought things at the grocery at random just to torment him, and he didn’t understand why the woman couldn’t simply let eggs be eggs.

      “Abel?”

      “Mmmm,” he said, flipping over the previous day’s paper. Today’s paper wouldn’t arrive for a couple hours. Abel didn’t mind living a day behind the rest of the world. There was a strange comfort in knowing that the world had gotten used to whatever had happened and was still there. Thus, whatever had happened could not have been too bad.

      Ginger Beer whined. Abel adjusted his glasses and looked down at her. As soon as he met her eye, her tail started thumping. Glancing up to make sure Mia was still looking elsewhere, Abel fed her a bit of strangely spiced egg from his own fork. The yellow lab scarfed it up noisily with no attempt at deception.

      “Abel, what is that?”

      “What? What is what?” Abel said, a bit too quickly.

      “What is that?” she pointed out the window.

      He groaned. She wanted him to get up and come to the window. He did not want to get up and go to the window. Yet he knew from previous experience that she was not going to leave him be until he did. Grumbling, he wiped the sour coffee from his mustache on the sleeve of his flannel shirt and rose with a groan. Might as well get some fresh coffee while I’m up, he thought, feeling every day of his sixty-seven years as he made his way to the window.

      “What is it?” he asked, feeling a pang of Scandinavian guilt that he had just used three words where one would have sufficed.

      “Look there, gubben, what is that?”

      He squinted in the direction she was pointing. He saw the barn, but it looked as it always looked, just darker. So he looked to left of the barn, toward the first field. “I don’t see nothing, gumman.”

      “Open your eyes,” she said. “I’ve looked out this window every morning for forty-five years. That shadow was not there yesterday.”

      Abel let out an exasperated sigh. Next, she was going to ask him to go out there. Thing was, he knew he would. He saw it all unspool before him, an inevitable progression that was going to take him away from his coffee, his day-old news, and his exotically spiced eggs long before God intended him to budge from his chair. “I’ll get my coat,” he sighed.

      “I’m coming with you,” she said.

      “Suit yourself,” he said, his voice ripe with resignation.

      He snatched up his quilted hunting jacket. As soon as he did so, Ginger Beer barked and leaped up, tail wagging in anticipation. “Inside voice,” Abel said to her.

      He paused and waited for Mia to put on her coat. Then he had to wait for her to check the stove. Then he had to wait for her to trade her slippers for her boots. I could have had another cup of coffee, he grumbled inwardly, but he didn’t dare say it aloud. Ginger Beer turned tight circles in excited anxiety.

      Finally, Mia was ready. Abel snatched up a flashlight next to the door and undid the latch. He held it open for his wife and dog and then followed, the smells of coffee and bacon and dusty couches blown away by the crisp bite of the dawn breeze. His nostrils twitched as he took in the smell of wet earth, manure, and alfalfa, the most enticing scent known to humankind. Abel felt suddenly awake and blessed. The dark, quiet earth seemed charged with a divine power that every farmer worth his salt lived for. He knew some would call that a romantic notion, but in his heart he knew that it was simply the plain fact of it.

      He descended the five steps at the end of the porch with an alacrity that surprised even him, then held a hand up to Mia as she approached the stairs. She took it, but as soon as she was down, she withdrew it and put it back in her pocket.

      They walked toward the shadow as Ginger Beer ran ahead of them. Abel could see the shadow now, but he wasn’t going to say so. He switched on the flashlight and illumined their path.

      “Thy word is a lamp unto my feet,” she said.

      “It’s a flashlight,” he objected. This was the problem with romantic people. They were always inserting symbols and such that only got in the way of seeing things plain. Mia’s fancy irritated him, but in his honest moments, he had to admit that it brought needed ornamentation to his life—like the delicate doilies she put under everything that rested on anything else, like the flower pattern she’d painted near the ceiling of the bathroom all the way around, like the goddam garam masala in his eggs, whatever that was.

      They slowed as they neared the field. In a couple of months, the corn would be coming up—Abel’s main crop. There shouldn’t be anything in his field right now except meticulously plowed rows and writhing segmented worms, as God intended.

      But there was something. Ginger Beer had noticed it too. Her ears flattened against her head as she alternated between sniffing and barking.

      “Is that a car?” Mia asked. “I’ve seen these new boxy cars. Ugly things. It could be that.”

      “Looks more like a shed.”

      “Someone put a shed in our field in the middle of the night? Who would do that?”

      Abel grunted. There was more light now, the pink drawing yellows and reds alongside it, and increasing its potency with every passing second. Abel still shone the flashlight ahead of them. They were a stone’s throw away from the thing when he held out his arm to stop her.

      Ginger Beer had halted about four feet from the thing and was barking continually. A frown clouded Abel’s Scandinavian brow—an expression that was no stranger to his face, but not ordinarily this severe. “Stay here,” he said to his wife. He stepped forward toward the thing and was relieved that she obeyed him. He was also a bit surprised, but he let the thought go as soon as it came.

      He stopped again, about fifteen feet away from…whatever it was. The light was breaking in grand form over the sky now, bathing the few stratocumulus clouds with brilliant color. Ordinarily, he would no longer have needed the flashlight, but he kept it trained on the object, because he still had no idea what he was seeing.

      “Ginger, be quiet! I can’t hear myself think!” he shouted. The dog looked uncertain, but came to his side, whining as she kept pace with him. He began to circle the thing, moving to his left.

      “Abel! What is it?” Mia called.

      He didn’t answer. He didn’t know. It appeared to be a block of stone, rough but regular, an almost perfect cube. It looked like it might be pink in color, but Abel distrusted the light. Yet every moment the morning grew brighter, and he began to suspect it was the color of adobe brick.

      “It looks like a block of…I don’t know, not a rock, but…” he trailed off. As he and Ginger Beer continued to circle, he saw that the uniformity of the shape was changing.

      He sensed motion behind him and glanced over his shoulder. Mia was no closer to the thing than she had been, but she was circumambulating now as well. He thought of telling her to stay still, but bit his tongue. She was a grown woman, after all. “Abel, are you scared?” she called out.

      He didn’t answer. He kept the flashlight trained on the object as he walked. He saw a concave opening in it. No, that wasn’t quite right. There were huge sections missing from one side of it, jagged indentations, almost digging into the thing like the mouth of a cave. But if it was the mouth of a cave, there was something in that mouth.

      Ginger Beer was sniffing furiously around the thing, keeping a distance of about two feet. The flashlight no longer had any effect, so Abel shut it off and slung it on his belt. Then he returned his attention to the object. Suddenly, Mia was beside him, and when she spoke it startled him.

      “Abel, what is that?”

      He didn’t rebuke her. He felt her hand on his arm and he did not refuse it. A part of him was glad of it. He grasped her hand; holding it tightly, they advanced toward what Abel began to think of as “the cube.”

      Mia stopped and pulled him back. “That’s a sculpture.”

      “What?”

      “There’s an opening there⁠—”

      “I see it.”

      ”—and there’s something in the opening.”

      “I see that too, gumman.”

      “But it’s not moving.”

      “No.”

      They took another step toward it, then another. Abel began to suspect that she was right. As the light increased, he saw that there was the figure of a man carved into the block. But it was as if the sculpture was not finished, as the man’s torso blended into the block at about belt level. Abel blinked. He could make out the details of the belt buckle, in fact, just before it became an amorphous expanse of stone or clay or whatever it was.

      But this was not a sculpture of a man in repose. It was a man in pain. His fingers were extended, palms facing Abel, and his face distorted as if pressed against glass. But there was no glass. The man wore a flannel shirt over a t-shirt and a vest over both. More detail than that was hard to gauge, as everything was the same orange/pink color. The man’s mouth was open in a silent cry—but whether it was supposed to be expressing agony or surprise, Abel could not tell.

      “It’s horrible,” Mia said, clutching his arm so tight it had begun to tingle. He did not remove her hand, however. Instead, they stepped closer.

      He didn’t disagree with her assessment. It was horrible. It was also confusing. Was the man flying? His arms were spread wide, hands ready for impact with…something. His eyes were wide with what could only be terror.

      Abel’s own eyes widened. “I know that man.”

      “What?” Mia asked.

      “I know that man,” Abel repeated. He never repeated himself, not ever. “That there is Troy Swanson.”
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        * * *

      

      Peg rose from her seat by the stained glass in her office. Having finished her morning prayer, she tottered over to her desk to check her calendar for the day. I should have checked it before I prayed, she chastised herself. That way I could have invited Jesus to join me for all the meetings I have lined up. But she knew she had the Lord’s ear anytime and didn’t waste much energy berating herself over it.

      Her shoulders slumped as she saw the first item, underscored in red. CALL JULIE. She sighed. She looked over the other commitments for the day—a visit to Emil Peters, now on oxygen for emphysema; then a quick car trip out to the nursing home in Coleman to visit Faye Garfield. She had dementia, and it was always a toss-up whether Faye would remember her or not. But whether she recognized her was not important. What was important was that Peg brought her, in the metonymous form of her own pastorly person, the presence of her church, the congregation that had held her and loved her and nurtured her for eighty-nine years. It was a sacramental act, and she was herself that sacrament. It didn’t matter if Faye recognized it as such or not. It was so. And it was important.

      Peg sighed. In the afternoon, she had an appointment to have her hair and nails done. She considered cancelling it and taking the time for a nap instead. It doesn’t bode well that you’re daydreaming about your nap at seven in the morning, she thought. She decided to keep the appointment.

      “No use putting this off any further,” she said aloud and fished her cell phone out of her pocket.

      “Wullo,” her daughter’s sleepy voice responded after three rings.

      “Good morning, sunshine,” her mother said.

      “God, mother, do you know what time it is?”

      “Don’t you have to be at work at eight?”

      “Yeah, so? Let a girl sleep.”

      Peg blinked, not following her daughter’s logic. When Peg was her age, she would have needed at least two hours to prepare for her day—showering, fixing her hair, applying makeup, eating breakfast. It suddenly occurred to her that her daughter had a very different relationship to her body. Could she really roll out of bed, put on her clothes, and rush out the door in fifteen minutes or less? It seemed implausible.

      “Honey, I have something to talk to you about. It’s important.”

      “Are you dying?” her daughter asked.

      The question startled her. Peg opened her mouth to say, “Yes,” but thought better of it. “Not…right now,” she said finally.

      “Then it can wait.” The phone went dead.

      Peg deflated a bit. She had missed her chance. She set the phone down on her desk and stared at it. Should she call back? She hated to think what her daughter might say in her somnolent wrath. Julie’s right, a voice in her head said. It can wait. You have six months, after all.

      Peg knew that voice. It was the voice of procrastination and easy outs. It was the voice of temptation, and it was all too easy to give in to it.

      She was so lost in thought that when the phone rang, she jumped several inches off the floor. “Jesus fleas!” she swore. She glanced at the phone, hoping against hope it would be Julie, apologizing for her grumpiness, asking her mother what she wanted to talk about.

      But it wasn’t Julie. The phone flashed “TED” in large block letters.

      She picked it up. “Hello, dear,” she said.

      “Peg, dear, are we still on for tea?” Ted’s voice was somewhere in between a Boston and a British accent. If she didn’t know him so well, she’d swear it was an affectation. Instead, she knew that it was just Ted.

      “I am. Are you?”

      “Quite. But I wanted to check because someone—a very cute someone, mind—asked me what I was doing this afternoon.”

      She marveled at Ted’s libido. He was older than she was, but his drive—especially for younger Filipino men—seemed limitless. “Well, Ted, if you’d rather⁠—”

      “Posh. I’ll tell him I’ll meet him for supper. I just wanted to be sure first.”

      “Thank you, dear, because…well, I have something rather important I need to talk with you about.”

      “Oh? And you don’t want to spill it over the phone?”

      “I’d rather not.”

      “Well, tea and intrigue. I feel as if I’m in a cozy mystery. All we need now are scones.”

      “I won’t stop you from bringing them.”

      “Consider it done. La-ta.” He hung up.

      “Well, that’s something to look forward to,” she said to herself. After her hair and nails, Ted. She willed herself to brighten. But she wished he were here now. She would tell him everything, and he would hold her hand and comfort her and tell her all would be well. He would hold her steady with his eye. He would exhort her to avoid the temptation of despair. He would remind her that God cares about her and will not forsake her. She needed to hear all of that desperately.

      She thought about going back into prayer and asking Jesus to hold her. But a glance at the clock told her that she didn’t have time for such indulgences. Grabbing a tissue, she dabbed at her eyes, straightened her back, and raised her chin. “Time to pastor,” she said to the empty room. She headed toward her coatrack, toward the door, toward the town she had vowed to shepherd and love.
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        * * *

      

      Milala Caballero put the tiny butane torch to her cigar and puckered her lips, drawing in just enough air to make the end glow. She blew out the smoke with an air of satisfaction, turning her head to bless everything around as she did so.

      Milala, a squat young woman in her mid-twenties, was of the South Sierra Miwok people. She had raven black hair gathered into a single braid hanging down her back. Her fingers were stubby; her eyebrows were thick enough to comb. She wore crocs that did not match—one blue, one pink—and that suited her. Every step proclaimed her status as a two-spirit, blessed by the Creator with gender fluidity, and therefore worthy of the world’s esteem.

      The porch of the Starbucks was deserted, which she thought odd for a morning joint. But it was cold, she conceded. She felt the chill, but it was an objective thing, not something within her. The cold had always been a comforting friend to her. She sat in her friend’s company and smoked.

      “Hi, there!” said a bubbly woman emerging from the stainless-steel door of the Starbucks. She had a ponytail, but her hair was blond and seemed to defy gravity. “I’m Chrissy. Welcome to Starbucks!”

      “Chrissy. Of course you are. I guess ‘Bambi’ was taken?” Milala asked.

      Chrissy was holding a wash rag, and her smile was exaggerated. She cocked her head like a confused dog. “I’m so sorry, but I’m afraid there’s no smoking on the patio,” she said.

      “Because…”

      “Because it will disturb our other guests.” She flashed Milala a smile that seemed almost sincere. But it was clearly a practiced smile, lacking any mirth or warmth.

      “I don’t see any other guests. Who am I disturbing?” Milala asked. She took an exaggerated drag on her cheroot and blew it in Chrissy’s direction. She watched her wince.

      “If anyone chooses to sit out here, we want them to feel welcome and not have to worry about smoke.”

      “So, I should not smoke just in case anyone else wants to sit out here?” Milala asked.

      “That’s right.”

      Milala nodded, but she did not put out the cigar. “To my people, this is a sacred plant. We don’t use it mindlessly. We use it to pray.”

      “So…you were out here…praying?”

      She moved her head back and forth. “I was about to. But it blesses everything it touches. We bless, and then we pray.” That was not exactly true, but she didn’t expect Miss Hair to know that.

      “I see. Well, if Father Mallory wanted to fire up his censor and blast the porch with frankincense, I’m afraid I’d have to tell him the same thing.”

      Milala raised one eyebrow. That was a worthy comeback. Perhaps she had underestimated Chrissy. She put her feet on the chair across from her and leaned back, cigar still between her teeth, but probably starting to go out, she reckoned.

      “Oh, and please—no feet on the furniture,” Chrissy said.

      Milala did not move. Instead, she narrowed her eyes. She opened her mouth, but Chrissy seemed to be on a roll.

      “Also, the porch is for customers only. If you’d like to come in and order a beverage, I would be happy to serve you.” She flashed that smile again. It was a pretty smile, Milala had to admit. Those were lips she would not mind tasting—but this was not a woman of substance; she was a woman of air, not of soil. Still, those lips would be good for one night. Yes, she would like to be served by Chrissy. She would like that very much.

      “And if I don’t order a…beverage?”

      “Then I’ll have to ask you to take your cigar and your feet and your prayers somewhere else.”

      Milala nodded again and stood up. If they were naked and she embraced Chrissy, the young woman’s pert teats would rest on the top of Milala’s head. The idea of kissing her tummy was lovely. “I guess I’ll move along then, someplace where a cup of coffee doesn’t cost my whole day’s budget for food.”

      “Thank you for coming to Starbucks.” That smile again.

      “Uh…Chrissy. Could I have your phone number?”

      The smile faded quickly—amazingly so. It was replaced by confusion, and then comprehension, and then disgust. “Ew!” she said, and turned on her heel, snapping open the stainless steel door with a yank.

      Milala pulled out her lighter again and relit the cigar. She puffed a few times, a final blessing for the oje-ajnt shop. Her feet were beginning to feel a little too blessed by the cold, so it was time to walk.

      She was wearing a blanket as a scarf, and now she gathered it around herself. Glancing up at the sky, she knew she would not need it for long. The sun would be showing off today, after he got his coffee in him.

      She decided to walk to Elmo’s where she could get good coffee—strong, bitter, and sour as Creator intended. And only fifty cents to boot for a bottomless cup. She blessed each shop she passed with the smoke of her cigar.

      “She was hot.”

      Milala stopped and looked around. She knew that voice. It was not a welcome voice. “Where are you, you tricky son of a bitch?” she asked.

      Coyote stepped out from behind a mailbox and showed her his teeth. His gray fur was still bushy from his winter coat. His tail was down, which suggested that he was not in a good mood. Nevertheless, he said, “It’s a blessed morning, Caballero.”

      “It was. And then you showed up,” she answered.

      “Hey, now. That’s no way to speak to a deity.” He did not look offended, however.

      “It’s no way to speak to a respectable deity,” she countered.

      “It’s no way to speak to your elders or your betters,” he insisted.

      Milala had no answer for that. “What do you want?”

      “I want to walk with you for a stretch.”

      “So walk. Unless you’re going to object to the cigar as well,” she said.

      “Bless the whole block. Hiyi, bless the whole town. I like it.”

      “Me, too.”

      “She was pretty,” Coyote said.

      “She was,” Milala said. “But she would never make an ohjant for me.”

      “No. Fun, though.”

      “That’s not the Beauty Way,” Milala reminded him.

      “You’ve never let that stop you before.”

      “Hmf. You here for a reason, or you just decide to pick on me today?”

      “The wind does not command me, little daughter.”

      “Then what? Play your trick and be done with me.”

      “No tricks,” Coyote assured her.

      “Then what?” Milala repeated. “I’m gonna plant my feet like a black oak until you tell me what you’re up to.”

      “I would rather walk together.”

      Milala stopped and glared at him.

      Coyote sniggered, made a circle, and sat, looking up at her. “That’s fine.”

      Milala let out an exasperated sigh and started walking again. Coyote fell into step beside her, his coat gliding over his haunches like flowing water.

      “I have a task for you,” he said.

      “Is it a request or an order?”

      “That depends on whether you choose to defy me, daughter.”

      “It’s an order, then,” Milala decided.

      “Harmony is being wounded. Someone needs to bring the balance.”

      “And that someone is me?” Milala asked.

      “We would like it to be so.”

      Milala stopped again and looked down at him. “We?”

      Coyote showed her his teeth again. It was an attempt at a human smile, she knew, but it looked terrifying.

      “Did Creator send you?” Milala asked.

      “Would that make a difference?” Coyote asked.

      “I think it would.”

      Coyote said nothing. Instead he sat, parted one leg, and started to lick at his belly.

      “All right then, what is it?” Her voice was still full of something—indignance, distrust, uncertainty—it was a stew. There was also a quaver in it. She could not refuse Creator anything.

      “We want you to go south, to the oje-ajnt village, Karlstadt. They need one of The People to drum for them.”

      “Since when?” Milala asked.

      “Since the harmony was broken,” Coyote answered.

      “The harmony was broken a long time ago, big brother.”

      “Not like this. They need medicine…or they will. Very soon now. You need to drum for them.”

      “I could do this, I suppose. But I would only consider doing it for Creator, not for you. Is this request from Creator?”

      Coyote flashed his teeth at her.

      “Tricks,” Milala said. “All right. I have given you a hearing. You can go.”

      “Will you drum?” Coyote asked.

      “I’ll pray on this. I will stir my kettle.”

      Coyote licked his lips. “If you stir too long, stew becomes mush.” Looking both ways, he dashed across the street and disappeared behind a dumpster.
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        * * *

      

      Julie set down her coffee cup and sighed. On her desk a mountain of paperwork taunted her.

      Jake’s desk faced hers, the front edge butting up against the front edge of her own. Her stack of paperwork threatened to topple over and slide down from her desk to his. She straightened the stack.

      Jake looked up from the file folder he was perusing and gave her a tentative smile. “Morning,” he said.

      “If you say so,” she returned.

      “Bad day?” he asked.

      “My mother called me at, like, 7am.”

      Jake blinked. “I love your mom.”

      “You can have her,” Julie said.

      “For a pastor, she’s pretty cool. I heard her cuss once,” Jake said.

      Julie narrowed one eye at him, then turned back to the pile on her desk. She pulled her chair out and sat in it like she was dropping a sack of rocks. She pulled the first of the files from the top and snatched up a pen.

      This was the one part of the job she truly hated. She loved being out in the town, being on patrol, answering calls, investigating. But in the end, every significant thing that happened required someone to write about it, and all too often that someone was her. She told herself that every job had good parts and bad parts. It didn’t help.

      “Uh, Julie…in your report about last night⁠—”

      Julie jerked upright. “Clive!” she said.

      “Uh…yeah, he was part of it, I guess. But⁠—”

      “I have to check on Clive.” She pulled out her cell phone. Then she hesitated. She thought about how upset she had been when her mom woke her up that morning. Clive fancied himself a ceremonial magickian, and in typical magickal fashion that meant staying up impossibly late and rising after noon. She would not endear herself to her friend if she woke him. Plus, he was injured. She wanted him to heal, and that meant she wanted him to sleep. She put the phone back down.

      “I’m turning into my mother,” she told Jake.

      “You don’t look anything like your mother,” Jake said.

      “No, but I act like her. Just like her. I hate it.”

      Jake cleared his throat. “Um…like I was saying…about last night. Can you…you know…not mention in your report…or to Thom…that I went there…you know…hoping to catch Satanists?”

      “Don’t want tilting at windmills going into your permanent file, eh, Cowboy?” Julie cocked her head.

      “I have no idea what that means, but…I feel embarrassed about it, now.” Jake ran his fingers through his hair, glanced up to check that Celia was at her desk by the door and not close enough to hear. Nevertheless, he lowered his voice to a hoarse whisper. “I don’t want Thom to think he can’t trust me with…you know, important assignments.”

      “Like single-handedly busting a Central Valley Satanic Sewing Circle?”

      “It’s not funny.” Jake sighed. “Sometimes I look at myself and I just think I’m ridiculous. How could anyone take me seriously? I mean, that time when I asked you out—that was the most humiliating experience of my life. And I’ve got a whole catalog of fuck-ups.”

      “Look, Jake, I’m not holding onto that, so you gotta let it go too. And it’s not like I was mean to you. I told you that you’re a wonderful guy, a good guy. You’re just not my guy. No guy is my guy. That’s not humiliating, that’s just the truth. But you focused on the last thing I said, and not the first things. But those are also true: you are a good guy, wonderful even. And you’re a competent deputy⁠—”

      “Ouch—that’s faint praise,” he muttered.

      “You’re green, dude. You’ll get better. Look, you don’t want to fail upward, do you?”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means you don’t want to be given more responsibility than you can handle and fuck it up, do you?”

      Jake stared at his desk. “I guess not.”

      “No. You want to be right where you are, solid and dependable and boring⁠—”

      “I’m boring?” Jake almost wailed.

      Julie looked over at Celia. She was looking at them now and scowling.

      Julie shushed him. Then, in a lowered voice she said, “I just mean that you shouldn’t try anything flashy, like you tried to pull last night. That would have ended in sitcom-style disaster. Just…do what you’re doing, but focus on doing it excellently. Thom will notice. I promise.”

      Jake didn’t look sure.

      “Thom will give you more responsibility when he thinks you’re ready. Do you trust Thom?”

      “Yeah, of course. He’s a great sheriff.”

      “Yeah? Well, I think so too. But he’s also a good judge of character.”

      “I think he’s afraid.”

      “Afraid? Of what?”

      “Of anyone…me or you…getting hurt. I mean, he lost his brother and Emma in the same week. People say…he’s gun-shy.”

      “Thom is not gun-shy. I’ve seen him with a gun.”

      “That’s not what I mean. I mean…he takes all the dangerous calls himself. He’s afraid we’ll get hurt, just like…you know.”

      “You know what that sounds like to me? Sour grapes. Thom isn’t giving you more responsibility because you’re not ready for it, and so you make up some bullshit conspiracy theory to explain it instead of just taking responsibility for your own shit.”

      “That’s not true⁠—”

      “It’s totally fucking true. Now…get to work.”

      She turned over another file with a huff. Then she remembered she wasn’t finished with the first one, and turned back to it a little sheepishly. She hoped she sounded convincing. Jake was on to something, but she felt protective of Thom. She knew that a part of him was deeply sad, broken even. But Thom had trusted her in this job when other departments had passed on her. She was too small, too weak, too female, too witchy, too weird, too…something. But Thom had seen her. He had given her a chance. And she was going to make damn sure Jake gave Thom the benefit of the doubt.

      A telephone rang on the other side of the office, and Celia picked it up. A few moments later, she called out. “Hessup! Got a call for you. Missing person.”

      “Do I need backup?” He glanced at Julie.

      She raised an eyebrow, waiting.

      “Earl Sjöberg has gone missing again.”

      Julie snorted. Earl had dementia and had repeatedly “left for work” from the nursing home on Fifth, sometimes clothed, sometimes not. That would mean Jake would most likely be spending the next couple of hours working a grid in his shop until he found him. “Have fun, Cowboy. And Jake?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Find Earl before he freezes his testicles off. Get the little stuff right. The big stuff will follow.”
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        * * *

      

      Peg Barkley handed Ted the letter and looked away.

      “What’s this?” he asked, setting down his peach scone. Every Tuesday at 3pm, the former Father Ted Fitzwilliam came to Peg’s office at the First Congregational Church for tea. Usually, they gossiped and teased one another and brainstormed the lectionary readings for the following Sunday. But Peg wasn’t feeling particularly jolly.

      Cloud cover dimmed the normally bright stained glass, casting an ominous shadow over her office, which only added to her melancholy. And wafting in through the window was the sound of Martin Olafson’s New Orleans-style jazz band. They normally rehearsed at the Methodist Church, but every now and then there was a conflict and they used the sanctuary at First Congregational. Peg hated Jazz in pretty much any form. It was an irrational antipathy, she knew, but it had seemed to be the soundtrack to many dark episodes in her life, so it was not a kind of music she chose to listen to. Unfortunately, when Martin and his merry band were storming it up in her own sanctuary, it was hard to escape it. Its strains were melancholy, too, but with a forced cheerfulness on top that struck her as disingenuous.

      Peg tried to block it out. She focused on Ted as he examined the envelope. His pencil-thin mustache twitched as he read the return address. He looked up and caught her eye. She realized she had been pacing. She forced herself to sit down. She watched as his slender fingers opened the envelope and extracted the letter. He set the envelope aside as he unfolded the papers within and glanced over them with quick eyes.

      He had been the parish priest here when she’d arrived. And then he’d fallen in love. Instead of hiding it, he’d stepped down from the altar and petitioned for laicization. She admired him for that, more than she could say, even if the man he’d fallen for was thirty years his junior and had little in common with him other than a devotion to the Blessed Mother. “The heart operates by its own inscrutable logic,” she’d told herself when it happened. The townsfolk had not been quite as accepting, but they were coming around. Ted had always been well-liked. He had also always been a bit flamboyant, so his orientation had come as a surprise to few.

      He flipped through the other papers in the short stack, folded them again neatly, and replaced them in the envelope. When he looked up at her again, his eyes were brimming. “Oh, my dear. I don’t know what half of these test results mean, but I get the gist of it. I’m so, so sorry.”

      She leaned over, took his hand, and squeezed it. Then she sat back again. She was no longer tempted to pace. Now she wasn’t sure if she could fight the gravity.

      “What’s the treatment?” he asked.

      “I don’t know, Ted.”

      “Your doctor didn’t discuss treatments?”

      “Yes, and I have to give him my answer at our next meeting.” She looked at him hopefully. “Will you come with me?”

      “Of course, dear.”

      The narrow stained glass strip that ran from floor to ceiling bathed the office in multicolored glory. She had always loved this office, mostly because of that window, but today it was doing little to cheer her. “If I go through with the chemo, I’ll have six months at most. Six months of puking into little bags and feeling like shit until I die. Or…I could refuse treatment and feel fine…until I don’t.”

      “And how long will you have?”

      “Four months, give or take.”

      Ted’s face fell, and he blinked against tears already falling on his cheeks. “Oh love,” he said and leaned over, covering her like the sky, squeezing her shoulders and touching his ear to her cheek. It was the most awkward hug Peg could remember in ages, but she patted at his hand until he rose up again.

      He pulled a bright handkerchief from his breast pocket and blew. His short-cropped gray hair was always perfect, which frustrated her, as her efforts to wrangle her own hair into submission every morning failed as often as they succeeded. He was also painfully thin, while she had put on a little padding at the hips. She realized with a note of dark humor that both problems would soon be solved.

      “What?” He noticed. “What’s funny?”

      “Nothing.” She waved him away. “Just…if I do the treatment, I’ll lose my hair. If I don’t, I’ll be as skinny as you.”

      “So?”

      She shook her head. “Never mind. Look, the tea is getting cold.”

      “Can’t have that.” The teapot was covered in a knitted cozy that had been bright yellow at one time. Now most of its color was borrowed from the light thrown by the stained glass. Peg poured two cups and offered one to Ted. The jazz band next door in the sanctuary struck up “Tailgate Ramble.” She recognized the song immediately, but couldn’t remember why.

      “I wonder,” Ted said, taking up his cup. “Would you rather not know?”

      “And just let it surprise me? Wake up dead one morning?” She eyed her scone, sitting on its napkin, but didn’t pick it up.

      He laughed darkly. “I suppose. The results are like a little window into the future. And not a welcome future.”

      “No. I can see how getting hit by a truck would be a surprise, but…I can’t see how this is much of a surprise. And yet…it doesn’t tell me how the end will come—what I’ll look like, the room I’ll be in, how skinny I’ll be⁠—”

      “My dear, this is a very selfish thing to say,” Ted interrupted, “but I don’t know how I’m going to carry on without our time together.”

      “You’re right—it’s a very selfish thing to say. Selfish…and sweet.” She sipped at the tea. It was still warm enough to enjoy. So for a brief moment she let herself enjoy it.

      “How do you feel?”

      “How do I feel?” Peg asked. “I feel fine. I mean, I feel like a woman in middle age is supposed to feel, I suppose. My joints hurt and my toenails look like potato chips—don’t know when that happened. But I feel…normal.”

      Ted nodded. “But…how do you feel?”

      “Oh. Emotionally.”

      “Yes, dear.”

      She blew on the tea, enjoying the steam tickling her nose. “I don’t know yet. I’m still…processing, I suppose.”

      “Because you’re a computer.” Ted raised an eyebrow. She loved the way he held his pinky aloft ostentatiously, as if the teacup were caustic to it somehow. “Where do you feel your feelings…in your body?”

      “Oh, Ted.” She lowered the cup and saucer to her lap. “I can’t allow myself to ask questions like that.”

      “You can’t allow yourself not to,” he said.

      She said nothing. She hated when he was right. But there was work to be done. “I have work,” she said.

      “Your work is to form parishioners into ministers. So…give them an opportunity to minister to you.”

      “Ideally, I would agree with you. But…I don’t want to give them a reason.”

      He didn’t push it. She knew he understood. He knew what it was like to be at the mercy of public opinion. Peg had not come into her job under the best of circumstances, and there were some among her congregation who did not want anyone to forget it.

      “Have you told Julie?” Ted asked.

      Peg did not look at him. Instead, she looked at a spot far away as she shook her head slowly back and forth.

      “Ah.” He set his cup and saucer down. “Why not?”

      “I tried, but…” She looked at him and forced a smile. “But turns out I’m telling you first. You have to tell someone first.”

      “Alright…and I’m flattered, dear. But Julie deserves to know.”

      “She does.”

      “When are you going to tell her?”

      She considered getting huffy with her friend, but then sighed instead. “Soon. I guess. When the time is right.”

      “That sounds a lot like never. You’re going to have to tell her sometime.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why not today?”

      “She’s working.”

      “She takes breaks.”

      “She…” Peg looked away again. “She doesn’t want to talk to me. She makes excuses every time I try. I tried to call this morning, but I woke her up and I only ended up making her mad.”

      “So? Make her mad. She’ll forget all about being mad the moment you actually tell her.” He narrowed one eye at her.

      “I hate upsetting her. She takes any excuse to push me away.”

      “You don’t want to upset her, or you don’t want to feel upset?”

      Peg looked at her friend again—a warning look. “Julie and I…it’s complicated. You know that.”

      “‘It’s complicated’ is a relationship status, not a reason.”

      “Well, it’s our relationship status—Julie and mine’s.”

      “Your grammar makes me wince, dear.”

      “And pushing me like this makes me…”

      “Yes, makes you what?”

      She blinked back her own tears now. She didn’t know why. She sniffed and focused on her friend’s face. She noticed several gray hairs on his neck that he had missed while shaving. They made her love him even more.

      It sounded like Martin stopped his band halfway through “As I Lay My Burden Down,” but the trombone didn’t get the message. It carried on for a couple of measures by itself before trailing off. A moment later, they all launched into it again.

      Ted continued, “Peg, dear, every relationship I have ever had was complicated. Messy. Fucked up, even. It’s a fallen world, and no one gets out of here without getting bunged up. Your relationship with your daughter is broken. Welcome to the club. It’s called being human. Man up and go talk to her.”

      “Did you just say ‘Man up’ to me?”

      “I did. Fine. Woman up, whatever. Grow a pair of ovaries and go tell your daughter. She deserves to know.”

      “I suppose she does.”

      “There’s no supposing about it. You’re going to need her.”

      “That’s a scary thought.”

      “Swallowing your pride and having to lean on her? Yes. Scary.”

      “I did everything wrong with her, and she never misses an opportunity to rub it in my face.”

      “Well, now is your time to turn that around, do something right for a change.”

      “Why break a streak, though?”

      Ted smiled. “There’s my girl.”
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        * * *

      

      Sheriff Thom Lind paused at the top stair. He was just about to reach for the door handle to the Inyo County Sheriff’s office when it occurred to him that his life was on a loop. I’m stuck in fucking Groundhog Day, he thought. In a moment, he’d reach for that door handle, just as he had done yesterday and the day before that and the day before that. He sighed, knowing it was inevitable. He reached for it again and stepped into the office.

      It was quiet, as usual, the silence punctuated by the occasional pings of cell phones and whining of printers. A phone was ringing, but that was efficiently squelched by Celia, who gave him a wave as she greeted a caller. She picked up a small stack of pink notes and held them aloft in his direction. Like a trained dog, he moved toward her and took them, then shuffled toward his office. In a few minutes, Celia would be finished with her call and would bring him coffee. The coffee would never have enough sugar, so he would open his desk and remedy that.

      “Good morning, Emma,” he said to the pine box that had pride of place on his bookshelf. Emma said nothing. The flowers he had placed in a crystal vase next to the box were starting to wilt. He pulled his cell phone from his hip pocket and opened the TO DO list app. “Flowers,” he typed, then put it back. He sat down with a groan that might have seemed exaggerated for a man in his early forties, but he felt every bit of it. Just once, he thought, I’d like the day to bring…something different.

      “G’mornin’ sheriff,” Celia said, a steaming cup of coffee in hand. She smiled professionally and set the cup on his desk, as she always did.

      “Thank you, Cel,” he said, as he always did.

      Celia was exactly his age. They’d gone to school together, from kindergarten straight through high school. He’d gone to college, and she’d gotten married. She was smarter than he was, he knew that, but he’d gotten the degree. Now she ran the place, and he was the figure-head. She’d been pretty once, but she wasn’t one of those women to whom the years had been kind. Her hips could generously be called impressive, and she embraced a high-school librarian aesthetic, complete with cat eye glasses that hung from a lanyard.

      “Drink up. You’ll need two of these in you, quick,” she said, pointing to the coffee.

      “Why? What’s up?”

      “You haven’t looked at the pink slips yet?”

      “No. Saving those for after my coffee.”

      “I’ll save you the trouble then. They’re all from Abel Nyland⁠—”

      “All of them?”

      “All of them.”

      “Jesus God, help me. What’s he want?”

      “Someone dumped a piece of public art in his cornfield last night.”

      “Public art? What does that even mean?”

      “Like a big sculpture that you see next to a state building, with a fountain to one side.”

      “I hate that stuff. I can never figure it out. Have you seen that one in Chicago? Looks like the top of a spaceship melted?”

      “No, but I know what you mean. I’ll take a bronze bust of Walt Disney any day.”

      “Now that’s art,” Thom agreed. “Why did someone dump a…is it a sculpture?”

      “It is.”

      “Why did someone dump a sculpture in Abel’s field?”

      “That appears to be the question of the hour.”

      “What’s it a sculpture of? Or can anyone tell?”

      “Ah…I think you’d better go see for yourself. Abel’s pretty wound up about it. I suggest you go out and see if you can smooth some feathers.”

      “Jesus. Who’s in?”

      “Hessup is out looking for Earl Sjöberg⁠—”

      “Again? It’s—” He glanced at the clock. “Oh. Yep, time for Earl to leave for work. Damn.”

      “Third time this month,” Celia noted.

      Thom frowned. “Think he can handle it? Maybe I better help him⁠—”

      Celia held her hand up to stop him. Then she pointed to a chair. “May I?”

      Thom’s eyebrows rose. This was a departure from the daily script, and he felt a bit lost.

      Celia sat. She put her hands in her lap and cocked her head, shaking it sadly as she looked at him.

      “Celia, you are looking at me as if I were a wet kitten who’s just gotten into mischief.”

      She ignored that. Instead, she said, “If a younger man isn’t being admired by an older man, he’s being hurt.”

      “He is?”

      She nodded. “He is.”

      “Aaaand…the younger man here is Jake?”

      “Yes.”

      “And the older man in question is me, I take it?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you’re telling me to admire him?”

      “I am.”

      “Doesn’t he need to…oh, I don’t know…do something admirable first?”

      “How can he, when you keep his leash so tight that he can’t turn around without tripping on it?”

      “He trips on his leash?”

      “He does.”

      Thom scowled and looked at his coffee. “Do you think that’s really true?”

      “I don’t think it, boss, I know it.”

      Thom looked away. He desperately wanted to reach for a square of chocolate, but a voice in his head warned him not to do that in front of Celia. He pursed his lips and rocked back and forth a bit in his chair. “You don’t think I should go back him up?”

      She narrowed one eye. “It’s Earl Sjöberg.”

      “We found him naked as a Christmas goose last time he went missing. He had hypothermia.”

      She said nothing to this.

      “You know, I wasn’t there when Roy needed me. Or when Emma needed me⁠—”

      Celia cut him off. “You remind me of that every day.”

      “Nonsense. This is the first time I’ve ever⁠—”

      “You remind me of that every single day when you hover over your deputies as if they’re fragile little flowers. You try to be everywhere. You try to be there for everyone. And you can’t. Goddam it, Thom, you’re going to burn yourself out.”

      Thom stared at her. Fuck it, the voice in his head said. Have some chocolate.

      He opened the drawer of his desk and took out a bar of Trader Joe’s milk chocolate. He broke off a square and looked up at Celia.

      “Did you check your sugar level today?” she asked.

      He put the square on the desk again. It stared at him. It mocked him. He looked up at Celia again. “Where is Barkley?”

      “She’s here. Just finished up a phone call with the tribal reps on some trouble out at Big Pine.”

      “What kind of trouble?”

      “Bar brawl, what else?”

      “At nine in the morning? Jesus. Well, do they need us?”

      “Nope. Tribal deputies have it under control. Just calling in the incident prior to faxing the paperwork—same as usual. But if she does need to go out there, you need to let her go out there. Alone. She doesn’t need you to babysit.”

      “She might need backup.”

      “Because of the dangerous tribal elders?”

      He stared at her. “You’re making fun of me.”

      “Boss, I’m only mirroring back to you the ludicrosity of your own position.”

      “Ludicrosity is a word, is it?”

      “Did you understand my meaning?”

      “I did.”

      “Then it has succeeded in doing the one thing a word needs to do.”

      “I suppose.” His eyes flashed back and forth as he thought. “Uh…Barkley knows this art shit, right?”

      “Her BA was in Art History at Cal State Bakersfield.”

      “So of course she’s a cop.” Thom permitted himself a grin, but it hurt his face. Humor would come easier after the coffee. He took a swig and made a face.

      “What’s wrong? It’s not cold is it?”

      “No, no, it’s just…strong stuff. I’m guess it’s me who’s the fragile little flower.”

      “And I’m a rabid tiger.”

      “Got that right.” He gave her a lopsided grin. “Tell Julie she’s with me, paying Abel a visit.”

      “Thom…” Celia looked exasperated.

      Thom held his hand up. “I heard you. And I trust Julie to take care of herself a damn sight more than I do Jake. I just…I’m out of my league when it comes to art stuff. It’s me who needs the backup here.”

      “I’ll tell her to gear up,” Celia said.

      “Do that,” he agreed. As soon as her back was turned, he popped the square of chocolate into his mouth. He savored it as it began to melt. Then he pulled out the top drawer of his desk and opened a tin that had once contained Altoids, but now housed his surreptitious supply of sugar cubes. He tossed two into his coffee and gave it a swirl.

      He glanced through the pink notes, his eyebrows lifting as he saw progressively more urgent tones the further down the stack he went. He tossed them in the waste can by his knee and turned to his computer. Celia had set up two folders in his email client. One was marked “READ” and the other was marked, “REPLY.” He opened the “READ” folder and began to truly work on his coffee as he made his way down the list.

      All of these Celia had either already acknowledged or sent a stock reply to, under his name, or they were simply for-your-information. Every now and then she’d include a link to a cartoon. This morning there was one from the New Yorker showing an urn on the mantel of a couple’s fireplace. The woman was saying, “Your mother still criticizes my housework.”

      It didn’t strike him as very funny, but that was probably because it was a message. He looked up at Emma’s pine box and felt his gut tighten. Maybe I should take her home, he thought. But the thought of getting through a workday without her seemed unbearable.

      His thoughts were interrupted by a tap on his door. Julie Barkley leaned against the doorpost, looking just a little too small and a bit too pretty to be a proper cop.

      “Celia said we got a visit to make,” she said. “What do we need?”

      “Let’s get a couple rifles in Old Bill, and the camera.”

      “Easier to just use my cell phone,” she said.

      “Suit yourself,” he said, getting up.

      “What’s up?” she asked.

      “What’s up is I need an expert in Art History.”

      Julie cocked her head and grinned. “I told Mom that would come in handy someday.”

      Thom knocked back the rest of his coffee. “Well then, today is the day those four years and $40,000 finally pay off.”
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      The fields rushed by the open window of Old Bill, the sheriff’s SUV. Thom didn’t look away from the road, but in his peripheral vision he saw the vast patchwork of farmlands that made up the greater part of Karlstadt. Some of the fields had been planted, but most had not, depending on the crop. After spending the greater part of his life in California’s Central Valley, he could perceive a great many things invisible to passers-through. By smell alone he could tell you what was growing in a field. The silhouette of a migrant worker would call to mind not simply the family name of the person, but generations of their relatives in Thom’s acquaintance, as well as the region of Mexico, Central or South America they hailed from. None of this was conscious. It was simply part of the warp and woof of the sheriff’s daily life. It was as reliable as the sun, inevitable as rain, good as the soil.

      He glanced over at his deputy. Julie’s face was buried in her cell phone. “You’re quiet,” he said.

      “I’m worried about Clive.”

      “Clive? You mean the Foster kid?”

      “Yeah. We went to a play the other night and he got beat up pretty bad.”

      “Oh yeah, that dustup at the barn on the way to Coleman?”

      “That’s the one. I haven’t heard from him since, and I’m…” She trailed off.

      “You’re worried,” Thom said.

      “Yeah. He’s my best friend.”

      “He’s weird as a weasel,” Thom noted.

      “Sure. But he’s my weasel.” Julie put her phone away. “I’ve left four messages and even more text messages and emails. I think it’s time to stop in.”

      “Does he still live in town?” Thom asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “You want to swing by after?”

      “No. It’ll keep. I’ll stop by after work.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yeah, thanks. It’s probably nothing. He wasn’t hurt that bad.”

      Thom shot her a worried glance, but said nothing more about it. Instead, he cleared his throat and changed the subject. “Uh…if you don’t mind me asking…art history?” He scowled and shook his head. “I don’t see it.”

      “Gah!” Julie looked out the window. “It was one of those ‘I have to do something with my life and I don’t know what’ college dilemmas. You know?”

      “’Fraid I don’t.”

      “Huh. Well, you’re lucky. My mom was pressuring me to major in something ‘marketable,’ and my teachers were saying, ‘Follow your heart, the money will come!’, which is crap. I didn’t know what to do, so I just picked something.”

      “What? At random?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “But…were you an artist?”

      “Nope.”

      “Did you, at least, like art?”

      She shrugged. “I liked looking at it. I got it, I suppose. So I must have some facility for it, because lots of people don’t.”

      Thom grunted. “My idea of art is dogs playing poker.”

      Julie laughed. “Oh, yeah…that was a series by Cassius Marcellus Coolidge. He painted the first one in 1894, but a cigar company commissioned a series of them, eighteen of them, in fact—although I don’t remember whether that includes the original or not. Probably the one you’re thinking of was titled ‘A Friend in Need,’ 1906. It’s the most famous.”

      Thom was silent for a long time, although his eyes were wide.

      “Don’t look so surprised. I looked it up recently because Jake and I were talking about it.”

      “You and Jake were talking about a painting?”

      “You had to be there.”

      He finally looked over at his deputy and shook his head. “Still, Barkley, it seems like you know your stuff. Guess I picked me the right partner for the day.”

      “Well, it hasn’t come in handy yet, so here’s hoping.”

      “What does your mom say about you being a sheriff’s deputy now?”

      “Do you…talk to my mom?” She narrowed one eye at him.

      “I’m not a churchgoing man, as you know. Or maybe you don’t. But I’m not. Emma was the pious one⁠—”

      Julie laughed.

      “—but we’re friendly when we see each other at Debbie’s. Why? Shouldn’t we be? Seems polite. I say, ‘Pastor Peg,’ and she says, ‘Sheriff,’ and that’s about it.” He sniffed. “But that doesn’t matter. I have great respect for the clergy.”

      Julie shook her head. “She’s just my mom. She slips into her bra one boob at a time.”

      He looked over at her quickly, narrowing one eye. “What is it between you two, anyway?”

      “Old news. Too old,” Julie said. She did not look at him, but instead stared out the passenger window at the rows of what would soon be barley rushing by.

      “Didn’t mean to pry.”

      “It’s alright. My mom’s alright. Mostly.”

      “Do you go to her church?”

      “Ew. No. Are you kidding?” She shuddered.

      “There’s a story there!” he said, eyebrows up.

      She stared a bit more. Finally, she looked back at him. “When you come out as gay, it’s a journey. You have to accept it about yourself first, and it’s hard. It’s even harder when you have to stay the course as everyone around you freaks out about it.”

      “Your mom didn’t handle it well, I take it?”

      “She does now. Hell, now she’s a rainbow-flag-waving enthusiast and president of the local chapter of PFLAG. It’s embarrassing. But…she had her own journey. You know. And then there was the breakup with my dad, and then he died. There was just…there was a lot of hurt.”

      Thom didn’t know what PFLAG was, but he let it go.

      “Why would someone dump a sculpture in Abel Nyland’s field?” Julie asked, obviously changing the subject.

      “That is the question. That’s where I’m hoping you can help. Maybe there’s a clue in its origin, the artist, I don’t know. I just know it might be good to have someone who knows their ass from their underwear when it comes to sculpture.”

      “I was more of a paintings girl, but I get it. And what I don’t know, I know how to find out. And I have an old classmate who specializes in sculpture. We stay in touch, mostly through Instagram.”

      “What’s Instagram?”

      “You are a hopeless relic of a bygone age, Thom.”

      “I’ll wear that as a badge of honor, I think.” He was half teasing her. He had heard of Instagram, of course, but he’d never seen it. He knew it was a computer thing. His skill maxed out at email, however, and he struggled with that.

      “Here we are,” he said, turning into a driveway that was nearly invisible from the main road. The house was more than a half mile back, and Thom was surrounded on all sides by what would soon be cornfields. He knew the planting schedule, so he knew there was seed in the ground already, and probably, if he looked close enough, he’d detect seedlings, but they were too small to see from his perch in Old Bill.

      He pulled in alongside Abel’s 4x4 and set the brake. He slipped the key into his pocket and put a beat-up cowboy hat on his head. An old-fashioned sheriff’s badge was fixed to the front of the thing. It wasn’t real, but it served well enough as a stand-in for the one on his breast pocket.

      He waited for Barkley to fall into step behind him and together they ascended the six stairs to the porch of the farmhouse.

      Mia opened the door before they got to the top and gave them an awkward wave through the screen door. Ginger Beer barked excitedly behind her. “Ginger, shush!” she threw over her shoulder a little too loudly. She turned back to them and gave them a forced smile. “Sheriff. Deputy.”

      Thom touched the brim of his hat in greeting. Abel came up behind her. Thom noted that they both looked jumpy, maybe even a little spooked. He’d never seen Abel rattled by anything before, and that fact alone worried him. Ginger Beer whined.

      “I’m sorry, where are my manners?” Mia asked. “Sheriff, do you want to go right out to the cornfield, or can I offer you some coffee and biscuits first?”

      The biscuits sounded better than Thom cared to admit, and he knew just how they’d be—a tiny bit burnt on the bottom, slathered with butter and probably honey. Focus, he told himself. “We’ve got a busy day ahead of us,” he lied. “We’d best just go straight out to the cornfield.”

      She nodded as if hearing the answer she expected, met Abel’s eye for the briefest moment, and then turned back inside the house. “Come on, Ginger,” she said. Thom saw her grab the dog by her collar and pull her toward the kitchen.

      “Whatcha got, Abel?” Thom asked.

      “Come and see,” Abel said. He opened the screen door and let it slam behind him as he headed for the stairs. Thom and Julie followed. Thom had a hundred questions, but he knew Abel wouldn’t take them kindly. Besides, he was a patient man. Abel would start talking, and most of his questions would be addressed in due course, he knew. He edged ahead of Julie, falling into step alongside the farmer.

      “Mia seems a mite rattled,” he noted.

      “She is,” Abel conceded. “She’s fluttering like a hummingbird. Ginger too.”

      Thom nodded. “Any theories since you called last?”

      “Not a one. See for yourself.” He pointed ahead of him. Thom looked up and got his first glimpse of the block. He stopped. It was larger than he expected, a little taller than most men. It was pinkish orange, the color of the tile on the roofs of a lot of southwestern-style houses. It seemed to be perfectly square.

      “It’s a block.”

      “I call it ‘the cube,’” Abel added. Thom looked back at Julie. Her eyes were wide.

      “Look here,” Abel said, pointing at the ground. “The thing is heavy—I couldn’t rock it, couldn’t budge it. What I can’t figure out is how whoever got it here…well, got it here. These here are my tire tracks, trying to move this thing, but there aren’t any other tracks, not of any kind. And there sure weren’t any this morning. You’d need heavy machinery to move something that big into place. A crane maybe, fixed to a tractor.”

      Thom saw the tracks he was pointing at, yet other than those the planting rows were undisturbed. They’d had rain earlier in the week, too, so the soil was soft. Thom left footprints wherever he stepped. Thom looked at the block, then back toward the road, then at the undisturbed ground in between. His brows knit in concentration. “That don’t make sense.”

      “No. No, it don’t, sheriff.”

      Thom looked at Julie. Her eyes were still large as she studied the ground. When she noticed him looking at her, she shrugged, clearly as baffled as he was.

      “Could it have dropped out of the sky?” Thom asked. “Did you hear a chopper?”

      “Nope. We’ve had helicopters around—like that time the convict escaped from Corcoran. I know what they sound like. It would have woken me up, I can tell you that.”

      “Did it drop from a plane?” Thom looked up at the sky, saw nothing but the sun, and then felt stupid. He looked back down.

      “Could be, I suppose. But you’d think we’d hear it hit. It would shake the house, something that heavy falling from 30,000 feet or what have you. There would probably also be a crater. Ain’t no crater.” Abel shook his head.

      “Still, it’s the best theory I’ve got right now,” Thom said. “Thought you said it was a sculpture? It just looks like a block of industrial material to me.”

      “You’re looking at the back of it,” Abel explained. “Come ’round the other side.”

      He headed off straight toward the thing. Thom met Julie’s eyes and gave her a nod of encouragement. She didn’t seem to need it, however, as she stepped past him and made a beeline for the object. He followed quickly. He didn’t want it to seem like his deputy was braver than he.

      As they came around the corner of the thing, he heard Julie gasp. He circled wide, and slowly the “front” of it was revealed. Thom stopped, blinking, unsure for a moment what he was seeing.

      At first, it looked as if someone had shot at the block, and its contents had exploded outward and then frozen in place. But as he looked closer, he saw that the “exploded” material had form. The front of the block had been carved into, with large sections of the block missing, forming a picture—a picture of a man frozen in place, his hands up defensively. It was, he saw, the statue of a man embedded in the block, as if an artist had carved away the front of the block to expose the man’s form. The man’s cheek was flattened. His midsection was bent at a strange angle, as if the man had been sitting before he had rushed forward to smack into—into what? The statue didn’t show that. A soda can beside him seemed to be airborne, connected to the rest of the sculpture by a trail of what looked like liquid carved out of the block.

      “You know who that is, right?” Abel asked.

      “Who what is?” Thom asked.

      “Who that is, the man.”

      It hadn’t occurred to Thom that he might recognize the man. He looked closer, unconsciously stepping toward the thing. Thom shook his head.

      “Don’t you think that looks like Troy Swanson?”

      Thom cocked his head. Troy was a trucker who lived in Tracy, but often stopped in Karlstadt for a bite at Debbie’s on his regular route. He didn’t know the man well, but Abel was right. It did look remarkably like Troy. The man had curly hair that covered most of his ears. Troy’s hair was black, while everything on the block was pink, but the shape of the hair and the facial features was near enough. “Yeah, I can see that,” Thom conceded. “That could be Troy.”

      “That is Troy, or I’ll eat my britches.”

      Thom watched Julie approach the block. When she was close enough to touch it, she looked over at him, her eyes asking permission. Thom nodded. Slowly, hesitantly, she reached out and touched the block.

      Thom wasn’t sure what he expected to happen, but he realized he was holding his breath. But nothing happened—she touched it, and then began to feel at it, in different places. Her face was serious, curious. In a moment’s time she had transformed from a reliable deputy into a scientist of sorts. Thom found himself strangely eager for her findings.

      They weren’t long in coming. Still feeling at the block’s contours, she said, “I thought it was a bas relief at first, but the cuts are too deep. It’s more like non finito, an unfinished sculpture.” Her features darkened. “But the material is strange.” She pulled a small pen knife from her uniform trousers and opened it. This time she looked to Abel for permission. He nodded, and she began to scrape gingerly at the surface of the cube, away from the carved portion. Then she began to scrape at a portion that had been carved. Thom watched her quick eyes dart back and forth, obviously thinking furiously. She closed the pen knife and walked over to where Thom and Abel were standing together.

      “It’s not stone. It doesn’t scratch. I thought perhaps it was a molded epoxy, but I can’t shave anything off. I’d love to get a chunk of it over to the lab in Bakersfield, but I can’t get so much as a sliver from it.”

      “Can the lab send someone here?” Abel asked.

      Thom removed his hat and ran his fingers through his hair. He replaced the hat. “That’s…expensive. I’m not saying no, but I’m not setting up a house call just yet either. Better to take it to them, I’m thinking.”

      “Well, how’re you going to move it?”

      “It’ll fit on a flatbed truck,” Thom said.

      “Good luck to you,” Abel said. “I put a chain around it and tried to pull it over to the barn. It’s in the way of the tractor, where it’s at.” He pointed at something, but Thom didn’t know what he was trying to explain. It didn’t matter. Abel didn’t want it where it was, that was clear. Not that Thom blamed him. As a work of art, the thing was disturbingly macabre. He could well imagine it at a museum of modern art, but it had no place on a farm.

      “No luck, eh?” Thom asked.

      “Couldn’t budge it. Tried the truck. Then I tried the tractor. Not an inch.”

      “I don’t see any fresh tractor tracks.”

      “Kept it on the gravel for traction and used the long chain.”

      Thom felt at the stubble on his chin as he studied the thing. It looked heavy, all right, but could it be that heavy? “You’ve had a busy morning,” Thom said offhandedly.

      “Only because you took your sweet time, Sheriff.”

      Thom grunted, but otherwise ignored the remark. Julie’s brows were still knit in thought. “You got more?” Thom asked her.

      “If it were made of some sort of stone, you’d see where the spoon chisel bites into the surface. No direct sculpture is perfect—you’ll always see some evidence of carving. But there’s none. Which means it’s probably cast—but from what? It’s not metal. It’s not plastic. It’s…I have absolutely no idea what it’s made of.”

      “Should we tell Troy?” Abel asked.

      “What?” Thom asked, tearing his eyes away from the thing.

      Abel pointed at the man’s image, fairly bursting out of the block. “Troy. Should we tell him about this? I think I’d want to know if I was the subject of a…a work of art. Seems like a violation, to do it without his permission. And it’s…it’s not flattering. Troy ain’t an ugly man, but that there is an ugly, ugly thing.”

      “Do you know where Troy is, or how to get ahold of him?”

      “Nope. Drives for Interstate Foods, though.”

      Thom nodded. Wouldn’t be hard to hunt him down. But the question remained, should they?

      “That’s an ethics question and above my pay grade,” Thom said. “Let me give that some thought.”

      “You do that,” Abel said. “But sheriff, as long as this thing is on my land, I want to be kept in the loop.”

      “That seems fair. Unless we stumble upon something top-secret, which seems unlikely, I’ll give you a call if we discover anything.”

      “And what can you do about removing it?”

      Thom shook his head. “I don’t know that, Abel. I need some time to think about this, to ask around. I’ll let you know. I promise.”

      Abel nodded, seemingly content with that. Julie took her cell phone out of her pocket and began taking pictures. Thom watched as she circled the thing, getting several shots from each angle. Finally she pocketed the phone and nodded at him.

      “Abel, we’re going to head back in. You see anything else…strange…or if anything about this changes⁠—”

      “Like how?” Abel asked.

      “I don’t know how,” Thom confessed. “I don’t know how it got here in the first place. It’s a mystery, and in my experience, mysteries generally drag other mysteries in tow. I’m not expecting anything, mind, I’m just saying, if something else unexpected happens, call me.”

      Abel kicked at a clod and nodded, not meeting the sheriff’s eyes.

      “Oh, and Abel…I’m thinking it’s best if no one says anything about this right now.”

      Abel looked up at him, a questioning look on his face.

      Thom put his hands on his hips and surveyed the block for a final time. “It’s a curiosity. And folks love curiosities. I’m just saying, if you don’t want people driving out here to your farm and treading on your seedlings, I’d keep quiet about it.”

      “Uh…yeah. All right.” Abel’s face looked momentarily alarmed, as if he hadn’t thought of that. The last thing Thom needed was Abel calling him to arrest trespassers.

      Thom gave Julie a quick nod and began walking back toward the farm house, toward the SUV, toward the road into town.
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        * * *

      

      Becky Travers chopped at the carrot until it was nearly mush. Her eyes were red and her throat was raw. The knife in her hands shook. She dropped it on the cutting board and pressed her palms to her chest, hugging herself. But the moment she did that the tears started coming.

      Her eyes snapped open in panic. If Paul saw her crying… She dashed to the refrigerator and pulled out an onion. She began chopping it. The recipe didn’t call for it, but that didn’t matter. It provided cover, and Paul wouldn’t inquire into the minutiae laid out by the cookbook…she hoped.

      He could be unpredictable. Her senses always seemed to be on high alert. They needed to be. She let the tears flow freely now, as she felt the sting of the onion’s fumes. She concentrated on her breath, willing it to be slow and steady.

      Outside, she could hear Paul yelling at their dog, Samson. The big, goofy German Shepherd was eager to please, but like Becky herself, cowered in Paul’s presence. She knew the dog loved his master but feared him too. Becky understood that. For a couple of years now, she had felt a kinship with that dog. They were comrades-in-arms, enduring the battlefield that was their home life day in and day out. Sometimes when Paul left the house, Samson would jump up on the couch and try to curl up in her lap. She let him. At those times, he often shook like a chihuahua. She held him tightly until he stopped shaking.

      She heard Samson protest—a yelp, then a shriek. Becky winced, closing her eyes and biting her lip. She couldn’t hold the knife anymore. She let it fall to the board. She couldn’t bottle up the tears anymore, and they gushed out in gasping sobs.

      Then her eyes sprung open. She heard the sound of Paul’s heavy footsteps on the deck. She rushed to pull herself together. She wiped her nose on her sleeve, then her eyes, then picked up the knife again and began to attack the onion with renewed vigor.

      Paul stepped through the kitchen’s back door and slammed it behind him. “Fucking dog!” he shouted.

      Becky tried to stifle a sniff, terrified that a drop of snot would fall onto the onion paste she had produced, terrified that Paul would notice.

      He was a big man. At six-foot-four he towered over her. He had a beer belly that had grown substantially since their wedding day three years ago, and the wavy brown hair on the top of his head was beginning to thin. He had a baby face, which she knew he hated. He wanted people to think he was hard, and he compensated by acting the part. But she alone knew just how much his face belied his true nature—she and Samson, her cellmate.

      It was quiet outside, she noticed. Too quiet. Samson was a vocal dog. But she didn’t hear anything coming through the open slit of the window.

      “Are you crying?” Paul asked, his voice rising with incredulity.

      “No, I…I’m cutting onions, see?” She pointed with the knife at the mash on her cutting board.

      “Oh.”

      “My eyes sting like crazy,” she said. That was true.

      “I’m going to take a shower,” Paul announced. He flexed his fingers.

      “What’s wrong with your hand?”

      “Damned dog bit me. Or tried to.”

      “Samson? I don’t believe it.”

      “Are you calling me a liar?”

      She’d fucked up. She knew it the minute she’d said it. “Of course not. It’s just…it’s not like him. He’s a good dog.”

      “He’s a wild fucking animal.”

      She opened her mouth. She couldn’t help herself. “Why, what did you do to him?”

      Paul’s eyes flared. He raised his fist, but for some reason thought better of it. She still winced involuntarily. Maybe that had been enough to satisfy him, just to see her cower. It was what he wanted anyway, and if he could get it without further injuring his hand, why not? She didn’t begrudge him.

      She stood in place over her cutting board until she heard the bathroom door slam. She felt it in her feet, felt the bones of the house shudder. Then she breathed a great, heaving sigh of relief. He’ll want to have sex now, she thought. It was his pattern.

      She took off her apron and placed it on top of the cutting board, covering the mashed onion. Her hands still shaking, she opened the back door and stepped out onto the porch. Samson should be leaping at her. She should be telling him to get down. His tail should be pumping at the sight of her. Instead, there was only the wind. She did not like its message.

      “Samson?” she called. She held her hand up to shield her eyes from the late winter sun. She surveyed the whole of the back yard. She did not see Sampson. A pool of dread began to gather in her belly. Swallowing the bile that threatened to choke her, she went to the side of the house, where Paul had his worktable and shed.

      And then she saw him. He was lying on his side by one of the sawhorses. His eyes were open, staring at heaven. Becky’s hand went to her mouth. She knelt by the dog and put her hand on his withers. He was warm. She put her ear by his mouth, but there was no breath. Her jaw began to quiver, and she buried her face in his black fur. Then she sobbed until his fur was wet.

      When the sobbing subsided, she sat up again. She noticed how the hair around his neck looked unnatural. Paul liked to strangle things. He loved to strangle her while they were having sex. More than once, she’d had to hide marks on her neck. She hated it, but there was no saying “no” to him. He had trouble getting it up otherwise. But put his fingers around her throat and squeeze? Suddenly he was hard as a rock.

      She looked at Samson’s eyes again. Had there still been love in them while Paul had taken his life? She knew the answer to that. She tried to close his eyes. She was successful with one, but the other stubbornly kept opening a slit. “I’m so, so sorry, boy,” she said to the only other being in the world who knew how she felt.

      Now she was alone.

      Truly and utterly.
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        * * *

      

      “Whisky,” Milala said. It took some effort to get up onto the barstool, and she did not do it with grace. Once there, however, she snatched at the wisps of her dignity and pulled them taut, straightening her spine.

      The barkeep nodded at her—a lanky fellow with a concave belly, flannel shirt, and a chain drooping from his belt to his pocket. He had a mustache that struck Milala as ridiculous, but most facial hair struck her that way—on men, anyway. On women it was just sexy. She patiently watched as he finished what he was doing—a little too deliberately, in her opinion. Then he picked up a tumbler and set it on the bar in front of her.

      “Ice?” he asked.

      “Do I look like I want ice?”

      He just shrugged and poured her a couple of fingers.

      She knocked it back, savoring the complex swirl of flavors—caramel, smoke, sour mash. She banged the glass on the bar. “Again,” she said.

      He poured her another, although he looked hesitant about it. She downed this one as well. It did not taste nearly as glorious as the first.

      “Again,” she said, setting the glass down more gingerly this time.

      The man did not pour her another. She looked up at his face and saw that the hesitancy had soured into suspicion. “Can you pay for this?”

      “Unless you’re gouging for your well drinks, I can pay.”

      “Let me see.” The man set the bottle on the counter behind him and crossed his arms.

      Milala narrowed her eyes. “Creator’s balls,” she swore. She reached into her skirt pocket and pulled out a battered wallet. She placed a twenty on the bar in front of her. “Take it now. Give me change later, if there is any.”

      She watched the man soften, but he did not move to take the bill. Instead, he brought the bottle out from behind him and poured her another drink. “Injun should beware the firewater,” he said.

      She knocked it back and smacked her lips. “I give you a new, Injun name. I call you hyjiksy kukalant, Fucks Himself with Spoon.”

      A deadly silence followed. Milala wondered if she had pressed this oje-ajnt too far. Then he burst out laughing, and a relieved smile crept onto her own face as well. He turned his back to her and began to empty his dishwasher.

      Just then the whisky began to send its numbing tendrils into her brain, and she reveled in the sensation, feeling the tension pour out of her shoulders. It was the best she had felt all day. Too bad it doesn’t last, she thought. The euphoria dissipated as her mind flashed on the image of coyote, running across the street in front of her.

      What did I do to attract his attention? she wondered. Coyote was a powerful spirit, and it did no good to get on the wrong side of him. Indeed, it wasn’t good for a body to be noticed by him at all. He wasn’t an evil spirit, but only a fool would trust Coyote. It was one of the reasons she had come into the bar—she doubted he would follow her and she needed to get away from him. She needed to think.

      She wasn’t sure the whisky would help her do that, but she didn’t care. In the absence of a girlfriend, the whisky had become a lover of sorts. It was dependable in all the ways a girlfriend wasn’t, and trustworthy in a way that Coyote was not.

      Is Creator angry at me? she wondered. She frowned and squirmed on her stool. She had done plenty to piss off her parents. She had done more than her share to anger the tribal elders, but her transgressions were petty things. As a two-spirit, it was almost expected of her. She had medicine; she knew that. The People knew that too, and that was why they gave her a lot of slack.

      She was one of Creator’s favorites, possessed of an extra helping of spirit, a masculine spirit alongside the feminine spirit proper to her gender. It was this additional spirit that gave her her power. It was also this spirit that got her into fistfights, caused her to say things she later regretted, and made her long to bury her nose between the thighs of oje-ajnt women. Not all two-spirits were queer, but her masculine spirit possessed a fierce love of women. There are some who would say that the masculine spirit was not a friend to her, but Milala knew better. It was as much a part of her as the acorn-shaped birthmark on her belly.

      “The People say there are five directions, but there are hundreds of ways to run.”

      Milala closed her eyes and sighed. She turned on her bar stool and faced Coyote. He was lying on the concrete floor, as if he had been there a while. How long has he been there? she wondered. “What are you doing here?”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Having a drink.”

      “It’s not yet noon.”

      “Call it lunch, then.”

      Coyote pulled back his lips and showed Milala his teeth. It was a terrible, ferocious smile, and she didn’t understand what he meant by it.

      “I’m not running,” she said. Coyote said nothing. It seemed that her own words betrayed her. She might just as well have admitted to it. “Ask someone else to go drum for the oje-ajnt.”

      “Creator chose you.”

      “Tell Creator to choose someone else.”

      “You tell Creator to choose someone else.” Coyote showed her his teeth again. Milala shuddered.

      She turned back to the barkeep. “You let dogs in here?”

      He gave her a confused face. “Dogs? Is that symbolic?” He held his hands up, as if she were holding a gun on him. “I got no beef with Indian folk.”

      She rolled her eyes and pushed the twenty dollar bill at him. “Keep it,” she said. With as much dignity as she could, she descended the bar stool and began to walk toward the door a little too quickly.

      Outside, the light was far brighter than was necessary or comfortable. Coyote fell into step beside her. “See? Running.”

      The whisky was in full effect now, and Milala concentrated on not weaving from one side of the sidewalk to the other. It would not have been so difficult if Coyote had not been watching her.

      “Aren’t you worried some rancher might see you walking the street and shoot you?” she asked.

      Coyote answered quickly. “Oje-ajnt can’t usually see me. They think there’s nothing beneath their feet but concrete. When it gets quiet, they do not hear Earth Mother’s heartbeat as you do.”

      “Just my luck.”

      Just then Coyote paused and rocked back on his haunches, gathering for a spring. Quicker than she could see, he leaped in front of her, blocking her path. “You cannot outrun me, Daughter.”

      “You have no right to chase me, Father.”

      “But I do. You are the bud, tender and new. I am the tree, old as time. You are mine. You will find my hairs on your new clothes. I will piss on the side of every house you sleep in. You cannot outrun me because everywhere you go, I ride on your back.”

      Milala swallowed. An oje-ajnt woman nearly bumped into her. Across the street, a shopkeeper was arguing with someone on his cell phone. Pickups chugged by trailing smoke that did not contain prayers.

      “You want me to drum for the oje-ajnt.”

      “Creator wants you to drum,” Coyote corrected her.

      “Where?” Milala asked.

      “The Swedish town,” Coyote answered.

      “Solvang?” Milala asked, her brows bunched in concern. Solvang was a long way.

      “That’s the city of the Danes.”

      “Oh. Karlstadt?”

      Coyote grinned.

      At least Karlstadt was closer. “Why should I go to Karlstadt? And why should I drum for them? They don’t respect our medicine.”

      Coyote did not answer. Nor did he move.

      “The oje-ajnt killed our grandparents and forced our parents into schools to unlearn the Beauty Way. They have only taken from us. Why should I give to them?”

      Coyote cocked his head. “You should give because Creator loves the other peoples, even if they are blind and stupid.”

      “They shit in their tents.”

      “They do.”

      “They worship only sky and have no reverence for the ground.”

      “That is true.”

      “They have coiled, twisted hearts like rattlesnakes, and they are twice as deadly.”

      “They are.”

      “And Creator wants me to bring sacred medicine to them?”

      “He does.”

      “I do not understand Creator.”

      “No one understands Creator except Creator.” Coyote showed her his teeth again. It did not seem so scary this time.

      “I’ll pray about this,” Milala said.

      “That is what you said last time…before you started running.”

      “I am not running.”

      “This is why you drink the whisky. It masks the taste of lie.”

      Milala took a deep breath. She did not think Coyote would be so persistent. “What if I say no?”

      “You would say ‘no’ to Creator? Next you will say ‘no’ to life. And what then?” He paused and waited for her answer. When she gave none, he gestured at her with his snout. “Then you will be oje-ajnt,” he said.

      Milala shuddered. “I will pray on this.” She stepped past Coyote. To her great relief, he did not trot after her.
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