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The Obsidian Mirror 

Chapter 1 

With a sigh, Sierra set down a cardboard box filled with a meager collection 

of personal belongings and fumbled in her purse for a house key. A movement in 

the bright evening sky caught her eye as something floated gently down toward 

her, twisting and turning in the faint currents of air. She watched it as it danced 

on the wind, flashing color as it spun. It was a brilliant blue-green feather, 

perhaps six or eight inches long—but a feather from what kind of bird? Surely 

there were no large birds in Northern California with plumage that bright.  

She gazed at it, momentarily distracted from her gloomy thoughts. Then 

she tossed her black braid over her shoulder and opened the lock. She stooped 

to pick up the open box. As she straightened, the feather spun and came to rest 

on the contents of the box, nestling comfortably between a coffee mug and a 

name plate that read ―Sierra Carter, Public Relations Manager.‖ Well, she 

thought bitterly, I won’t be needing that anymore. As the feather settled, seeming 

to sparkle slightly in the evening light, Sierra heard a single chime, like a crystal 

bell. She looked around, but certainly no one was out on the street ringing bells. 

She looked down again at the feather. Despite her miserable mood, she was 

drawn to it. It really is beautiful, Sierra thought. Maybe it’s from an escaped parrot 

or something. 
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She shouldered the door open and walked down the short hall to her 

kitchen, setting the box on her kitchen table. She sighed heavily and poured 

herself a glass of wine, its fragrance redolent of wild berries. She tilted her wine 

glass to her lips but before she could take a sip, her phone rang. She heaved 

another sigh and answered it. It was Kaylee, who worked at Black Diamond 

Semiconductor Corporation as a marketing manager.  

―What‘s going on?‖ Kaylee asked. ―I saw you walking out to your car with 

Clancy Forrester.‖ Kaylee‘s voice was always warm, as rich and dark as 

chocolate mousse, but now she also sounded a bit mischievous. ―Something 

going on there that I should know about?‖ 

Squelching an impulse to sigh again, Sierra replied, ―Yep. I was with 

Clancy all right. He was perp-walking me out of the building. I got laid off. Fired. 

Whatever.‖ 

There was a stunned silence at the other end of the phone.  

―Laid off? Fired? Is this a joke?‖ 

Sierra emitted what she hoped was a bitter laugh.  

―No joke. Mark called me in today and said there was a ten-percent layoff 

across the board. I just happened to be ten percent of Marketing, I guess.‖ 

Another silence greeted this statement.  
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Kaylee said carefully, ―I haven‘t heard of anyone else being let go. That 

doesn‘t sound right.‖ 

―He said it was a layoff. And they‘re giving me a severance package,‖ 

Sierra said. ―It‘s actually a really nice package. Mark specifically said it wasn‘t a 

performance issue and it wasn‘t personal.‖ Her voice held the slight upward 

swing of a question. 

Kaylee was quiet for another moment.  

―You know, I did hear something, but I didn‘t think too much about it at the 

time. I wonder if it‘s connected somehow.‖ 

―What?‖ Sierra asked impatiently. ―What did you hear?‖ 

―About BDSC hiring an outside agency. Is that something you knew about? 

I assumed you did, being in PR. I didn‘t pay too much attention at the time.‖ 

―Agency? You mean, a public relations agency?‖ Sierra asked 

incredulously.  

―Uh-huh.‖  

Sierra went on, ―I haven‘t heard a word about it. Why would they hire an 

outside agency? It‘ll cost them a ton of money—way more than they were paying 

me. That just doesn‘t make sense!‖ 

Kaylee‘s voice was a verbal shrug. ―Sorry, doll. That‘s what I heard.‖ 

―You don‘t happen to remember the name of the agency, do you?‖  
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 ―Nope. I can find out, though.‖ 

Sierra slumped into one of the chairs surrounding her small kitchen table. 

She closed her brown eyes, feeling almost too weary to care. 

―Yeah. I don‘t suppose it matters, but I‘d like to find out,‖ she said. ―I 

worked for an agency before I came to BDSC, you know. I know most of the 

agencies that handle high tech.‖ 

―You‘ve mentioned that before. Called Rapper, or something? I gathered 

you didn‘t like it much.‖ 

―It was called Clapper & Associates. And yeah, you‘re right I didn‘t like it. 

Long story. But I liked my job at BDSC. Oh well—easy come, easy go.‖ 

 ―I‘ll miss you girl,‖ said Kaylee. ―We‘ll need to get together more, now that 

we won‘t be seeing each other every day.‖ 

―I‘ll miss you too,‖ Sierra said, feeling a bit awkward. ―We can still stay in 

touch.‖  

But she didn‘t quite believe it. In Sierra‘s experience, people in Silicon 

Valley were too busy to make friends outside of work. She knew people with 

spouses and children, but because they were always working, she wondered 

how much family life they could possibly be enjoying. 

―So, have you thought about what you‘re going to do now?‖  

―Erm, no. Not really. I‘m still in a state of shock over the whole thing. Find 

another job, I suppose.‖ 
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―Well, I‘ll give you a great reference,‖ Kaylee said. ―I thought you did a 

wonderful job on the XLP-1099 launch. And I enjoy working with you, too. You‘re 

a great team player.‖ 

 ―Thank you,‖ said Sierra gratefully. ―You have no idea how much that 

means to me right now.‖  

―Do you want company? I could bring a bottle of wine and…‖ 

―No. Thanks, Kaylee, I really appreciate it, but I‘d be lousy company right 

now. I‘ll be better in the morning, but right now I‘m just kind of beat.‖ 

―I‘ll call you tomorrow, then. In the meantime, I‘ll nose around here and see 

if I can find anything out.‖  

Kaylee hesitated for a second and then asked, ―So, what about Clancy? I 

thought maybe…‖ 

―No, Kaylee. Nothing happened. He said he was sorry to see me go and 

was really polite and carried my box of personal stuff to the car. Do you really 

think he‘s interested in dating someone who was just fired?‖ 

―Laid off. That‘s different.‖ 

―No, it‘s not. Anyway, I‘m getting a headache. I‘ll see you tomorrow, okay?‖ 

―Okay, doll. Take care.‖ And then Sierra was alone with her worries. 

Sierra slumped at the kitchen table and looked around her. The tidy kitchen 

with its granite counters and cobalt blue accents, usually a source of quiet 
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pleasure, only reminded her that she needed to find another source of income to 

be able to pay the mortgage. The severance package from BDSC would last for 

perhaps four months, but only if she were careful. She sat quietly in the 

darkening room. Her mind, like a stubborn moth against a windowpane, 

repeatedly battered itself against the question of ―Why?‖ Surely there had to be 

employees at BDSC who were less valuable and less productive than Sierra 

Carter. And how had they hired a PR agency without her hearing even a 

whisper? Nervously, she flexed her long-fingered hands, pale from winter and 

working indoors, but still a light caramel. In the summertime, her hikes and 

rambles in the hills baked her skin to coffee with merely a dash of cream. 

Maybe it really was something personal. She had always wondered where 

she stood with Jenna Simmons, BDSC‘s president and CEO. Sierra had been 

careful to get as much personal publicity for Jenna as she possibly could, 

knowing the woman‘s appetite for the limelight. Sierra had been responsible for 

getting some of Jenna‘s coverage in the newspapers and on television. Jenna‘s 

ubiquitous presence on the Internet was largely due to Jenna herself; she was a 

relentless social media user, and she never allowed her staff to ―front‖ for her 

online presence. 

Jenna displayed a beautiful grin and sparkling charm in front of a reporter 

and a camera. Her Snow White looks—creamy skin, ebony hair cut in a sleek 

bob and sweet, rosebud mouth—belied her enigmatic personality when the world 

wasn‘t watching. As outgoing and personable as Jenna seemed to the world, her 
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eyes were always cold. They were odd eyes; most people with blue eyes had 

depth to them, with rings of darker color and tiny lines radiating out from the pupil 

like miniature sun flares. Jenna‘s irises were a flat, cornflower blue, like the 

painted eyes of an antique doll. They conveyed no emotion, and Sierra—who 

was good at reading people—found Jenna impenetrable. Sierra had never known 

if Jenna was pleased with her performance or not—but as no one else seemed to 

know what Jenna was thinking, she had refused to fret about it. 

Maybe this was all Jenna‘s idea, Sierra thought. Jenna took advantage of 

this layoff to get rid of me. Personally. Does that even make sense?  

Eventually, her mind wandered and Sierra found herself thinking about 

dinner. Her stomach rumbled, and she regretted not stopping for take-out on the 

way home. Foraging in the refrigerator, she found leftovers that weren‘t 

discernibly moldy, heated the food in her microwave, and ate without tasting a 

thing. 

After dinner, she sat down again at the kitchen table, enveloped in gloom. 

The blue-green feather, still perched atop the box, caught her eye. Eagerly 

grasping at something unconnected with BDSC, being fired, or finding another 

job, Sierra plucked it from the cardboard box and began rolling the shaft between 

her fingers, idly wondering what kind of bird had shed such a beautiful feather, 

and speculating on why it seemed to sparkle as it caught the light. It looks as 

though it were frosted with silver dust, she thought. 
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She located a magnifying glass in her odds and ends drawer and looked 

closely at the fine barbs. Even under magnification, she couldn‘t see what made 

it sparkle. She really didn‘t know what to do with it, but it was too pretty to throw 

away. Finally, she took it upstairs to her bedroom and tucked the feather into a 

carved wooden box where she kept an assortment of random things she liked—

colored rocks, a green glass frog, a ruby crystal drop from a chandelier that she 

had found in an junk shop. 

Then she went to her garage workshop. The garage was full of storage 

boxes, tools and equipment, leaving no room for the car, which took its chances 

on the driveway outside. Sierra‘s secret passion and ambition was to design and 

make jewelry for a living. As it was, she sold enough at art fairs and the 

occasional gallery to pay for tools and materials, but it was her public relations 

work that paid the mortgage. She had never mentioned this particular ambition to 

anyone at BDSC (except to Kaylee, of course). Anything less than the 

appearance of complete devotion to BDSC and all its works was decidedly 

career-limiting. At least I’m doing something about my dream, she often told 

herself. It’s not just wishful thinking. 

Overnight, a colony of wispy little spiders had constructed a web between 

her workbench and a bookcase where she kept her design journals and 

reference books. Sierra shooed the spiders away from the web and ruthlessly 

destroyed it with a rag. She was sure the spiders were glaring at her from the 

sidelines as she destroyed their handiwork, but she told them firmly that they 
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were lucky she didn‘t squoosh them as well. She tried to avoid killing them, 

although she drew the line when it came to black widows in her house. Even the 

most dedicated arachnophile would kill a poisonous spider lurking in one‘s lace 

unmentionables or the pantry. 

Sierra pulled out a package of silver clay and opened it. Inside was a small 

gray lump that looked exactly like something dropped from a potter‘s wheel. 

Sierra knew that when it was shaped and fired in her kiln, the gray clay would be 

transformed into pure, shining silver. It was easy and fun to work with, but she 

used it in her designs sparingly, as it was expensive. She rolled out a flat sheet of 

the clay. When she had a smooth, even surface, she pressed a small leaf firmly 

into the clay. Removing the leaf, she examined the impression critically. It was a 

clear, crisply textured copy of the original. 

Humming to herself, she carefully removed the excess clay. She smoothed 

tiny flaws from its surface with a rubber tool and put the leaf aside to dry. She 

planned to fire the leaf in her kiln and set it with garnets to look like berries. It 

would make an attractive pendant. 

Sierra abruptly realized she had not thought about being fired once during 

the past hour or so. In fact, she was feeling distinctly better, for no good reason. 

It was getting close to her usual bedtime, but she certainly didn‘t have to get up 

early, and she wasn‘t tired anymore. She cleaned up her workshop and returned 

to the kitchen. Feeling somewhat at loose ends, she poured a glass of wine and 

went to the living room to watch television. 
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―…against recycling, Mr. Fanshaw?‖ a sleekly groomed man was asking, 

peering earnestly into the camera and not at his interview subject. The scene 

shifted to a round-faced man with a disgruntled expression. With his pursed little 

lips and frowning brow, Sierra thought he looked like a giant baby about to throw 

a tantrum. A tag at the bottom of the screen read ―Charles G. Fanshaw, Citizens 

Against Recycling.‖ 

―It‘s an outrage!‖ the round-faced man whined in an aggrieved tone. ―I‘m 

not going to separate my glass from my plastic and my paper from my metal. I‘m 

not a garbage man! The whole idea is an imposition on a free people!‖ 

The camera shifted back to the reporter.  

―But what about the landfill problem, Mr. Fanshaw? Or the masses of waste 

twice the size of the Continental United States floating in the middle of the Pacific 

Ocean?‖ 

Fanshaw sneered.  

―Have you ever seen this mass of waste in the Pacific Ocean?‖ He didn‘t 

wait for an answer.  

―Of course you haven‘t. You haven‘t ever seen a unicorn or Santa Claus, 

either! Urban myth, that‘s what it is…‖ 

Sierra switched channels, shaking her head. She found another news 

program and sat back to watch, but this story was about the building of new 

nuclear power plants. Realizing that watching the news was just upping her 
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anxiety level, she switched it off and went upstairs to bed. Lying awake in the 

dark, she tried not to think about getting fired. She tried not to think about looking 

for a new job. She tried not to think about continents of floating plastic, or about 

nuclear waste. She tried not to wonder why so many people didn‘t seem to see 

what was happening right in front of their eyes, as the wild places of the earth 

vanished. She was not entirely successful, but eventually sleep claimed her. 

Sierra dreamed about her mother, who had died eight years previously. 

They were walking together on the beach, and she could smell the salt spray and 

hear the roar of the waves. Instead of shells and dried-up kelp bladders strewn 

on the sand, there were treasures––carved stone boxes, mirrors set with jewels, 

swords with runes etched on their blades. Her mother said, ―He sent you an 

invitation. Did you get it?‖ 

―Invitation?‖ Sierra was puzzled. ―No, I don‘t think so. Who sent me an 

invitation?‖ 

―You must respond to the invitation,‖ her mother said, patting her on the 

shoulder as she used to do and kissing Sierra‘s cheek. ―It‘s the polite thing to do.‖ 

―What invitation?‖ Sierra asked, confused. ―Who…?‖ 

But her mother had vanished. Sierra looked down at a green and blue 

feather in her hand and began to cry. But then she was typing at her computer in 

her cubicle at BDSC, and she received an email. The email said, ―Everything is 

not what it seems. Or nothing is what it seems. Take your pick.‖ 
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When she woke up, all Sierra remembered was the dream of walking with 

her mother on the beach, something they had done many times together, and 

she felt sad. Missing her mother made her think about her father, who lived 

nearly five hundred miles away in Los Angeles. She thought she should call him 

soon. They didn‘t see each other as often as she would like. Yes, she must call 

him soon—but not to tell him she had been fired. She knew it would only cause 

him anxiety, and there was nothing he could do. 

Sierra washed her face and went through the rest of her morning ritual, 

which had the benefit of bringing her to full awareness, as she was not a morning 

person. She went downstairs and stuck bread into the toaster. She shuffled to 

the front door in her slippers to fetch the newspaper. Opening the door, she was 

startled to find herself confronting a man who had just raised his hand to knock at 

her door. This left him with his fist raised at about Sierra-nose-level, and she 

ducked instinctively. This maneuver brought her face-to-face with an extremely 

furry face with a long nose and bright, yellow-amber eyes. Sierra jumped back 

and moved the door defensively between her and the invaders. 

―Oh, sorry, Ma‘am,‖ said the man on her doorstep. ―Are you Sierra Carter?‖  

Sierra nodded, noting that he had called her ―Ma‘am‖ and not ―Miss.‖ Men 

had shifted to calling her ―Ma‘am‖ a few years ago, and it never failed to annoy 

her. He was wearing Silicon Valley‘s standard bright-young-engineer-going-to-

work uniform: jeans, running shoes and polo shirt emblazoned with the graphics 

from his company‘s latest product introduction. What made him distinctive was 
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the fact that he was standing on her normally man-free doorstep, and that he had 

a largish coyote at the end of a stout rope.  

―I found your dog a couple of blocks away and thought I‘d better bring him 

back to you.‖ 

―I don‘t have a dog,‖ Sierra said ungraciously. ―And anyway, that‘s a 

coyote. I‘m surprised he hasn‘t bitten your fingers off.‖ Amazingly, the coyote was 

sitting quite peacefully by the man‘s side. It looked at her with bright eyes and 

wagged its tail. The wag looked a bit stiff, as though it had been practicing in a 

mirror. 

―Arf,‖ said the coyote. It didn‘t bark. It said, ―Arf.‖ The man didn‘t seem to 

notice this oddity. 

―Look, lady, I don‘t know what your deal is, but it has a tag with your name 

on it,‖ the man said. As he bent to pull the tag forward, Sierra saw that the 

coyote––was it a dog?––wore a beaded collar, woven with geometric patterns of 

red, black, yellow and blue that reminded her of Southwestern Indian work. She 

cautiously bent to inspect the engraving on the silver tag: 

―Chaco‖ 

Sierra Carter 

111 E. Belinda St., Sunnyvale, CA 

408-555-7171 

Stunned, she didn‘t resist as the man thrust the rope into her hand.  
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―OK, I gotta go to work now. You shouldn‘t let your dog run loose like that. 

You‘re welcome,‖ he added bitterly. He turned and strode away.  

Sierra looked at the animal, which stared back with interest. It was a 

coyote, no doubt about it––she had seen many of them when she went hiking in 

the hills. It was the size of a border collie, but with a wild, sharp, un-doggie face. 

Its fur was thick, buff and gray with long, dark guard hairs and a slight ruff around 

the neck. It was slender, with pricked ears and those amazing bright amber eyes, 

so different from the warm brown eyes of most dogs. 

The coyote stood up and walked calmly through Sierra‘s open front door. 

Sierra followed it and shut the door behind her. Part of her mind was screaming 

that she had just allowed a large and probably dangerous animal into her house, 

while another part was explaining in a reasonable tone of voice that the coyote 

was clearly not vicious, it had a collar on––a very nice collar––and seemed well 

behaved. 

Upon which, her brain screamed, ―Why does it have a tag with my name on 

it?‖ 

No reasonable answer immediately occurred to her, so Sierra walked into 

the kitchen and rummaged in a cupboard to find a suitable water bowl, reasoning 

that if the coyote had been running around Sunnyvale, it was probably looking for 

food or water. The coyote followed close behind, which did not relieve her 

misgivings. As she looked for a bowl, it sat on its furry haunches and watched 

her attentively. She found a heavy stainless steel mixing bowl, filled it with water 
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and set it on the floor, near the sliding door that led into her back yard. She 

stepped back and eyed the animal. The coyote rose and walked over to the bowl, 

claws clicking on her tiled floor. It bent to lap up the water once or twice, then 

lifted its head and stared at her again, drops of water falling from its muzzle.  

Maybe it was a dog. It didn‘t look like a dog, but it was acting like one. 

Perhaps it was some kind of exotic new breed. People in Silicon Valley went in 

for that kind of thing, she knew, having seen her share of briards, Bedlington 

terriers and catahoolie hounds in the area. Sierra went to her home office and sat 

in front of her computer. The coyote followed her, pacing calmly behind. 

―Let‘s see what Google can find on coyotes,‖ she said aloud to the animal. 

She wished it would stop staring at her with those strange eyes, eyes that 

followed her every move. 

Several minutes into her search, she hadn‘t learned anything new about 

coyotes. The photographs confirmed that the beast sitting next to her was, 

beyond any shadow of doubt, a coyote. She did find a site dedicated to coyotes 

with an interesting question from one of the site‘s visitors: 

―My sister was driving near her home in Utah, and she found what she 

thought was a dog that had been hit by a car. She put it in the back seat and took 

it to a vet. The vet said it was a coyote, not a dog, but he fixed it up and she took 

it home. It seems very gentle and friendly, but I‘m worried. Is it dangerous to 

keep a coyote as a pet?‖ 
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The answer was worrisome: 

―It is not only dangerous, but illegal to keep a wild animal as a pet. Your 

sister should not have taken the coyote home. Coyotes are wild animals, and 

they are not safe to keep as pets. I strongly advise your sister to contact the local 

animal rescue people and have them relocate the coyote away from human 

habitation. Coyotes who become used to humans are the most dangerous, as 

they lose their natural fear of humans, and are likely to attack if they are 

threatened or think the person has food.‖ 

Sierra did not share this observation with the coyote. It sat there, panting 

gently, eyes never straying from her. She pushed her chair back from the desk, 

and the animal leaped to its feet, giving her an adrenaline rush. Sweat broke out 

on her forehead. 

Aloud, she said, ―What on earth am I going to do with you?‖ 

―Well,‖ said the coyote, displaying rows of white teeth that seemed sharper 

than they should be. ―You could start by giving me breakfast.‖  
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Chapter 2 

Sierra opened her eyes. She was confused. Surely, she shouldn‘t be 

staring at the ceiling? She was looking up at the ceiling without bending her neck 

backwards, so that meant…she was lying down. With her head in someone‘s 

warm lap. A person‘s face swam into her field of vision, upside down and out of 

focus, and she pulled her head hastily out of the lap and scrambled to her knees.  

The lap belonged to a slender yet well-muscled young man who looked as 

though he might be Latino, with ruddy brown skin and black hair falling into his 

face. He wore a bright, beaded necklace. His mouth seemed too wide for his 

rather long face, and his full lips turned up at the corners, making him look as 

though he were smiling when he was not. Although his features were all slightly 

odd, like a character sketch where the artist exaggerates for effect, they melded 

together into an offbeat beauty. He did not have the dark eyes of a Latino, 

though; his eyes were a bright, feral amber. 

He looked at Sierra with concern, frowning slightly. ―Are you all right?‖ he 

asked. ―How do you feel?‖ 

Sierra stared at him, feeling as though she had wandered into some 

alternate universe. Apparently, she had fainted—a first for her. And just before 

she had fainted, what had she been doing? Oh, yes. She had been talking to a 

coyote… 
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Sierra scrambled hastily to her feet. She stared at the young man kneeling 

on the floor. He unfolded his long legs and rose to his feet with an effortless 

grace that would have taken her breath away under more normal circumstances. 

The events of the morning came rushing back, rudely dispelling the fog of 

confusion, and her heart raced. 

―What the hell are you doing in my house?‖ she demanded, trying to sound 

menacing, though she could feel the sweat of fear beading on her upper lip. 

―I‘m sorry I scared you,‖ he said. And he really did look sorry. 

A sense of suffocating panic seized her and she had trouble thinking. Only 

one explanation for what was happening occurred to her; she had cracked from 

the strain of losing her job. She was crazy. A crazy woman who heard animals 

talk. She glanced around for the coyote, but there was no sign of it. With an 

effort, she took three deep breaths and calmed the pounding of her heart. 

―What are you doing here? In my house? Who are you?‖ she asked. She 

was proud of her ability to craft such a complex question, given that she was now 

a raving lunatic. 

He wrinkled his brow.  

―I‘m Chaco,‖ he said simply, and gave her a charming smile. His wide 

mouth became even wider, showing strong, white teeth. The smile warmed his 

strange golden eyes, and he seemed to radiate good will. 
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Chaco? Wasn’t that the name on the coyote’s collar? Sierra took several 

more deep breaths. ―Chaco,‖ she began carefully. ―Chaco, I‘d like to know why 

you are trespassing in my house. Did you have anything to do with that…coyote? 

The one that was just here?‖ Her eyes dared around again, searching for the 

animal. 

―That‘s me,‖ he said cheerfully. ―It‘s a nickname. My real name is Coyotl.‖ 

He pronounced it with a distinctive tongue-click at the ―tl‖. ―Do you have anything 

to eat? I‘m starving. I rooted through some trashcans on the way here, but there 

wasn‘t anything good. Maybe a stale bagel or two, but that‘s it.‖ 

Sierra felt she really did not have time to be insane. She had to find a job. 

She did not need any coyotes, talking or otherwise, and she did not need this 

young man, who was not only illegally intruding in her house, but was also 

apparently completely around the bend in his own right. ―Get out! Now. I don‘t 

know what you think you‘re up to, but get the hell out. And take your coyote with 

you!‖ 

Chaco looked slightly hurt.  

―Well, okay, I‘ll just put something together myself. Go on. I know my way 

around a garb––uh, kitchen.‖ 

Sierra studied him.  

―No,‖ she said evenly, ―I mean you have to leave. Now!.‖ 
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Chaco got up from the floor, dusted the knees of his tight jeans, and 

sauntered down the hallway toward her kitchen. He had clearly elevated 

sauntering to an art form. 

―Sorry,‖ Chaco said over his shoulder. ―No can do. We‘ve got business.‖ 

Several movies played themselves out behind Sierra‘s eyes as she 

watched his progress into her kitchen. The scenes ranged from ―Psycho‖ to 

―Cape Fear.‖ As Chaco disappeared into the kitchen, she sidled into the living 

room and picked up the phone. There was no dial tone, and she went cold all 

over. She crept quietly into her front hall. Chaco was standing in the kitchen 

doorway, arms folded, looking at her with a serene expression and those wild 

eyes. 

―I‘m not going to hurt you,‖ he said, amiably. ―Why don‘t you come and sit 

down? We need to talk.‖ 

―Did you cut my phone line?‖ asked Sierra, voice quavering slightly. He 

didn‘t look particularly menacing, but what kind of person cuts your phone line 

and sneaks into your house? The answer to that question had to be seriously 

bad news. 

―Nope,‖ Chaco said cheerily. ―Just put it on hold for a while. While we talk, I 

mean. It‘ll be good as new when we‘ve had our little discussion. Why don‘t you 

come and sit down?‖ 
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―Right,‖ Sierra said brightly. ―I just need to get the newspaper. Be there in a 

moment.‖ If I can get to the door, I can jump in the car before he can stop me. 

She turned her back resolutely on Chaco and started toward the door. 

Behind her, she heard rapid scrabbling. Before she could turn to see what was 

making the noise, the coyote bounded ahead of her and sat, blocking the door. It 

panted a little, long tongue lolling. Sierra turned furiously, to tell Chaco to call off 

his coyote, but Chaco was gone. Sierra, one eye nervously on the animal, 

walked to the kitchen and cautiously peered around. No Chaco. She returned to 

her front door, and reached for the handle, making tentative shooing motions with 

her hand. She intended to make the coyote move away from the door, and then 

to run like hell for her car in the driveway. But the coyote didn‘t move. It just sat 

there, staring at her. 

Sierra turned the handle and pulled it toward her, hard. But the coyote, 

instead of scrambling out of the way, seemed to Sierra‘s horrified eyes to be 

melting. But if he was melting, he was massing into something larger, instead of 

getting smaller. The sharp muzzle softened and shrank back into a hairless face; 

the body stretched out grotesquely and rearranged itself. Sierra found herself 

staring into the same wild amber eyes, but they were the eyes of the dark young 

man. He blocked the door firmly and made an apologetic gesture as Sierra 

abruptly plumped to the floor again, her trembling knees unable to support her. 

―Sorry,‖ he said, in a kindly tone of voice. ―We really do need to talk.‖  
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He held out one brown hand to her, and Sierra, whose brain appeared to 

have taken a leave of absence, put her hand in his. His hand was strong and 

warm as he pulled her to her feet. Without letting go, he urged her toward the 

kitchen. Sierra‘s brain was still replaying the scene in her mind: coyote became 

man. This would imply, given the coyote-free state of the kitchen, that man 

became coyote. Then her rational mind called a halt to the proceedings and she 

started all over, seeking for a shred of sense in the chaos. 

In a state of numbed confusion, Sierra followed Chaco into the kitchen. He 

gestured toward one of the chairs at the kitchen table, but she hovered 

uncertainly.  

―You want coffee?‖ she asked, striving for normalcy. Chaco‘s eyes 

brightened, and if he had not been a young man at the moment, he might have 

wagged his tail. 

―That‘d be great,‖ he said. Sierra began preparing the brew. 

―So you‘re Chaco?‖ she said, scooping the beans into the grinder just as if 

she weren‘t entertaining a figment of her imagination. 

―Yup.‖ 

―And Chaco is you? I mean, you are the coyote? And the coyote–that‘s 

you, too?‖  

Best to be absolutely clear about the matter. She buttered the toast that 

she had put in the toaster earlier—this was during what she now thought of as 
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her pre-Chaco existence—and put it on a plate, which she set down in front of 

him. 

―Yup.‖ 

―One thing I‘d really like to know,‖ she said, pouring ground beans into her 

coffee maker. 

―Yeah?‖ He cocked his head. 

―Can I trust you?‖  

She expected Chaco to quickly affirm this, but he didn‘t. He sat at her small 

kitchen table and regarded her seriously. It seemed like the wrong response. Her 

heart began to pound again as adrenalin surged through her body and he 

watched her with those scary eyes. 

―Well,‖ he said slowly. ―Yes and no.‖  

Sierra began to back away.  

―I don‘t mean that I would try to hurt you, Sierra,‖ he said earnestly. ―I just 

mean that it‘s in my nature.‖ 

―What’s in your nature?‖ 

―It‘s in my nature to be untrustworthy. Sort of. I mean, you can always trust 

me to try to do the right thing, but sometimes I don‘t do it the way you think I‘m 

going to. And,‖ he admitted with a sigh, ―Things don‘t always turn out the way I 

mean them to.‖ He picked up a piece of toast and crunched it. 
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―What the hell do you mean by that?‖ Sierra asked wildly, wishing for the 

first time in her life that she had a gun in the house. 

―I mean, you‘ve heard of me, right?‖ asked the young man, peering at her 

anxiously. 

―No. Why would I have heard of Chaco the Coyote?‖ Sounds like a 

Saturday morning cartoon, she thought. Now all we need is a roadrunner. 

―Oh.‖ Chaco seemed slightly depressed by this. ―I suppose not many 

people have heard of me these days. I‘m an Avatar. You know, Coyotl. The 

Trickster? The one who brought fire to The People?‖ 

Sierra stared at him.  

―But, that‘s just a myth. A legend. There‘s no such thing.‖ 

Chaco‘s lean length blurred suddenly, his form shrinking and changing 

proportion. His thin brown face was suddenly sharp and furry. A coyote sat on 

her kitchen chair with toast crumbs on its black lips. It hopped down, shook itself 

and stretched, forelegs straight, butt in the air, plumy tail arched over its back. It 

yawned, showing teeth like the ends of knitting needles and a long, pink tongue. 

―Whatever,‖ said the coyote. 

―Here‘s your coffee,‖ said Sierra.  

It seemed the only sane thing to say at the moment. She set a full mug 

down on the table, wondering if perhaps she should pour some into a bowl and 

put it on the floor.  
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―Milk? Sugar?‖  

Did coyotes drink café-au-lait? Or did they take it black? 

―Black, thanks,‖ Chaco said, waving his tail lazily in the air. ―You got the 

invitation, I believe?‖ 

Sierra felt as though she should know what he was talking about, but she 

didn‘t.  

―What invitation?‖ 

―He sent you the invitation. I know you got it because he told me so,‖ 

explained Chaco, speaking as though to a small and dimwitted child. 

―Look,‖ said Sierra, ―I didn‘t get any invitation. Go through my mail. Go 

through my garbage. No invitation.‖ 

―Oh, may I?‖ asked the coyote, brightening.  

Then he shook himself back into the shape of a brown young man again.  

―I mean, no, thank you. The invitation is unmistakable. Somewhere, I know 

you have a bright green and blue feather. And this feather makes a noise, kind of 

a chime. Right?‖  

Chaco began to sit on his haunches, remembered he was not in coyote 

form and sat with dignity at the kitchen table. 

―Oh,‖ she said. ―Wait here a moment.‖  

Chaco started up with an alert expression, but she waved him back.  
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―I won‘t try to leave. I promise.‖  

She went upstairs, found the feather in her carved box and returned to the 

kitchen. She showed the feather to Chaco.  

―Is this what you‘re talking about?‖ 

―That‘s it,‖ Chaco said with satisfaction. ―So now we have to go see him. 

He sent me to guide you. It‘s not the easiest trip, if you‘re human.‖ 

Sierra stared at him blankly.  

―I‘m not going anywhere. I just got fired. I have to find a job. I have bills to 

pay. I don‘t even know what––or who––you‘re talking about.‖  

Her voice rose sharply.  

―I can‘t believe I‘m talking to a coyote anyway. I have a ton of stuff to do.‖ 

―We really do have to go see him,‖ said Chaco seriously. ―When he sends 

an invitation, you can‘t refuse. He really needs to see you.‖ 

This left Sierra more confused than ever—if that was possible.  

―Who he?‖ she asked ungrammatically. 

―Quetzalcoatl,‖ he replied, again giving the final ―tl‖ that strange tongue-

click. ―The Big Q.‖ 

Sierra poured herself a cup of coffee and sat down.  
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―This sounds familiar. There‘s a sculpture in a park in downtown San Jose 

that‘s supposed to be Quetzalcoatl. A giant snake, coiled up, but if you don‘t look 

too closely, it looks just like, well, just like giant dog poop.‖  

She had no idea how to make that strange click at the end of 

―Quetzalcoatl.‖ 

Chaco looked horrified. ―You‘re kidding? I hope he doesn‘t know about that! 

He‘d be…unhappy, I think. He‘s awfully, um, dignified.‖ 

―Wasn‘t he supposed to be some kind of god?‖ 

―Well, the Maya and the Aztecs worshipped him, but he‘s really an Avatar, 

like me. Very powerful, though. Kind of a super Avatar.‖ 

Sierra restrained herself from asking if he had a red cape, and said, ―I 

thought he was one of those gods they sacrificed people to, in the old days.‖ 

―I‘m not saying no one ever sacrificed people to the Big Q,‖ Chaco said 

carefully, ―But he never approved. People got him mixed up with his twin brother. 

That one is always out for blood.‖ 

―Quetzalcoatl‘s evil twin,‖ Sierra said, feeling giggles begin to foam up 

inside, a precursor to hysteria. She could not be having this conversation. ―So 

you‘re telling me that Quetzalcoatl has an evil twin?‖ 

Chaco looked at her in surprise. ―Yes. Is there something funny about 

that?‖ 

―It‘s kind of a cliché, don‗t you think?‖ 
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―It‘s true. Look it up. Where do you think clichés come from, anyway?‖ 

―OK, point taken. I will look it up,‖ she said. 

―Fine. You do that,‖ Chaco said. ―You‘ll find that Q is the creator; his 

brother is the destroyer. Q is the light; his brother is the dark. Q brings fertility 

and prosperity; his brother…‖ 

Sierra no longer felt like giggling. ―This twin,‖ she interrupted, ―What is his 

name?‖ 

―It‘s not a good idea to speak his name,‖ said Chaco, shaking his dark 

head. ―Speaking his name gives him power. He has too much power in the world 

already, because he goes by many names, and people call on him every day. 

Anyway, Quetzalcoatl has called you. You must answer.‖ 

―Why? What does he want? 

―He thinks you can help. There are dangerous forces at work, things called 

into being by his brother. He thinks you can help push back the darkness.‖ 

―I think he has the wrong lady,‖ said Sierra, sipping at her mug of coffee. 

―I‘m just a lowly, out-of-work public relations manager. I don‘t have any special 

powers, I can‘t use a sword, I can‘t fly, and I‘m afraid of violence. Not a good 

candidate at all. There must be hundreds of people who would be better at 

battling the forces of darkness than me.‖ 

Chaco regarded her levelly. ―He thinks you‘re the right one. Why don‘t you 

ask him about it? I‘m just the messenger.‖ 
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―Even if I am the right one, I can‘t do it,‖ Sierra replied. ―I need to find 

another job. It‘s been interesting meeting you, Chaco, but I can‘t go.‖ 

―But look on the bright side,‖ he urged. ―Now there‘s nothing to keep you 

from going with me to see the Big Q. You‘re free.‖ 

―Free?‖ retorted Sierra. ―Free? There‘s no such thing. How‘m I gonna pay 

for this place? Buy gas? Pay for food?‖ 

―Oh, don‘t worry about me,‖ murmured Chaco, ―I can find food just about 

anywhere.‖ 

―I‘m NOT worried about you, you moron,‖ snapped Sierra. ―What about 

me? What am I going to eat? Stale bagels? Rats? What?‖ 

Chaco drew himself up proudly. ―No one has ever accused me of not 

providing well for my people. If it‘s rats you want, rats you shall have.‖ 

―Yuck,‖ said Sierra wearily. ―No, Chaco, I don‘t want rats. I have some 

savings. Actually, the company gave me a nice severance package. I can eat for 

a while. But now I have to explain to a bunch of bozos in other companies why I 

suddenly decided to leave a good job at BDSC without first finding another job.‖ 

Sierra realized that she wasn‘t feeling frightened anymore. Chaco seemed 

harmless enough. Then she recalled that she was having a conversation with 

someone who was a part-time coyote, and her anxiety that she was losing her 

mind returned in full force. 
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―Look,‖ she said, resisting the urge to put her face into her hands. ―This is 

crazy. I think I‘m going crazy. I think you‘re just a hallucination, if you want the 

truth. And I am not going anywhere with a hallucination. I‘m not that crazy!‖ 

―I can wait until you‘re ready,‖ he said, stirring his coffee calmly. He sipped 

it, watching her over the rim of his mug. 

―You‘re gonna wait a long time, then,‖ said Sierra. ―Goodbye, Chaco.‖ 
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Chapter 3 

Sierra discovered that Chaco was easier to acquire than to lose. She tried 

asking him nicely to leave. She tried ignoring him, settling herself down in front of 

her computer for several hours to scan the job sites. While she was busy, he 

helped himself liberally to the contents of her refrigerator and cupboards. While 

roaming restlessly around her apartment, he happened upon a photo album and 

came to her computer to show her a picture of Sierra and Kaylee at a Black 

Diamond Christmas party. Their arms were entwined, they were raising 

champagne flutes, and both were grinning broadly in those happier times. Kaylee 

looked resplendent in an African-print dress that draped over one shoulder, and 

she wore her red-orange heart and amber bead necklace. 

―Who‘s this?‖ he asked with interest. 

―That‘s Kaylee Shore,‖ replied Sierra. ―I worked with her at Black Diamond, 

and we got to know each other. She‘s turning out to be a real friend.‖  

Chaco said nothing more, but leafed through the rest of the album quietly. 

By nightfall, Chaco‘s poking into her private possessions, nosy questions, 

and relentless foraging for food had driven Sierra to the screaming stage. 

―I‘m going to call the police right now!‖ she threatened, reaching for the 

handset. ―See how you like it in jail!‖  
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But Chaco just glanced up from the book he had taken—without asking— 

from her shelves. He was sprawled comfortably on her couch, his athletic-shoe-

clad feet resting on her sequined throw cushions. 

―You‘re not going to call the police,‖ he commented, returning to the pages 

of Hiking Trails of the South San Francisco Bay. 

―That‘s all you know,‖ Sierra hissed, punching three numbers into the 

phone. 

―Please say the city and state,‖ said a digitized voice at the other end of the 

line. 

―Yes, there‘s an intruder in my home,‖ said Sierra. 

―I didn‘t hear you,‖ the voice said patiently. ―Please say the city and state.‖ 

―I‘m at 111 East Belinda Street in Sunnyvale,‖ Sierra stated, frowning at 

Chaco. ―Yes, that‘s right. Please hurry—I think he‘s dangerous!‖  

Chaco yawned and turned the page as the voice insisted, ―I didn‘t hear 

you. Please say…‖ 

Sierra put the phone back in its cradle. ―You‘d better get going. The police 

are on their way right now, and the police station isn‘t that far from here.‖ 

Chaco looked up at her as she loomed over him. ―You didn‘t call the 

police,‖ he said, putting the book down. He swung his long legs around, sitting 

upright. 



K.D. Keenan 
33 

 
 

© 2014 K.D. Keenan 

―Yes, I did.‖ 

―There‘s no point in lying to me,‖ Chaco replied calmly. ―You can‘t lie to a 

born liar, you know.‖ 

―If you‘re a liar, why should I believe anything you say?‖ 

Chaco considered this seriously.  

―Well, you‘ve got a point,‖ he conceded. ―You‘ll just have to trust me, I 

guess.‖ 

Sierra stared at him, speechless. The situation reminded her of the riddle 

about the two doors, each with a guard. Behind one door lay untold riches and 

behind the other was certain death. One guard always lied and the other always 

told the truth. You had to figure out how to choose the right door by questioning 

the guards. Sierra had always become terminally confused, inevitably choosing 

certain death. This reflection did not comfort her. She fumed silently, frowning at 

Chaco. He looked at her mildly for a little while, then stood and faced her. He 

spoke in a formal and serious tone he hadn‘t used before. 

―Sierra. I swear upon the Ancestors. I swear upon all that is sacred. This is 

important. It‘s more important than me. It‘s more important than you. Please 

come with me. Quetzalcoatl does not call upon mankind lightly, and he has called 

you.‖ 

―But why?‖ she burst out. ―Why me? I‘m not…‖ 
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But whatever she intended to say remained unsaid, for at that moment, the 

lights flickered, dimmed, and died, leaving them in darkness. 

―Damn!‖ exclaimed Sierra, annoyed. ―The circuit breakers are in the 

garage. I have a flashlight somewhere…‖ 

But the rest of her sentence was cut off by Chaco‘s hand over her mouth. 

His arms wrapped roughly around her shoulders, but before she could react with 

a fierce instinctive kick, he whispered urgently in her ear.  

―Quiet! Don‘t make a sound. It‘s not the circuit breaker. We‘re in trouble.‖  

Sierra stopped resisting and his palm dropped from her mouth. She stood 

quietly, straining to hear, but the house was quiet. She could hear the traffic 

noises from the street. Light from the streetlamps created a dim illumination 

through the curtained windows. Gradually, her eyes adjusted, but she could see 

nothing but the dark outlines of her familiar furnishings. 

Something suddenly moved past one of the living room windows, briefly 

blocking the light. Sierra saw that the light outside the kitchen windows was 

flickering, as though several objects were moving rapidly outside the house and 

obscuring the streetlights for a second as they passed. She felt an atavistic 

tension grip her throat, and the hair on her head prickled. She reached out a 

shaking hand to Chaco. 

―What is it?‖ she whispered. More things flickered past the windows. 

―Later,‖ he breathed. ―Stay here, and don‘t move.‖  
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He grasped her hand, squeezed it as though to comfort her. By the faint 

light from the windows, she saw him shift. The coyote laid its belly close to the 

floor and began to crawl toward the kitchen. As fear ran cold fingers down her 

spine, Sierra realized she had left a kitchen window open, letting in the warm 

spring air. She could hear noises now, like people muttering softly. From the 

tones, Sierra didn‘t want to know what they were saying. 

Slowly, she sank to the floor, hoping to hide in the shadows. She pressed 

her back against a bookshelf. Now they can’t come at me from behind, she 

thought. She watched the living room windows fearfully. There were shapes 

flitting about outside, moving in a way that made no sense to her. They were the 

size and shape of the large red rubber balls that elementary schoolchildren play 

with at recess—and they were flying in the dark air like obese bats, but with no 

visible wings. None of this made any sense to her, adding to her fright. 

A sudden crash came from the kitchen, accompanied by snarls and 

shrieks. Sierra jerked back hard against the bookcase and if it hadn‘t been bolted 

to the wall because of the earthquakes so common in the Bay Area, she might 

have sent it toppling. As it was, volumes from the top shelves fell, one striking her 

shoulder painfully.  

There was a flurry of activity outside. The shapes knocked against the 

windows in their haste, and then they were gone. The house lights flared 

abruptly, blinding her for a moment. When she regained her sight—still with a 

large purple spot swimming in her field of vision—she ran to the kitchen to see if 
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Chaco was hurt. The din had been enough to bring her neighbors running, she 

thought. 

Chaco, now a young man again, stood in the middle of the kitchen, broken 

glass strewn about him like glittering confetti. He had smears of blood on his face 

and hands. ―You‘re hurt!‖ she cried, but he shook his head. 

―Not my blood,‖ he replied gruffly, and pointed at the floor. 

Sierra saw that there was more than glass on the floor. A large round 

object, also covered in blood, lay at his feet. Sierra stared down at something 

birthed by a nightmare. It was a head, a head larger and rounder than a man‘s. It 

had bulging, staring black eyes with no whites, and a mouth like a jack o‘ lantern 

with the snaggled sharp teeth of a mako shark. Even nastier, instead of hair it 

had long, gnarled fingers, each tipped with a cruel claw. The face had been 

slashed and gashed as though by razors—from Chaco‘s fangs, Sierra knew. Her 

stomach heaved and she rushed out of the kitchen to the downstairs bathroom. 

She emerged a while later, wiping her mouth and still trembling, to find the 

kitchen restored to normal—except for the plywood nailed across the broken 

window. The glass and blood were gone, and Chaco was rinsing a rag at the 

sink. The ghastly head had vanished. 

―You okay?‖ he asked, wringing the rag out and turning to face her. Sierra 

nodded, but her eyes were darting around the room, searching for the hideous 

visitor. 
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―It‘s gone,‖ said Chaco, firmly. ―The others are gone, too. But I‘m afraid 

they‘ll be back. Or he‘ll send something else. He knows where you are, now.‖ 

Sierra gazed at him numbly, ―Who knows where I am?‖ she asked, 

wondering when she would wake from this horrible dream. ―And what was 

that…thing?‖ 

―Big Head,‖ Chaco answered, tossing the rag into the trash. ―You don‘t see 

them much anymore. He must‘ve called them up especially for you. Very 

dangerous, as you saw.‖ 

―Who called them up?‖ Sierra asked again, a small spark of indignation 

igniting amidst her fear and confusion.  

―Is this your Mr. Q, your Kets-all-whatever? Because if he thinks he‘s going 

to push me around like that, he‘s…‖ 

But Chaco was shaking his head. ―No. Not Quetzalcoatl. He doesn‘t 

operate that way. His brother. You can call him—let‘s see, he has a lot of names. 

You don‘t want to speak his real name; it‘s too toxic. But in English, it means ‗The 

Obsidian Mirror.‘‖ 

―The Obsidian Mirror? What kind of name is that?‖ 

―I‘ll explain later. Right now, we have to leave. Before something else 

comes along. Trust me, you don‘t want to wait around for whatever it is,‖ Chaco 

said. 
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Sierra thought about the Big Head lying in its blood on her kitchen floor and 

shuddered. ―Yes, all right, I‘ll go. Where are we going?‖ 

Chaco sighed. He stopped short of rolling his eyes, but nonetheless 

effectively communicated exasperation ―I told you,‖ he said, with exaggerated 

patience. ―We‘re going to see Quetzalcoatl.‖ 

Well, Sierra thought, someone needs me. It doesn’t sound like paid work, 

but someone needs me. ―Okay,‖ she said. ―But do you promise me he won‘t 

sacrifice me? Or eat me?‖ She peered anxiously at Chaco. 

―I don‘t usually promise anybody anything,‖ said Chaco. As Sierra‘s face 

went even whiter, he said hastily, ―But I do promise he won‘t hurt you.‖ 

Sierra relaxed slightly.  

Chaco continued, ―But I can’t promise you that what he asks you to do will 

be safe. Or easy.‖ 

―What is he going to ask me to do?‖ Sierra asked suspiciously. ―Why me?‖ 

But Chaco wouldn‘t say. He shook his head.  

―Just come with me. It‘s important. And we need to get out of here now.‖ 

It didn‘t take long to load up her car, as Sierra kept her camping equipment 

ready to go at all times. She packed some food and located her road maps. She 

sent an email to her father in Los Angeles to let him know she was taking a brief 

vacation. She didn‘t mention that she‘d been fired, because he‘d probably offer to 

send her money. She told him she was taking a Magical Mystery Tour. Magical 
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Mystery Tour had been her mother‘s expression for a spontaneous outing. She‘d 

bundle everyone in the car and they‘d take off, not knowing where they‘d end up. 

She looked up Kaylee‘s work number, scribbling it down on the notepad 

she kept by the side of the phone. She didn‘t call Kaylee‘s house, even though it 

was a Saturday and Kaylee was probably home, because she didn‘t want to get 

into a conversation about what she was doing or why she was doing it—Sierra 

herself had no idea. She wrote Kaylee‘s name next to the number, shading it in 

and doodling looping swirls around it as she left a voicemail. 

―Hey, Kaylee, I‘m going camping for a little while to think things over. I‘ll call 

you when I get back. Don‘t worry about me, OK? I‘m doing fine here.‖  

Well, maybe not fine, she reflected as she returned the phone to its cradle. 

But I can‘t tell her I‘ve been attacked by big, flying, flesh-eating heads. That might 

create a little anxiety. 

Then she watered the plants and suspended her mail and newspaper 

deliveries. 

―I‘m ready now, Chaco,‖ she said, hefting a backpack. ―I only have one 

sleeping bag. Maybe we should go get another one for you.‖ 

―No need,‖ said Chaco. ―I‘ve got a fur coat.‖ 

Sierra stared at him and then remembered. ―Right. Well, let‘s go. Um, 

where are we going?‖ 

―East.‖ 
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―East? I thought we‘d be going to Mexico. Isn‘t that where Quetzalcoatl 

hangs out?‖ 

―He‘s an Avatar. He can be anywhere. Do you know how to get to 

Sacramento?‖ 

―Of course I do.‖  

Sierra considered asking Chaco what the Plumed Serpent God of the 

Aztecs was doing in Sacramento, but decided against it. She consulted her maps 

and planned a route. 

―OK, Chaco. Let‘s get going.‖  

As they walked out her front door and she locked it behind her, a thought 

flitted through her mind that she might never see her home again. She had a 

hollow, light feeling at her core. It was a free feeling, but it was the freedom of no 

attachments, of not belonging. Somewhere under the free feeling, panic was 

beginning to bubble up like black tar. She shook herself, trying to bring back a 

sense of normalcy. As though anything would ever be normal again; she was, 

after all, setting out to meet a god or Avatar, accompanied by a shape-changing 

coyote, with monsters apparently hard on their heels. She got into the driver‘s 

seat, and Chaco sat beside her. 

―Seat belt,‖ said Sierra, noticing that Chaco had neglected to fasten this 

item. 

―I don‘t need one. It‘s impossible to kill an Avatar.‖ 
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―Good for you,‖ she replied, ―But if we get stopped by a cop, I still get a 

ticket.‖  

Chaco fumbled with the strap, and Sierra had to show him how it worked. 

At last, she backed out of her driveway and headed for the freeway. 

 


