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He was either too early or too late. Too late for the snow to be smoothly packed down along the trail. Too early for it to have melted into mud. So, Franz was left with a somewhere in-between, half-frozen, unclear path along the foothills of the Rocky Mountains, with no service, and the wind picking up by the second. This was not what he had pictured.

Colorado was meant to be an idyllic American place. And Franz was well-traveled. He knew of other places just like it. On the outside, it was families in ski suits, hikers in cargo shorts, and craft beer patios overlooking snow-touched peaks. But on the inside, it was huge, horrific mountains. It was the force of nature always looming behind residents and tourists, reminding them that this was its domain, and it would always be. It reminded Franz with every step.

The snow had started maybe an hour ago, and it wasn’t letting up. His boots were full of it. He was sure the heavy pack on his back was covered with white. His vision was speckled with bright spots as he peered forward. There had to be something—anything—ahead. He wasn’t in the middle of nowhere. He knew there was a town nearby. It had to have been the bathroom break that turned him around about halfway in; back when he still had the confidence that he would make it back before nightfall. With the moon rising now, he was only half-confident that he was still on a trail of any kind. Bad timing all around.

He saw it then, down the mountain and around a clump of spruces—a park ranger station. Franz muttered a thank you to the air. He would not freeze and die out here alone, not today.

His eyes trailed down, scrutinizing the best route to the station, and they caught something else along the way. He must have found his way back to the trail because there was a person up ahead. At least, it looked like a person. It was more of a black blob from this distance—possibly a bear.

Franz trudged forward. It was the only way to find out more. He moved more quietly, though. If it was something that was hungry, he needed to stay hidden. The snow covered every footfall, but he still wasn’t as quiet as he could have been. The exhaustion led to him running into a tree and knocking down the fresh snow on the branches all over himself and his gear.

He stood at the end of the path. The blob was ahead. Maybe not a bear but a cat. A mountain lion. The largest predator in the Rockies. If it was a cat, Franz was already dead. He couldn’t outrun a creature like that even without a 50-pound pack on his back and metal grips on his boots.

But it wasn’t moving.

The wind howled.

The blob was completely still.

Franz moved closer.

“Hello?” he called.

His voice died in the wind.

Somebody had been here. Tracks had been covered, but Franz felt the texture in the trail change as he slogged on. There was a ranger station up here; there had to be others around. There was a light at the end of this freezing tunnel.

He couldn’t wait to be home and just have a cup of coffee. That was all he wanted. A cup of coffee from his Nespresso. He didn’t want to investigate the hump in the snow. He didn’t want to turn it over and look it in the face. He didn’t want to find out that it wasn’t a bear, or a cat… but a dead body

But Franz used his hiking poles to yank on the coat of the unmoving man on the trail, flipping him so he was looking up into the storm—frozen eyes wide open, blue-grey skin-like scales, and a trickle of blood running from his hairline to his neck. Every bit of him, covered with ice and perfectly preserved in a state of terror and shock.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

The room was a mess. A Backstreet Boys poster was half-ripped from the wall, Eve had pulled it down while trying to get away, trying to get out of his grip. Her clothes were everywhere. She had been trying on Halloween costumes. Between the spa and dinner, she had some time. Mom had told her they had an hour or two before she would order them pizza. It was girl’s day. It was Eve’s favorite day, and it had gone more terribly than she could have ever imagined.

Eve had just finished placing fur ears on her head for her Josie and the Pussycats costume when she heard the front door burst open. Wood split. Men’s voices rang out. She squeezed an inflatable guitar to her chest and it squeaked against her skin as she slid into the closet.

Mom was screaming.

Eve couldn’t make out the words.

Boots stomped up and down. Closet doors rattled. The entire house felt like it was shaking.

There were the clicks of guns. It had to be guns. Mom had shown her how. Just in case: the gun was above the microwave. She was supposed to get a stool and grab the gun and shoot anyone who wasn’t Mom or Dad. But she couldn’t get there. She couldn’t get out of the closet.

“Eve!”

It was Mom.

“Eve, please!”

Mom needed help.

Eve pushed open the doors. She was terrified. Every step was clearer than the next. She was walking into darkness. She was walking into violence. She was walking face first into pain.

She opened her bedroom door. It was speckled with bright unicorn stickers and Hufflepuff crests.

The blow-up guitar clasped in one hand, Eve stuck her head out of the hallway and the darkness was immediate.

“Eve!”

Her mother screamed and she was hit with a big black cloud. A nylon bag came over her head and she was dragged out of her room by the neck, the guitar trailing and squeaking along the carpet behind her.
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Eve shot up in bed.

That dream again. That nightmare again.

It had been so long ago, but that day would never go away completely. She really tried not to think about it. Maybe that was why it came up when she was unconscious. She had done the therapy thing. She had talked about the trauma and she had strategies and tools to help keep her cool in stressful situations. Still, it didn’t erase it. Nothing would erase that day.

Her headphones were muttering an audiobook. She’d left it on all night, fallen asleep to a fantasy supernatural romance. Eve picked up her phone to check in on how much she’d missed but Deputy Garcia flashed on the screen, interrupting the Audible timer and her confidence that her day could only improve after the dark nightmarish start.

Eve picked it up immediately.

“Sheriff Wicker,” she said.

She clicked off the headphones.

“Hi,” Sharon said from the other end. “You’re awake.”

“Barely.” Eve pushed the sheets off.

“Bad news… ready for it?”

“How bad?”

“Not good,” Sharon replied. “A body.”

“Who?”

“Working on it. A hiker found him. A tourist.”

“It snowed pretty good yesterday…” Eve said, looking out the window. Gray clouds fat with condensation floated by. “I’m guessing we got nothing.”

“You would be guessing correctly…”

“I’ll be right down. Send me the details of the location, please. You need anything?”

“No. Don’t think so… just… doesn’t seem like an accident this time. Like this wasn’t somebody who froze on the trail.”

“What makes you say that?”

“The blood on his head, Sheriff.”

Eve suited up. Her stepmother, Grace, was placing a bowl of a particularly mushy looking oatmeal in front of her father when she got downstairs. Eve grabbed a protein bar and a croissant. Her father promptly dropped the first spoonful all over himself; he couldn’t hold the spoon very well in his right hand anymore.

“What’s going on so early?” her father asked as Grace cleared away gunk from his shirt.

“Still finding out,” Eve replied.

“You didn’t sleep so good?”

“I slept great, Dad. Why would you say that?”

“I can… I can see it in those eyes,” he said, barely looking at her.

Eve shook her head. “I’ll see you at the bakery later, okay?”

“Be safe out there,” Grace said.

“Get your thick coat from the station before you go anywhere outside,” her dad added. “It’s not spring yet.”

“I hear you,” she said.

Then she called up the stairs, “Come on, Pearl!”

A collar jangled and a white border collie with speckled gray ears bounded into the kitchen. She immediately went for her water bowl and lapped some up before turning to Eve, at the ready.

Eve clicked her leash on, and they both headed into the wind.
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Pearl was barely visible along the mountainside as she ran ahead. Fortunately, Sharon had cordoned off the area where the body was with police tape already so Eve could keep her eyes on the bright yellow in the field of white. Eve was thankful for her father’s advice on her winter coat. It was cold in Chesapeake Valley that day, and even colder in the foothills. A body in those weather conditions should be in good condition. It was sad to take that as a win, but Eve had to. Something about the incident already smelled more complex than anything she’d done in the last eleven months; bar fights, school zones and school fairs, and seniors dying in their bathtubs. Chesapeake Valley sure set a different pace than the NSA.

It wouldn’t be her first cadaver, at least. Another sad win. There had been another death up there in November. Two teenagers had tried to hike up the steepest peak of the Chesapeake foothills. One got spooked by something in the night—that was all the survivor could say, all he could describe—a big black figure in the darkness, and he’d slipped on the way up. Eve still saw the boy’s body at the bottom of the valley, all mangled between the pine trees.

“Hey!” Sharon waved and met her at the barrier. “You made it.”

“Not a super easy trek…” Eve noted.

“It’s hard to tell if they walked up or what… all the tracks are pretty much gone,” Sharon said.

Sharon was shorter than Eve with thick dark hair and small eyes. They had met when Eve had moved to Chesapeake Valley after high school but before college. They spent a summer chasing boys out of the Red Rock Inn and swimming in the gravel pits on the east side of town. They had both ended up in law enforcement, though Sharon had never gone out of Chesapeake like Eve had. Not that that made Eve think any less of Sharon. The deputy respected the peace and quiet complacency of small towns like Chesapeake Valley. Eve hoped she would be able to find that someday too. But the body in front of her was indication enough that Chesapeake Valley wasn’t that place.

Eve got closer to the frozen man.

“You recognize him?” Eve asked.

“It took me a minute. No wallet or ID or anything. I think it might be one of the Springers. Duncan, maybe”

“Duncan’s the plumber, right?”

“Right, boss.”

“Don’t call me that...” Eve laughed a little. “Sheriff is just fine.”

“Sheriff suits you, honestly.”

“You think? I’m still getting used to it.”

“You’re a natural. It’s in your genes.”

Eve nodded but didn’t say anything else. She analyzed the body. The coagulated stream of blood on the corpse’s face ran from his forehead to his jaw, and when Eve tilted his head a little, she could see it was all coming from the back of his head. His hair was wet with blood. Her eyes surveyed the forest and she noticed a tree to the west that was cleared of snow. Somebody had come from that direction.

She did a full circle of the scene before coming back to Sharon.

“What’s that building around to the south?”

“Yeah, it’s close. The park ranger station,” Sharon replied.

“A ranger station? Where were they when all this was happening? They live out here?”

“Yup.”

“They didn’t do a morning round? A nightly round even? How are they not the ones to have found this guy?” Eve fumed. “I’m going to talk to them. This isn’t a popular path. One way in. One way out. How could they miss it? You called this in already?”

Sharon replied, “Of course I did. It’ll take them a while to get up here though, and get him thawed…”

“Why don’t you go back to the station and get warmed up? I’ll meet you down there later.”

“Flying solo?”

“I’ve got Pearl!” Eve patted the side of her coat, and Pearl burst her way through the snow to forge a path to the south. The collie had always been good at reading Eve’s intentions. Sometimes, she knew what she wanted her to do before Eve knew herself. The collie had been a Christmas gift from her father when she had officially moved back home, which was fairly recent, and they were still getting to know each other.

“Pearl!” Eve yelled. Birds exploded out of a pine tree nearby. “Don’t go too far ahead!”

“There’s another place nearby…” Sharon said as Eve turned her back.

“Another place? Where?”

“To the west. Not far. Roman Marek’s cabin.”

“Who?”

“The mountain man. He moved here about a year ago. Just before you came back.”

Eve raised an eyebrow. “Mountain man?”

“He’s huge and scary and lives in the mountains.”

“Creative.”

“He’s also really hot,” Sharon added with a hint of a grin.

“Oh come on. The mountain man is?”

“I’m doing my best to keep things professional.”

Eve smirked and rolled her eyes a little. Sharon was married but she had confided that they had been less than successful physically lately. Sharon had always been a little man-crazy—sharp and intelligent until a chiseled six-pack came around and then her brain turned to goo.

Eve’s eyes trailed down from Sharon to the body at her boots.

Eve couldn’t get distracted. She had to stay focused. This was her first homicide in this town since becoming sheriff. A man had been killed. Her father would be watching. Sharon and her friends would be watching. Chesapeake Valley would be watching, and waiting to see if she would succeed to uncover the story behind this body in the middle of the foothills, or if she would slip and fall and break every bone in her body before she’d even reached the peak. She had to trust herself—trust her decisions, her intuition, and that her steps wouldn’t lead her back into the darkness.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Pearl plowed ahead. There was a thin trail leading up to the ranger station door. It needed to be shoveled but it was wide enough, and the snow was fresh enough to kick aside. The green wood cabin was small, with a tin roof. Several solar panels were attached to the roof, desperate for the sunshine that would surely come later on that day. Colorado was sunny. It had been one of the big appeals for Eve. She wasn’t big on the beach, but she also wasn’t big on the rain, so Colorado gave her the perfect placid climate of in-between.

No distractions.

Eve hammered on the door.

“Police,” she called.

Impatient, she knocked again.

“Coming!” A voice called from beyond the door.

The ranger opened the door after almost another minute. She was not prepared for visitors. It was obvious that she had not a clue what was going on just outside her doorstep. She looked young. She had round cheeks and long curly hair that was piled into a messy bun at the nape of her neck. She was both stocky and tall. Actually taller than Eve, which was rare for other women. Eve was a solid 5’9” so the park ranger had to be pushing 6 feet. Despite her height, she made herself look shorter with slumped shoulders and a drooping disposition.

“Eve. Sheriff Wicker… Uh… I… what are you doing all the way out here?” she asked.

“You know me?”

“Of course. We all do,” the ranger smiled, but it didn’t extend all the way to her eyes. “NSA coming in to run Chesapeake Valley. We all know you.”

“Well, I’ve been here almost a year now. I lived here in my twenties too. I’m not a complete stranger,” Eve said.

“Sure. Sure. You’re an in-and-out.” The ranger chuckled.

“I’m just an in.”

The ranger shifted in her socked feet and leaned against the doorway. “Right! No. I didn’t mean anything by that…”

They both looked at each other.

“I’m Dylan. Dylan Hackett,” she said and reached out a hand. Eve shook it.

“Nice to meet you, Ranger Hackett. Officially.”

“Absolutely. You’re so pretty…”

Eve laughed awkwardly. “Wondering if you’ve been keeping your eyes peeled recently?”

“What’s that?”

“Your eyes. Have you been watching the mountainside these last couple of days?”

“Oh yeah. Of course, Sheriff. I’ve been doing my daily rounds. Saw a bobcat last week… Better keep your pooch close!”

Pearl had found a spot in a snowbank, sticking her snout deep into it, searching for spring underneath.

Eve said, “You did your rounds this morning?”

“Oh,” she laughed again, “No. Not yet.”

“How about last night?”

“Sure… yeah. I think I did last night.”

“And you didn’t notice anything unusual?”

“I always keep an eye out!”

“And your ears?”

Hackett scowled. “What? What do you mean?”

“You didn’t hear anything last night?”

“It was storming a bit. A lot of wind. Can you just tell me what this is about?”

“There’s a body about two hundred feet from your door, Ranger Hackett.”

Eve let that sink in. Hackett tugged at her sweatpants and hoodie, like she was making space to sweat. Her face told Eve what she needed to know. The widened eyes. The parted lips. Hackett had no idea.

“We’re still working on the ID,” Eve continued. “Male. Maybe 40s. Signs of a struggle. Whoever did it maybe dragged him up here… but the storm covered up a lot of it. You didn’t hear anything?”

Hackett peered over Eve’s shoulder. The trail was uphill from them. It would be impossible to see the victim’s boots from here, so she just met Eve’s pointed gaze instead.

“I didn’t hear anything…” Hackett said softly.

“And you didn’t do your rounds last night? Or this morning?” Eve questioned.

“No, Sheriff.”

“And you were here all last night?”

“Y-yes, Sheriff. I don’t leave that much… just to go into town and get supplies.”

“You like your job?” Eve asked.

“I love it.”

Eve said, “I want you to come down to the station later so I can take your statement.”

“Really?” Hackett looked back at her one-room cabin. Sheets were tangled up on a single bed. A laptop screen on the nightstand flickered into darkness from a paused Netflix anime. A rusted kettle sat on the woodstove with several half-finished containers of instant coffee thrown about the room, like it was one of those items that she always got more of at the store despite having it at home.

“Really,” Eve said.

“Sure. Sure. No problem,” Hackett replied. “Really sorry. I didn’t… I couldn’t have known. When’s the last time we’ve had anything like this in Chesapeake Valley?”

“About a decade, probably. If you don’t count Georgia Turnbull.”

“You know who did it? Any suspects?”

“Just starting up.”

Eve’s only suspect right now was the ranger in front of her. But, on first impression, Hackett wasn’t capable of murder. She barely even seemed capable of making her own bed. But Eve had been fooled before and she wouldn’t be letting her guard down anytime soon.

“Okay well… I’m really sorry again.”

“Don’t apologize to me,” Eve said. “There’ll be some guys up here soon, taking the body down so we can do an autopsy.”

Hackett nodded. “Sure. Sure. I’ll stay out of their way.”

“Or keep an eye out…”

Her eyes went wide and she stood straight up. “Right! Yes! I’ll watch and stuff. You know these foothills are particularly susceptible to snow slides around this time. So you should be careful too. The snow layer underneath all this fresh stuff is weak. It partially melted last week and then re-froze and then got packed on by fresh stuff so it’s going to be slippery, and it’ll be easy for it all to break off and shooof. Sweep us away.”

“Good to know,” Eve replied, once Dylan paused and took a breath. “We gotta get him out of here sooner rather than later.”

Hackett smiled a little but she still looked pale. The news of a body right by her step, sitting there all night, couldn’t be easy to hear.

“If it starts to melt, there could be slushflow too. We had lots last year. It’s dangerous up here. It would not have been easy for someone to carry a full-grown man up here. They had to have been strong or had an ATV or whatever of some kind…”

“Slushflow?”

“When there’s more water inflow than outflow in the snow. This area is bad for it because you see right here… this steep section that leads up to the Marek place? That sudden high latitude creates lots of problems.”

Eve nodded, following Hackett’s gestures up the mountainside. And she could’ve sworn, if only for a moment, that she saw someone moving through the trees. Eve turned back to Hackett. She hadn’t seen it.

“Thanks, Hackett,” Eve said after a moment. “I’ll see you later, okay?”

“Sounds good, Sheriff,” Hackett hesitated in the doorway. “I’ll do better. I promise.”

Eve gave a stiff, diplomatic smile. “You don’t need to make those promises to me.”

Eve called Pearl and turned away from the ranger station. She heard the door shut way too loud behind her, to the point where she was worried that she had offended Hackett in some way. Eve was annoyed with Hackett’s obliviousness or, calling it what it was, laziness, but she seemed nice enough and knowledgeable about the foothills.

Eve’s reputation preceded her in this town. She wasn’t anonymous anymore, and she had to keep in mind that everyone had an idea about her before she’d even shaken their hand. But that didn’t matter. What she needed to focus on right then was the case.

The ranger heard nothing. If the murderer had taken a vehicle up the mountain, wouldn’t she have heard an engine? Even over the sounds of a blizzard, that would have stuck out. How long had that man really been lying there then? It could’ve been more than a day. In fact, it could’ve been much more than a day because of the cold. Eve had to wait until the medical examiner could take a look at him. And patience wasn’t her strong suit.

Keep moving, Eve. Always keep moving.

She turned back up the trail, making her way away from the station. Her eyes were glued to where she’d seen that figure. Pearl sensed him too. She stopped in the trail up ahead and sniffed the air to the west. She let out two sharp yaps, flagging the man about halfway up the steep mountainside, staring down at them.

He was dressed in all black with a fur hood. Eve couldn’t be sure if it was just his jacket and snow pants that were thick or if he actually was that huge. He had to be at least 6’3 with shoulders twice as wide as the trees around him. There was a compound bow in one hand and arrows on his back. A hunter, maybe. A suspect.

“Hey!” Eve called. She waved an arm. She wasn’t sure that he could hear her. Sound really died up here. But he must have because as soon as she called out, he nodded his head and started moving in the other direction, back up, against the snow.

Eve shouted, “Hey!!”

He ignored her. He must have heard her. He definitely saw her. From the way he moved, she could tell he was at least mildly experienced in mountaineering and in good shape. The snow was heavy. She was worried he would cause one of those dreaded snow slides from just the size of his boots alone.

The door opened behind Eve and Hackett poked her head out. She was half-way dressed in her uniform. She followed Eve’s gaze up the mountain.

“That’s Roman Marek,” Hackett said.

“The mountain man?”

Hackett grinned and nodded.

“Where’s his cabin?” Eve asked.

“About a mile up and to the west.”

“What’s he like?”

“Bit of a hermit. He leaves his place less than me, and that’s seriously saying something. Huge, scary man, to be honest. Some kind of farmer or whatever so he’s pretty… uh… resourceful, I guess?”

“Think he knows what’s going on down here?”

“The only thing he’s seemed to notice down here so far is you.”
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Roman Marek

Police. On his mountain. Roman was on edge. The walk back home was harder than usual because of the storm last night. There was another one coming. The spring so far had been worse than the winter. Or maybe it was just the last of winter, reminding him that he needed to start moving if he wanted to accomplish his goals. Before the melt and the blooms started, Roman needed to blow out the pipes, trim the trees in the power lines, re-insulate the backroom, and hire staff for the ranch. He was too busy for a beautiful blonde stomping around his trails in a slender brown uniform.

The inside of his coat was wet with sweat by the time he got back. He put the key in the backdoor and it wouldn’t click. It was loose. He jiggled it to the left, to the right. Nothing. The lock wouldn’t turn.

“Add that to the list,” he muttered.

Roman stomped over to the shed and used the spare key to open up the master lock on the rusted door handle. It took him only a matter of minutes to get the hinges off the backdoor.

He wasn’t that worried about burglary up here. It would have to be incredibly targeted, and Roman barely knew anyone in Chesapeake Valley. Not that it was a closed-off town; he was the problem. Going down the mountain meant seeing people—seeing his own fragility mirrored back at him in stilted conversations and awkward questions about his relationship status or family.

Roman shed the North Face jacket, tossing it on the couch and sliding over to Karu’s kennel to let him free. The long-haired German Shepherd stretched, sauntered, and shook the sleep free. Roman gave him a meaningful scratch and then went to get his other toolkit from the closet by the kitchen.

The cabin was three rooms: a kitchen, a living room and a loft. It had 15-foot windows at the front of the A-frame, showing the white blanket of snow covering the foothills and the winding road leading back down into Chesapeake Valley. The wood stove in front of the windows was laid with a tan brick in a U around its front. It was clean. The thick black ash was incredibly hard to keep off the grout. Roman took pride in his place. It hadn’t been cheap despite the simplicity. He’d paid hand over foot for the location and the view, for “the perfect balance of nature and practicality,” as the realtor had put it.

Several blankets were settled across a wide-cushioned couch, and behind that, the walnut spiral staircase led up to the loft.

Roman crouched at the backdoor and went to work. He popped off the plate and tested the key again to see where things were going wrong. When he turned it to the left, there was no resistance at all. When he turned it to the right, it stuck. The cabin was practical and updated aside from the ancient key locks that the previous owners had kept because of their character and because of the fact that this place hadn’t been touched or even approached for three decades. Who would they have to keep out? It wouldn’t stop a bear or any big animal. It wouldn’t stop a man of Roman’s size.

If someone really wanted to get in here, they could. But Roman did not want to make it easy. The military—the Marines—had taught him to impede. The response is not always to remove, to torture, to anger, to kill. Sometimes, it’s to slow them down. Then maybe they’ll think it all the way through.

Roman let out a frustrated grunt as he flicked at the lock with a screwdriver and one of the screws broke under the pressure. It was rusted through.

He took his phone out of his pocket.

He had several emails. Many of them were applications for the ranch. He had to go through these. He had to make time to sit at a computer eventually.

He also had a missed call from Ken Turnbull.

Roman pressed his name.

“Hey, bro,” Ken answered right away. “I was just thinking about you.”

“Really? Why?”

“Was thinking about this summer. Planning it out…”

“Well, I was just thinking about you too. Was just looking at your resume and I think I’ve got a job for you at the ranch, Ken,” Roman said, searching for a new screw.

“There’s no way you were just looking at my resume, Roman…”

Roman chuckled. “How did you know that?”

“Come on, man.” Ken laughed heartily. “I know you so much better than you think I do.”

“I don’t think so,” Roman grunted.

“What are you up to? Fixing something?”

Roman squeezed the screwdriver. “Don’t worry about it.”

“Don’t worry, man. I’m in your corner. You know I’ll be there on opening day.”

Roman let a smile slip. “I appreciate that.”

“You’re gonna be able to pay me though, right?”

“‘Course.”

“It would be nice to have something year-round. There’ll be work in the winter?”

“For some of us, absolutely.”

“You’re gonna stay then? In Chesapeake Valley?”

“I…” Roman hesitated. “I don’t know. Maybe. I like it up here.”

“You can handle the weather?”

“I’m handling it great. Better than the locals.”

“Whoa. Easy!”

“I’m just saying, it doesn’t take much skill to climb a mountain. You just keep heading up. It’s not so complicated. It’s when you have something on your back… that makes it hard, carrying something other than yourself.”

“I could run up and down those foothills in minutes, man,” Ken said.

Roman laughed. “No, you couldn’t.”

“Whatever. I’m just like… we’ve done this before, you know?” Ken said. “I know we were kids then. But I can picture it. Just like West Virginia. That’s why I was thinking about summer, man. I’m looking ahead to how good this is gonna be. We’ve got three dozen heifers, right? We can double that… triple that by August with the right crew and supplies. That place’s got more capacity than it looks.”

“It’s a little too close to town for my comfort,” Roman said.

“Everything is. Chesapeake Valley will like it when they see the money it brings in. God knows the town needs it.”

“Tourism will pick back up,” Roman said.

“Not after last year. Not after everything that happened.”

Roman paused. He put down the screwdriver. “You want to talk about it?”

“No… No. We’ve talked about it too much already. I can’t keep bringing her up. I’ll never get over it.”

“You don’t need to just get over it.”

“Yeah…” Ken let out a weak laugh. “Yeah, you’re right.”

“I saw the sheriff out on the mountain today,” Roman said after a moment, knowing Ken was done with that topic.

“Eve Wicker?”

“I don’t know. Is that her name?”

“Long blonde hair? Body like—”

“Yeah. That’s her.”

Ken thought. “Why would she be up there?”

“Thought maybe you would know.”

“I haven’t heard anything down here… we’re just about to go for lunch. I’ll ask around.”

“Okay.”

Roman got the plate back on and screwed it back in with fresh materials. It wasn’t fixed. It still couldn’t be locked. He needed new parts, and it was at the point where he might as well just replace the whole thing and if he was going to do that, all the locks should be changed. Three birds, one stone. If he replaced the balcony lock, it was four birds.

“I did hear something…” Roman said. “Last night. I thought maybe it was a bear or something big. It was underneath the wind, like somebody was throwing hay bales out of the bed of a truck.”

“That’s a little spooky,” Ken replied. “See anything?”

“Nothing. Went out on the balcony to listen. Only saw the snow.”

“The ranch is gonna be so good for you, man. I worry about you being out there all by your lonesome.”

Roman said, “It’s not that far.”

Ken sighed.

Roman added, “You’re right, though. It’s going to be great. I’m looking forward to working with a hot shot like you again.”

“Me too.”
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The night before, he had been lying in bed when he had heard shuffling underneath the sounds of the blizzard. It wasn’t hay bales. But when he had stood out on the balcony, watching his brothers unload the truck in a sliding assembly line of tanned forearms and calluses, alongside the sound of the uneven hay against the smoothed steel he heard something heavy being dragged.

He took a look at the gun case in the corner. He’d had to jam it in next to the forest green fridge. The case was locked. The keys were in the junk drawer by the sink. If he needed to use it, he would. He had no fear of guns, but they had never been his weapon of choice. The Marines had set him up with the skills, the technical side of a shotgun and an M9 pistol. But the bow had been his first, and he had always felt comforted by the idea of more control. More skill. It wasn’t as permanent as a gun. But if someone was dragging something on his property, moving something or looking for something that they shouldn’t be, Roman would take the double-barrel out of the case and wouldn’t hesitate to fire. It was his property. It was the first property that he had sole ownership over. He would protect it with everything he had.

“Karu,” he called.

The German Shepherd came over with a rope in its mouth. Roman yanked on it until he won the war.

Then he crouched down to say, “You must keep an eye. Outside and inside. We are vigilant. Me oleme tugevad.”

We are strong.

Karu bowed his head and Roman did too.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Chesapeake Valley was sixteen even, parallel streets. It had been designed with easy accessibility and tourism in mind because, in the postwar boom, there was a circulating rumor that the foothills here were filled with hot springs. Turned out, it was all a lie, just a rumor, but the city planning reaped the benefits. A few of the storefronts were designed to look like they’d come straight out of the Gold Rush, like the Wells Fargo and the city hall with their fake dark wood fronts and weathered silver stars.

Eve had the radio off and the window cracked as she drove by. She was hopeful she would hear something, anything, about what had happened last night to Duncan Springer, but the town was still waking up. The morning sun breaking through last night’s storm clouds. The bakery was on Main Street, and it had a cream-colored sign that hung over the sidewalk via a black iron arm that read: “Wicker’s Bakery & Eatery.”

The sign had a half-melted candle in the middle and the word “Wicker” was formed out of its smoke. Ten years ago, Dad had been so proud of that design. Even though it wasn’t his real last name. Eve couldn’t reconcile that optimism, but she was happy that the bakery made him happy.

She pulled the Tahoe behind a Nissan on the street. Chesapeake Valley was small enough to have free street parking but big enough for a movie theater. The Cinemark was on Maple Avenue, one block over from where Eve was now, and she could see the top of it sticking out from behind the puffs of white smoke coming from the bakery as she got out of the car. It smelled so good. She needed to eat something real.

The bakery was pretty quiet. There were four tables on the diamond green tiled floor and only one had customers. But they did a lot of take out. Sandwiches to go. Coffee for the workers. Cakes for birthday parties on occasion. Eve’s father was very good at his job. He had studied in France as a young man and specialized in breads and Viennoiserie, which includes things like croissants, baguettes, and pain au chocolat. That was all before he had met Jane Petrov, Eve’s mother. He often said that she had stolen him with a look. It only took one glance from her to take him from Bordeaux, back to America, and to find a life as a stay-at-home husband to a police officer.

He looked at Eve from behind the register, “There… you are!”

It took him several moments to say it.

The stroke showed itself in his speech and his movement. When he went to grab Eve her usual ham and swiss on a croissant, his hand trembled, causing the plate to jangle against his watch.

“Dad,” Eve said over the noise.

Francis laid the plate down. “What? Now you… you don’t want it?”

Eve sighed. “No. No. I want it,” she said. “I just wonder if maybe Grace could do some of this stuff…”

Eve looked over to the corner where the lone customer was seated with her stepmother. The customer was Kimberly Turnbull. Eve knew her more by reputation than personality. She was Georgia Turnbull’s mother. Georgia had gone missing a year ago, disappeared into the foothills, never to be seen again. That was the story anyway, but the Sheriff before Eve had ruled the whole thing as suspicious yet decided to stop the investigation after only three weeks.

Sheriff Broder hated it in Chesapeake Valley anyway, and Georgia Turnbull was the last straw. It hadn’t started that way, but when he was elected, the county office had been in Woodmoor. When they shut that down and the only place with enough space for the office was here, all of Broder’s family stayed back and he came out alone, fighting against locals constantly on petty laws because he got bored. Eve was glad he was gone. She was thankful to be in the position that she was now and that the people trusted her there. She didn’t want to break that.

“She… she needs a break… too,” her father insisted.

“It’ll get easier. I’m sure of that,” Grace whispered but it carried across the small shop. She patted the back of Kimberly’s hand. Kimberly looked up and caught Eve’s eavesdropping. Eve gave her a shy, supportive smile. Kimberly half returned it but her eyes were watering with tears, a pain exuding out, a brokenness only seen in a parent that’s lost a child.

Eve took her sandwich to the table and gestured for her father to sit down across from her. She had half-finished the croissant and made a mess of crumbs by the time he sat down on the other chair in the bistro set.

“What’s happened then?” he asked.

“A body,” Eve said in a low voice.

Her father’s eyebrows shot up—both of them. “Really? Where? The Red Rock?”

“The foothills. By the ranger station.”

“In all that weather?”

Eve nodded.

Francis let out a low whistle and pulled a cookie out of his apron pocket. He split it in half and slid one across the table. He started chewing and pondering. He leaned forward and whispered, “Isn’t that close to wh-what’s-his-name’s? Roman something?”

Eve peered over his shoulder at Kim and Grace. They were very close, speaking in hushed comforts.

“Yes,” Eve replied. “Roman Marek. Less than a mile away.”

“Unusual fella. Came here just ‘cause of the… the Rockies. He thinks it’s gonna be… easy to ranch over here, and… and he’s gonna make a load of money by sitting back, letting the mountain water f-flow.”

“So what? That’s smart business,” Eve said.

“I don’t trust him. He’s got a walk to him, like he owns the ground under his boots.”

Eve couldn’t help a bemused smile. “Confidence is bad now too?”

“It ain’t confidence, Evie,” Francis replied. “Be careful around that one. If he’s a suspect, maybe you should call in Monument or something, hey? Wasn’t he a fighter pilot or something?”

“Marine.”

Eve had looked up as much as she could about him as soon as she’d pulled out of the mountains. A quick Google search about Roman had told her two things: his family owned a very successful ranch back in West Virginia, and he had served as a Marine for almost a decade. Other than that, nothing. The man didn’t even have a LinkedIn profile.

Francis scowled. He finished his cookie and the sweater under his apron was speckled with sugar-coated crumbs.

“Can’t hold a candle to you,” he said, almost angrily.

Eve smiled. “Thanks, Dad.”

Traffic was picking up outside. The news was starting to hit the town. As the soft snowfall stopped entirely, Chesapeake Valley seemed to collectively realize that somebody in their town was missing. Someone had been murdered. A van drove by with “Trauma Scene Cleanup” on its side door and two older men bundled up in coats on the sidewalk stopped to watch it go.

Eve turned back to her father.

“You know anything about the Springers?”

“Hmm… as in Lynn and Ron?”

“I think so. Are they the parents?”

“Yeah… Yeah they had two boys… no, sorry, they had a boy and a girl. Duncan and… Denise? Duncan works over at 4000 Plumbing & Heating.”

“Was he involved? Did he have a partner?”

“He’s married, I think. Married that Greek girl.”

“Dad.”

“What? She’s Greek. If she wasn’t Greek, I wouldn’t call her Greek.”

“Never mind. Go on.”

“Athina, I think. She volunteers down at the church with Grace sometimes. She’s got one of those sour faces though. Like you wouldn’t want to say anything problematic around her.”

“And Duncan wasn’t problematic?”

Francis chuckled. “That is funny. Opposites do attract, don’t they? He was always getting into trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?”

Eve could see of the corner of her eye that the old men on the sidewalk had come to a full stop in front of the bakery window.

“He definitely likes to drink. Saw his car down at the Red Rock all the time.”

“My favorite place…” Eve muttered.

“It’s a good place for the p-p… passers-through. Stiff drink and a warm meal.”

“Bad for underage girls.”

“Any truckstop bar would be.”

“It’s just a place here that I didn’t miss…” she said.

Francis gave a stiff nod. She didn’t want to upset him. He had always had a love for Chesapeake Valley, making the best of a bad situation.

She added, “Except for those pulled pork nachos…”

That made him break into a laugh so deep he coughed. Eve passed him her glass of water, and he took a sip with a grateful look on his face.

“I’m really glad I’m back here now, Dad,” she said. “You know that.”

“I’m glad you’re back too, Evie,” he replied. “I was w... worried that this job would be too hard on you. That NSA stuff isn’t the same. I know you know that. But going from email chains in a cubicle to bodies in the Rockies… it… it just ain’t the same. Your mom was good at everything too though. Challenge never scared her. She would always figure it out.”

He reached out a shaky hand across the table and Eve took it.

“I’m going to figure this out too,” Eve said.

“I know it.”

He squeezed her palm. The skin was loose on the top of his hand and she rubbed at his veins with her thumb. In the time spent away from him, he had transitioned. He’d gone from young and spry to old and struggling in a matter of months, and he needed more help than ever. Eve was thankful for Grace. Whatever was to happen with Duncan Springer and this murder, Eve did not regret her decision to move back to Chesapeake Valley.

Out the window, the old men had turned towards them. They were glaring at Eve and shaking their heads. She was supposed to be working. No time to eat.

She popped back the half-cookie and stood up from the table. Adjusting her belt and uniform, she nodded at her father and stepmother.

“Back to it,” she said to the whole room.

“All the best, Sheriff,” Kim called in a weak voice.

Grace said, “Another storm’s coming.”

Francis added, “Even bigger than the last, so keep your head up and your boots laced.”

“Always do,” she called over her shoulder as she exited the bakery, bell tinkling above her head.

As she approached her Tahoe, one of the old men said, “Enjoy your brunch, Sheriff?”

Eve scowled, “Don’t you have anything better to do?”

“Don’t you?” the other quipped.

She slammed the door of the Tahoe before they could berate her anymore. She could tell they had more they wanted to say, but Eve would not give them the chance. She did have things to do—not necessarily better though, nothing was better than ham and cheese on one of her father’s croissants.

The only person who she could think of that may enjoy scrutinizing a dead body more than baked goods was Roman Marek. Maybe that was just because he was on her brain. He was a suspect. And though she knew very little about him, she had the feeling that he was a macabre sort. All alone up on his lonely mountain, dressed all in black, staring like a member of the Night’s Watch with that bow. If he had been the one to do this, the body’s location would make a lot more sense. He would have had to slide him downhill instead of uphill. Maybe Roman liked to drink too. Maybe he and Duncan had been having a beer at the Red Rock Inn when one of those Friday-night fights had broken out and gotten way out of hand way too fast. Maybe he regretted it.

Eve started the engine and pulled out from the bakery. The old men in her rearview mirror were shaking their heads, and her father watched from the window, his face painted with so much concern it almost made her U-turn. But she couldn’t. Eve tightened her grip on the steering wheel and then she got the page on her walkie.

“Sheriff?” Sharon’s voice.

“Yup,” Eve picked the handheld off her belt.

“We’re gettin’ him down. Dom will have him at the funeral home.”

“I’ll be right over.”
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

There were no beds at the clinic. A wicked cold was going around town and many of Chesapeake Fall’s seniors had taken up the beds at the town’s only walk-in, so Duncan Springer had to be transported straight to Kingman Funeral Home. It was an old two-story Victorian building, half in pastel blue and half in Easter yellow. There were teal accents on the windows and a wrap-around veranda with pristinely white stairs. It was the only house like it in town and had been owned by Chesapeake Valley’s first mayor. Eve tried to recall his name as she stood at the gate and then took the path around to the back door, to the morgue. It was an awfully cheery, storybook-looking place for a funeral home. Way too cheery for an autopsy.

Doctor Dominique Blanchard was at the base of the stairs when Eve opened the doors.

“There you are,” she said.

“Am I late?” Eve asked.

“I’m just busy,” she snapped.

Eve said, “Of course. Sorry, Dom.”

“Don’t apologize, just move your ass.”

The room was small and lined with silver metal boxes on the walls. There was only enough room for one table on which Duncan Springer’s body sat cold and still. Dom shoved in a stainless-steel cart and picked up an iPad.

“Name of deceased: Duncan Kelly Springer. Forty-one. He was a plumber at 4000 Plumbing & Heating… Super clean hands though.”

“Really?” Eve looked down the table at his puffy fingers. She asked, “Think somebody scrubbed him?”

“I don’t know,” Dom said. “I would think if you spent all your day dealing with crap, you’d want to keep your hands clean too.”

Dom paused. She looked at Eve. Dominique was beautiful. She had an angled black bob and high cheekbones. She was wearing a pressed-white collared shirt under her doctor’s coat with black trousers and loafers. Her clothes had always been like that of a middle-aged male office worker, but she pulled it off nicely.

“Sorry if I’m a bit snippy,” she said. “It’s been so busy at the clinic. Haven’t slept in three days.”

“I know you’re working hard,” Eve replied. “I’ll try not to take up too much of your time.”

“Well, I’m all for talking about this as much as you need. This isn’t right, what’s happened here. It’s definitely homicide, Eve. There’s not a question in my mind about that.”

“The gash on the back of his head?”

Dom nodded. She put the iPad down and pushed Duncan up from under his shoulders. There were marks running up and down his back, ripping deep between freckles and scars, like he had been dragged across hundreds of miniature knives. The blood had coagulated, dried and formed streaks of raw, red skin.

“He was dragged,” Dom said.

“Anyway that you can tell what direction?”

“What do you mean? Like up or down?”

“Yes. Like up the mountain or down the mountain?”

“How in the hell would he be going from down the mountain, Sheriff?”

“Couldn’t he have been dragged from anywhere?”

“It’s hard to say,” Dom thought for a second. “It does look like the marks start at his shoulders and then get less deep near his lower back.” She pulled up his body farther. “See?”

“Yeah. They look less red,” Eve agreed.

“I would think that would mean he was dragged up. Someone holding him by his arms maybe? There are bruises on his forearms and wrist.”

“That would take a strong person,” Eve noted.

“Probably a man,” Dom said. “But he weighs about—” she checked the iPad— “A hundred seventy-five pounds. That’s doable for a fit man or larger woman.”

Eve’s mind immediately went to Ranger Hackett, towering over her in the doorway.

“But,” Dom started. “You’re right about that gash on the back of his head. It does look like he was hit with something. Something heavy. He must have been completely out if they dragged him up. Dead weight.”

“Was he?”

“Was he what?”

“Was he dead when they dragged him? Did the hit kill him?”

“No, Sheriff,” Dom sighed. “The official cause of death is hypothermia.”

“What?”

“He froze to death. Complicated by the blood loss and the alcohol in his system.”

“But… you’re going to rule it accidental?” Eve asked.

“Not based on what I’ve seen on the body,” Dom replied. “It’s undetermined.”

Eve nodded. “Good.”

“You need more evidence,” Dom said flatly.

“Yeah, thanks, Dom. I know.”

“I’ve got nothing else.”

“Any ideas on what he was hit with?” Eve asked.

“Something hard and flat. Not small. A shovel? Back of a gun, maybe?”

“Good,” Eve said again.

Dom rubbed at her eyes for a moment before saying, “I know this is probably hard, Eve. It’s already getting around. Keep your eyes peeled and be careful. I don’t want you to get hurt. I don’t need more people filling up my beds, okay?”

“Don’t worry about me,” Eve said. “Just like you, I know what I’m doing.”

They shared a smile.

Dom was about eight years Eve’s senior. When Eve had moved here at twenty, Dom had just opened up the clinic. Completely solo. The only doctor in town. The only female doctor for miles. She insisted that she opened up the clinic here because she had grown up here and the community needed it. She was fulfilling a need after watching her father struggle through cancer treatments and driving back and forth to Monument for most of her high school days.

Eve and Dom had shared a drink once at the Red Rock on a random night five months ago when Sharon had convinced Eve to stop working for a bit and get out of the office. Dom had been just as overworked then, just as self-sacrificing.

“You take it easy too, okay?” Eve said.

“I don’t take it easy, Sheriff,” Dom said. “I take it hard. I take it as hard as possible.”

“Sounds to me like you might just be horny,” Eve replied.

They laughed a little, but it cut off quickly—a morgue was never a place to leave laughter in too long.

“We’re good?” Dom asked.

Eve said, “Yes. I’ll leave you to it.”
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When Eve pulled up to the station, there was a car in the parking lot that she didn’t recognize. It was a silver Jetta with an ichthys bumper sticker, and there was an empty car seat strapped into the backseat.

She opened the station door and interrupted a conversation.

“See. There she is, Ms. Springer,” Sharon said, gesturing to Eve. “I told you she’d be right in, didn’t I?”

Sharon gave Eve a way too wide of a grin that told Eve that Ms. Springer had been less than kind and more than annoying.

“Finally,” the woman grumbled. She was quite short and wearing large snow boots under practical trousers. Her hair was pulled back and out of her face, and she wasn’t wearing any makeup, but she had dark eyelashes and eyebrows, making her death glare really stand out.

“You’re the sheriff?” she asked.

“Sheriff Eve Wicker,” Eve said, outstretching a hand to her. “You must be Athina Springer.”

“Yes. I’ve been waiting all morning,” she said and shook her hand like Eve had a contagious disease. “You’re aware that my husband is dead, correct?”

“I am,” Eve replied. “I’d love to talk to you about it, so thanks for being proactive about this. Actually, we can go back to Kingman’s right now and ID him if you like.”

“No need,” Athina said.

Both Eve and Sharon raised their eyebrows.

“I know he’s dead,” she said. “I know it’s him.”

“That’s a lot of confidence,” Eve said. “What makes you say that?”

Athina looked between the two of them, scoffed and said, “You didn’t know Duncan, did you?”

Eve led Athina into the small interrogation room. The station was a round building with the interrogation room and the one holding cell at the back and the two desks by the front door. One desk was quite big and that was where Sharon answered all of the phone calls and filed most of the paperwork. The other desk was Eve’s; the papers were stacked into piles, organized by completed and in-progress. Two empty coffee cups remained in one corner, where she had left them yesterday, and there was an unfinished wooden brain teaser puzzle in the other. It was a collection of angled blocks that you were meant to take apart and get back together again. Eve had completed it successfully several times in the last year.

“I’m surprised you're so eager to talk to me…” Eve said after they both sat down.

“I want you to know what happened.”

“I’m all ears.”

“Yesterday, Duncan left early in the morning. He usually started early. He was installing the plumbing in a new build off of 12th. That all-black, all-laminate thing over there. I called him. Twice. Once at lunch to ask him what he wanted for dinner and once at dinner when he didn’t show up.”

“So he never came home yesterday?”

“No. If you want to get technical about it, Sheriff, I didn’t even open my eyes when he left yesterday so I haven’t seen him since the day before last,” Athina said.

“Oh. Is that a usual day for you guys?”

Athina pursed her lips. “Recently, yes. Duncan had been skipping dinners, leaving me home with the children all night… a real winner of a husband.”

“When you called him at supper did he pick up?”

“Yes,” she replied.

“What time was that?”

“At 6:30. I had dinner on at exactly 6:30. Like I usually do,” she said and shrugged off her jacket. She was wearing a forest green turtleneck.

“What did he say?”

“Hardly could understand him. He was blabbing about A.J., saying ‘sorry’ all the time, and that he wouldn’t be home until I was in bed.”

“Saying ‘sorry’?” Eve asked, pausing at the way she had worded that. “Like sorry that he didn’t come home for dinner?”

Athina smiled in a weird way, like it wasn’t actually funny, like it was actually very sad.

“No… Duncan made a lot of mistakes, Sheriff. A lot.”

“Can you be more specific?”

“I try not to focus on it.”

“I’ll ask you to try.”

Athina looked out the small square window. The blinds were cracked open so that the parking lot and the pines and the foothills behind it were just visible. Humps of fresh snow sparkled in the midday sunlight.

“We met when we were really young,” Athina started. “I know you didn’t really grow up here so you didn’t know him back then. I guess you didn’t know him now either but… he was quite charming when he wanted to be. He told me I was the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen after I beat him in foosball at lunch in the library… We were inseparable after that. I just wanted to make him… happy,” her voice wavered. “That was all I ever wanted. But he was so insistent on making himself unhappy.”

She took a breath to steady herself and locked her dark eyes with Eve. “I think you may know this already, Eve… he was an addict. He was a drunk, and I thank the good Lord every day that he had Ronnie watching over him at 4000. I don’t know how many times he must have gone to work stinking like booze, but Ronnie always gave him a pass. Lots of people gave him a pass for a really long time… until they didn’t.”

She paused. Eve didn’t say anything, giving herself a moment to process it all.

“His luck ran out,” Athina said. “He owed money to so many people… I had to stop keeping track. I couldn’t bear the stress of it. I just had to focus on the kids. Focus on the kids and me and maybe seeing us okay would make him okay. But he was chasing something else, a stiffer drink, a higher payout, a prettier woman—”

“Sorry, Athina. Are you saying Duncan was having an affair?”

“No. I don’t think so, at least. He’s not that smart. Not that charming anymore. He did like to stare though. It did rub me the wrong way later on. There were times I really wanted to wipe that look off his face.”

Eve leaned forward and asked, “Was there ever any violence in your household?”

Athina’s lips drew into a hard line. “Of course not. He was a drunk and a gambler. Not an abuser.”

“And you?”

“What do you mean?”

“Did you ever hit him?”

“Me?” Athina let out a loud scoff and pushed her chair back. “A 110-pound, God-fearing woman?”

“Answer the question, please.”

Athina scoffed. “What am I? Under oath? Are you questioning me? I came here to tell you what happened, Sheriff, and I really feel like you’re taking advantage of that.”

“I’m just trying to get the full story,” Eve replied. She leaned back, loosening her body language.

“There were lots of times I wanted to smack him into the next state,” Athina muttered. “But no. No, I didn’t hit my husband. Satisfied?”

“Yes, thank you,” Eve said. “Who’s A.J.?”

“My brother,” she snapped.

“Are you close?”

“Yes. He takes care of me and the kids when Duncan is… when Duncan was gone—” she got the sentence out and stifled back tears.

“Where did he usually go to?” Eve asked.

“The Red Rock, almost exclusively,” Athina said. “There’s not many other options for both beer and gambling in town…”

“Is that where he was last night?”

“It sounded like it,” she replied.

“Did he sound like he’d been drinking?”

“I know he’d been drinking.”

“And where were you last night?”

“At home. With the children.”

“Anyone that can corroborate that story?” Eve asked.

Athina scoffed again and said, “My children. Elliot could, if you really think it’s necessary to put a child under that much pressure.

Eve nodded. “Did Duncan have any trouble with people in town? Anyone who would want to hurt him?”

Athina went quiet for several seconds before saying, “I told you… I had to stop keeping track.”

“You have no idea?”

“I blocked it all out.”

Eve straightened up and looked the woman over. Her expression was placid. It didn’t seem like she was lying but that she was being strategic; Eve didn’t buy that she didn’t know a single thing about her husband’s indiscretions. She didn’t seem to have any issues speaking ill of him, but it seemed like money was a hard line. Finances were fickle and Athina was principled.

“Did you talk to that strange caveman up in the mountains yet?” Athina asked.

“Who do you mean?”

But Eve knew exactly who she meant.

“That Marek boy from West Virginia,” she said.

“Roman Marek?”

“Yes. He’s bad news too, if you ask me.”

“Did Duncan owe him money? Have a history?”

“No… I don’t think so,” she replied. “Doesn’t mean that he isn’t bad news though.”

“What makes you say that?”

“He got kicked out of his own family ranch, you know? For beating the employees.”

Eve raised her eyebrows. “Where did you hear that?”

“Just heard it through the church. Been waiting for him to come visit us there but he hasn’t shown his face.”

“Well, why would he want to visit a place where people think he’s a monster?”

“You’re suggesting I go up to that cabin in the middle of nowhere and bring him a tin of muffins?”

“I’m suggesting some benefit of the doubt.”

“There’s no doubt that my husband’s body was found less than a mile from that… cabin.”

The room went quiet. The phone began to ring in the other room. Eve wondered if Sharon could hear their entire conversation and if the deputy agreed with Athina in some ways.

Eve said, “We’re still trying to figure out what happened, Mrs. Springer. One step at a time.”

Athina pursed her lips, nodded and stood up from the chair. Eve walked her out and she barely looked at Sharon as she went out and into the parking lot and placed her purse onto the passenger’s seat of the Jetta.

Sharon said, “You’re not done yet, Sheriff.”

She pointed to another vehicle, in the farthest corner of the parking lot: a white truck with “Ranger” plastered over the doors.

Eve sighed and leaned against Sharon’s desk.

“You need a break?” she asked.

Eve said, “No. The faster we do this, the better.”

“You let me know if you need a tap out. I can talk to the ranger if you need,” Sharon said.

Eve shook her head and asked, “Who was on the phone?”

“Oh. It was Dill.”

“Really?” Eve said. “What did he want?”

“He wanted to know if it was true. About Duncan. People are talking all over.”

Michael Dill was the bartender at the Red Rock Inn and the town’s unofficial security, surveillance, and confidant.

“At least he called to make sure,” Eve muttered. “Before spreading rumors.”

Athina’s Jetta pulled out of the parking lot. Her eyes didn’t go back to the station once. Her resentment of her husband was obvious but Eve couldn’t be sure if it was suspicious. But if the answer wasn’t a hundred percent no, then Athina was still in the running. Just like Hackett. Just like Roman.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Eve knocked on Hackett’s window. The girl was staring out straight ahead and hadn’t even seen the sheriff approach. Her curly hair was pulled up and under a hat and her face went red when she saw who it was outside her truck.

Hackett put the window down and grinned sheepishly. “Sorry! I’ll be right in. I just needed… you know I was actually thinking, maybe I’d stop at Value Lumber first because I need some more wood for the stove.”

Eve said, “We don’t have to make this such a formal thing if you’re nervous, Hackett.”

“What do you mean?”

Eve sighed. “Unlock the truck.”

Hackett immediately complied. Eve went around the outside and got in the passenger’s side. Hackett’s fingers were squeezing the keys, ready to turn the ignition at any second. Eve reached out and tapped her hand. Without hesitation, Hackett took the keys out of the truck and put them in Eve’s palm. Eve dropped them in the cup holder.

“Just tell me what happened,” Eve said. “Please.”

Hackett looked at her, the keys and then out the front of the truck, up and into the foothills towering over them.

“That’s all I’ve been thinking about,” Hackett said.

“About Duncan Springer?”

Hackett frowned. “Not really him specifically. This whole situation… I really think we need to stick together, Sheriff.”

“Stick together?”

“You gotta work with me, Eve.”

“You mean give you a pass?”

“No! No… I mean…” Hackett squeezed the fabric of her pants.

“If you would’ve been “sticking together” yesterday, if you would’ve been doing your job… Duncan might have been able to be helped in time,” Eve said pointedly.

“What?” Hackett’s round cheeks puffed out. “He was… he was already dead.”

“He died of hypothermia,” Eve said. “He froze to death. On your mountain.”

“What? No, no.., he… he was killed. You said he was killed.”

“It’s suspicious, definitely,” Eve said. “Nothing’s been ruled out, but the official cause of death that Doctor Blanchard came up with is hypothermia. Meaning he was still alive when he got up there probably. Just waiting for someone to come help him…”

“If I would’ve known he was there, I would’ve helped him…” Hackett said softly.

“I want to know what you did last night,” Eve said.

“I was home,” she said. “By the time he was there, I was home. I didn’t hear anything. It was storming. It was windy.”

“But you didn’t do your nightly round?” Eve asked.

Hackett avoided eye contact. “No. No, I didn’t.”

“You were home all night?”

“Yeah,” she replied.

Eve shook her head. “To be honest, Ranger, it’s really not looking good for you.”

“Am I really a suspect?”

“I can’t rule anything out yet.”

Hackett sighed. “I don’t know what to tell you, Sheriff. It was cold, and it wasn’t really safe out there with the storm, and I figured it wouldn’t hurt if I took one night off. Honest. I’ll… I’ll take a polygraph test if you need me to.”

Eve let out a silent chuckle. “That’s not admissible in court.”

“Oh.”

Their breath was fogging in the truck’s dead air, condensation growing on the windshield.

“What about that guy on the mountain? Roman Marek? Haven’t you talked to him?”

Eve faced forward. She was getting annoyed with the utterance of that man’s name. The townspeople hated him for the fact that he wasn’t one of them—something she knew all too well. Eve hadn’t seen him in town once, faking friendliness to try and fit in. And if you weren’t trying to fit in, you stood out.

What time was it? Mid to late afternoon? This day had gone on and on. The day of a murder always too long and not long enough. She was going to miss her opportunity to see the mountain man today.

“I will,” Eve said.

Hackett nodded. She grabbed the steering wheel and squeezed it.

“I started this job four years ago,” she said. “I graduated school and this was the only thing I ever wanted to do. This was the only place I could do it. I couldn’t picture myself doing anything with people. I didn’t want to be in an office. I didn’t want to answer phones. I wanted to understand why everything changes in the mountains. Why it’s cooler. Why it’s simultaneously more and less humid. How it affects wind patterns and season change—”

“But you know there’s more to the job than that…” Eve said. “How many tickets have you given out in the last four years?”

“I don’t know. At least a couple dozen,” Hackett said. “I never really cared about that either.”

“But it’s part of the job, Hackett. Don’t you see that? Just like how emergency response is part of your job.”

Hackett went to fish for the keys in the cup holder. Eve grabbed her wrist.

“What?” Hackett yanked against her grip. “Are you going to arrest me then? I haven’t done anything wrong.”

Eve let her go, picked up the keys and pressed them into her palm.

“I just want you to be honest,” Eve said.

Hackett stared at her, brown eyes searching her uniform like it would present answers but they just lingered on her badge.

“I want you to get out of my face, Sheriff,” she snapped, pointing the keys. “I haven’t done anything wrong and I’ll get a lawyer if you touch me again.”

Eve lifted her hands by her ears.

“Get out of my damn truck,” Hackett continued. “You think you know anything about Chesapeake Valley? We need a sheriff that knows. Where the hell were you when Georgia Turnbull disappeared, hey? I searched for weeks for that girl. Twenty days and twenty nights until the last guy in your boots just gave up. You were busy in D.C. You weren’t thinking about this town. You weren’t thinking about us or anything going on in the mountains. Now that this body is on your welcome mat, you care a whole lot.”

“I care about everything that happens here,” Eve said. “Past, present and future.”

Hackett glared. The flush on her cheeks had traveled to her neck.

“I’m going,” Eve said and opened the door. “We’re not done here though.”

“You want my official statement, Sheriff?” Hackett asked. “Fu—”

Eve slammed the door so she couldn’t get the insult out.

Eve knew it was out of passion and frustration, but she didn’t deserve that type of behavior especially from a fellow officer, if you could call Hackett that. She was young and she didn’t think through her words. Eve knew already that the ranger would be regretting some of those things she said as soon as she got back to her cabin.

That hadn’t gone how she’d wanted. That wasn’t an official statement. Eve should have forced Hackett to come inside and do it the formal way. The benefit of the doubt, biting her in the back.

Hackett threw the truck into reverse and peeled out of the lot.

Eve had her coat off before she’d even gotten inside the station. She bee-lined for her gym bag and the bathroom and had her running stuff on before Sharon could say a word.

She laced up her sneakers by the door and said, “I’m going for a run.”

“I guess that went well?” Sharon smiled.

“Peachy.” Eve shook her head and pulled her ponytail through her cap.

“You should call it,” Sharon said. “Go home.”

“I’m just going to take a look while I’m out,” Eve said.

Eve knew exactly where she was going.

“I’ll pick up Pearl on my way too,” Eve added.

“You both need the exercise,” Sharon replied.

“You okay here?” Eve asked. “I know it’s been busy for you too.”

“We’re doing our best, Sheriff,” Sharon said. “Don’t take anything personally, okay? You know how people can be here.”

“I guess I forgot a bit…”

“When you take a break, you get used to something new,” Sharon said. “Now you got to get used to something old again. It’s not the same. It’s not as easy. Because you just don’t know how you fit anymore. The puzzle pieces around you didn’t change, but the piece you were did.”

“I don’t even think I’m on the same board right now…” Eve said.

“No. It’s all gotta fit together, Eve.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“I am.”

Sharon grinned. She had gotten her braces off only last year and her teeth were brilliantly straight now. She had had to wear them through almost all of her twenties, and Eve had remembered the first time she had gotten them on and refused to smile and laugh. It lasted about fifteen minutes.

Eve put a hand on Sharon’s desk and Sharon put her palm over top of it and said: “You got this, Sheriff.”
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It was the perfect temperature for a run, but the roads and sidewalks were icy. Eve had to weave in and around patches of snow but due to the lack of traffic, she could run, more or less, in the middle of the street. She was going too fast. She knew the pace wasn’t sustainable. She just needed to get it all out. Breathe. In. Twice through the nose. Out through the mouth. Faster. Lengthen the stride.

Why was Hackett so hostile? It seemed in both conversations with her so far that she was hiding something or that, at the very least, she didn’t trust Eve. Not that Eve could really blame her. Though she had been elected to this position, it had been by a small margin between her and Sharon, and Eve had an inkling that the only reason Sharon had lost was because her last name was Garcia. The town was adjusting to Eve’s presence and she was adjusting to theirs. She wouldn’t be intimidated. She wouldn’t step down and away from the prying eyes of Athina Springer and the others at the church group. Because in a small town like Chesapeake Valley, the church was as important as city hall. And with Mayor Leslie Traynor in Phoenix for almost the entire winter, Pastor Bill Greeley had the most influence over the town.

The names rattled through Eve’s head, trying to keep track of the threads. As she passed the steeples of the white wood church, she wondered if it would be worth the visit, just for the insight on what she could do better.

On 11th street, she stopped in at her house—Dad’s house—and got Pearl. She was still excited from the events of that morning and Eve hoped she hadn’t tired herself out already. They wouldn’t go far. They couldn’t go far.

Pearl’s leash jangled as they set a solid pace for the first mile and a bit. Some people were out now, making their way home from work or hitting Candy’s Fried Chicken for dinner. They all stared. Eve stood out on the best of days but today, it was like every eye in Chesapeake Valley had trained on her like a laser aiming device on a rifle. No matter how fast she went or how many similar homes she passed, the red dot followed her, trained on her back.

Eve started to slow when she got closer to the east end of town. It was the industrial area where the welders, the auto body shops, and the one woodworking manufacturing plant operated out of. At the edge of it, the street ended quite abruptly, transitioning into gravel and leading up to a section of land with a steel-sided barn, a long wooden building with several windows and portions of fields separated by sturdy-looking fences. It didn’t yet have a sign but Eve imagined it would soon say: Marek Cattle Ranch.

And there he was, doing it all himself—Roman Marek on a horse with a bow strapped on his back and a ten-gallon hat over his dark hair. He corralled the cows with a German Shepherd at his side. There was a look of intense focus on his face. He whistled and the dog went left and he went right, moving the entire group of heifers closer to the barn. It was like birds migrating in the winter, coordinated by nature and wind more so than sound and the man in the chaps. There were more cows than Eve could count. Maybe two or three dozen. This wasn’t a small operation and as far as she knew, no one had been hired to work with Roman Marek yet. She wasn’t sure if that was intention, procrastination, or isolation.

Roman pulled back the reins, the veins in his forearms popping out so far that Eve could see them from where she was standing outside the ranch.

Pearl let out a yap. Eve shushed her but it was enough for Roman to look up and appraise her presence. She gave a bit of a wave. Roman didn’t wave back and continued with his work. Obviously, he was busy. Obviously, he hadn’t been expecting her, but part of Eve did want him to come over so she could get a closer look at the sweat on his brow. He didn’t.

Instead, she decided to survey the chain link fence around the property while keeping him in her peripherals. It was only on one side, the town side, more so to keep people out than to keep the animals in. As she walked along the fence, Roman kept pace with her from a distance on his mahogany brown horse. The cattle were making their way back to the barn as the sunset painted the entire ranch in speckles of orange, working through the snow piles from last night.

There was one truck in front of the fence, which Eve could deduce was Roman’s, but at the end of the parking lot, there was a spot that looked heavily used. The gravel had frozen into deep wells from the tire tracks and was slowly thawing into a muddy mess. Pearl went to work with her snout and discovered several piles of cigarette butts in the mud and snow, as if someone had been sitting in their car here, watching, waiting. Eve picked up one of the butts and pocketed it.

What reason would someone have to watch a non-operational ranch? As far as she understood, this place was pretty much brand new and the winter had been spent preparing the buildings. Watching the cows was appealing in some ways, she supposed. She watched the last of the herd head into the barn and Roman dismount the horse and go inside after them. It was the best view from this spot. She could see almost every bit of the ranch.

Eve took a deep breath.

“Time to go, honey,” she said to Pearl.

Pearl’s ears went back. This was the best, smelliest place ever.

But neither the ranch nor Roman was ready. Eve wasn’t ready either. She needed to gather her thoughts in a way that made sense to her. She would head back to the office and burn the midnight oil on her laptop. She would go over what she had learned and what she had missed and hope that something came of it.

Duncan Springer hadn’t gone home on the night of his death. His wife borderline hated him. She hadn’t been surprised at all. He’d had a fight with his brother-in-law at the Red Rock Inn. Then, Duncan was hit in the back of the head and dragged up a mountain. He had been left up there to freeze to death. The park ranger had missed her nightly rounds. She hadn’t heard a thing. The second closest person was Roman Marek who seemed simultaneously unaware, and the dogma of everyone’s suspicions. He was an outsider, like she was, and the more he isolated himself from people and her, the more the suspicion would push on to him.

Part of her just wanted to warn him. Another part of her wanted to push him into the side of the mountain, put handcuffs on him, and demand answers. And then, there was the part, perhaps the smallest but most insistent, that was scared of him.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Eve barely slept. She brought Pearl back to the station with her where the two of them stayed up far too late compiling her list of suspects and notes, and deep-diving into social media accounts. Part of her was avoiding that nightmare. She knew that but she couldn’t deal with that right now too, and if she didn’t sleep, then she didn’t dream.

So the instant her father woke up to open the bakery, she joined him, going over her notes yet again at a table while he hummed and prepared the morning’s dough. She had consumed three croissants by the time it hit 9am. Stress eating at its finest and most delicious. Her father placed another one in front of her and said, “One more for the road? This one’s got a flavored butter layered in.”

“Ugh, Dad, you gotta stop,” she replied and leaned back, clutching her stomach.

“You… need the energy,” he insisted.

Eve breathed in the aroma. “Cinnamon?”

Francis chuckled.

Eve watched a shiny black Escalade pull up and park in front of a fire hydrant. The wind was picking up, and the man that slid out of the car clutched his coat, running inside and out of the cold. He was wearing a cream-colored trench and he had dyed black hair that was pushed back. He had deep under-eye bags and was quite tall, especially in his well-taken-care-of, slightly heeled Florsheims. It was Cleveland Cohen.

“Geesh,” he said and shook off his coat. He hung it on the back of one of the chairs. “It’s getting bad again. I thought winter was over. I really did.”

He sighed and smiled with super white veneers.

“S… st… still here, I’m afraid,” Francis said as he stood up from opposite Eve. She swore she could hear the sounds of his knees creaking. “What can I get for you, Mr. Cohen?”

Francis started to make his way behind the counter. It was a slow process and Cleveland took that time to flash Eve one of his grins.

“How’s it going there, Sheriff?” he asked and stepped towards her.

“Mr. Cohen,” she said and gave him a nod. “How are you doing?”

“Oh. I’m doing just fine. Thank you for asking, sweetheart,” he said. “Your father did raise you right.”

Eve grimaced. Her stomach churned. The last croissant had been one too many. Cleveland Cohen was a local loan shark who had taken several of the recent struggling townsfolk under his wing—and into his debt. She’d had her eye on him for weeks. He was a scumbag and unfortunately, just smart enough to escape scrutiny from the law.

“How’s it going with that there dead body?” he asked. “It was Duncan Springer, right?”

“The investigation is ongoing,” Eve replied immediately. She stood up from her chair. Her father reached behind the counter and she asked, “What can we get you for today, Mr. Cohen?”

“I think I’d like a sourdough if you have that back there, Francis,” he said. “You should really talk to his brother… A.J.”

“Brother-in-law?” Eve said. She regretted it immediately.

He smiled. “Oh you’re right, of course. It’s his wife’s brother. She’s a perky woman, isn’t she?”

Eve scowled.

“I’m just saying,” he continued, stepping all the way up to the counter to lean on it. Grace had come out from the back holding a fresh tray of bread. “Portokalos is a loose cannon. I could see him taking Duncan’s head off for not much of anything. He owes me a lot of money, you know? A lot.”

“That’s brash of you to say to me,” Eve said.

“I’m not really scared of you. No offense,” he replied.

“Very much offense.”

Cohen narrowed his eyes. “Sorry, Sheriff. You’re cute. But you’re new and you don’t know how things work around here. No offense,” he added, the tone of his voice meaning that he fully meant the offense.

Eve bristled. “I know the law.”

He laughed and cocked his head. “What laws am I breaking, Sheriff?”

“H… how about that sour… sourdough? These ones are fresh.” Francis interrupted.

Cohen analyzed the tray that Grace was placing behind the glass displays on the flour-covered countertop. Two dozen golden crusted loaves of sourdough bringing a comforting, sunny smell to the tense air.

“How about that one there, Grace?” He pointed to one in the second row.

Grace nodded and said, “Of course.”

“Th… that’ll be $4.95.”

“Christ. Is that the cost of a sourdough here nowadays?” Cohen scoffed. “Seems a bit high, no?”

“It’s worth it,” Francis said.

Cohen sighed and said, “Unfortunately, you’re right. I know it’s no good for me and my figure but I just can’t help myself.”

He tossed Eve a glance and skimmed a look over her body.

She rolled her eyes. He was purposefully trying to get under her skin. Was this just a power play? He was driving her nuts.

He handed over some money and Grace came over to the counter to help Francis process the transaction.

“What you got planned next then?” Cohen asked, swinging the bag of bread at his knees.

“As I said, the investigation is still ongoing,” Eve said. “It’s classified.”

He let out a low whistle. “Fancy.”

He stepped closer to her and Eve put her hand on her belt.

“Whoa there, Sheriff. I’m just being friendly.” He put a hand out for her to shake. She looked at it like it was a coiled snake. “I just wanted to say hello properly. It’s always good to see you out and about. You gotta be careful now. With all this stuff going on. Man, darling. People are going to be looking at you, aren’t they? Well, especially since you kept to yourself this last little while. It’ll be like meeting you for the first time, I think. We’ll all get to see what Sheriff Wicker can really do.”

Eve laughed a little. “Don’t worry. You’ll see.”

Cohen sneered, straightened up a little, and turned on his heel. The bread bag rustled against his pant leg. A large part of her wanted to run him down and tackle him. Anything to get that stupid smile off his face.

“Thank you for the bread,” Cohen said, grabbed his coat, and left with another jingle of the bell above his head.

Eve looked over at her father and Grace, who seemed to have discovered that Cohen had shortchanged them by a nickel. The Escalade started to back up outside, and Cohen had put a pair of silver sunglasses on his face. When he caught Eve’s eyes through the window, he added on one more smile. Just for good measure.

“I hate that guy,” Eve growled.

“Me too,” Francis replied. “You okay, Evie?”

Eve’s fists were clenched into hard balls. She let out a breath and released her grip.

“Yeah. Sorry,” she said. “He was trying to get to me.”

“D-Don’t let him.”

The Escalade whipped down the street.

“You’re right,” Eve said. “He’s not important right now.”

“Where are you headed next?” Grace asked.

“I’ve gotta talk to Roman Marek.”

“You’re going up the mountain then?”

“Yes. I’m grabbing Pearl and going for a little hike. Seems like it’s a bit of a trek and the road only goes so far.”

“You’re taking the Deputy with you?” Francis asked.

“No. Somebody needs to stay behind right now.”

Eve looked out the window. The snow was starting. Fat, fluffy flakes covering the bare branches of the trees outside. Pigeons taking refuge under the lip of a red brick building across the street. A woman walked by with her dog and the dog stopped in front of the bakery to admire the smell and shake the fresh snow off its back.

Eve said, “There’s still a killer that hasn’t been caught out there.”

“Out there?” Grace asked, pointing to the street.

“Well… with the location of the body… I’d hedge my bets on it being a local. Unless it was targeted. But…” Eve thought. “Yes though, out there. In Chesapeake Valley. It’s dangerous out there right now until this is solved. Until I do something about it.”

“You’ll find out what happened, Evie,” Francis assured her. “Just. Just… forget everyone else and focus on the… facts.”

Eve nodded. The first fact she needed to sort out was what Roman Marek was doing on the night of Duncan Springer’s death.
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Roman Marek

The axe came down hard. The log split into two almost-equal halves and tumbled off the stump. His hair was in his face, the sweat sticking it to his forehead. He wiped it on his shoulder. The snow was up to his ankles, and he had gotten so hot that he’d had to take off his flannel, leaving him with jeans tucked into his boots and a white wife-beater tucked into his jeans.

He loaded another log. He gripped the axe firmly, his hands wide apart and stable. Roman swung back. Forward. Crack. It split, dry wood cracking.

Karu let out a bark.

“Karu,” he called out.

Karu barked again, but he didn’t have eyes on him. Or a squirrel, or a bird. Karu had made a feast of the woodland creatures by their cabin; it was quite the improvement for him compared to the ranch back home where he’d had to compete with several other dogs and the cattle.

Roman loaded up another log. He came back with the axe and down again. Something white moved out of the corner of his eye. It was coming right for him. Crack. The axe hit the stump and he missed the log. It wasn’t really on purpose but it wasn’t really a mistake either. He grabbed it by the handle and yanked it out with one hand to be face to face with a white border collie with gray ears. It yapped at him and then Karu came flying around the corner to chase the border collie down. They weaved in and out, forging happy paths in the snow.

“Pearl!” a voice called.

The border collie flew around the stump. Karu was on her heels, but she was faster and younger so he waited for her to circle around again before getting her with a light nip.

The sheriff came around the corner of the cabin. The drop-off was behind her, leading to the layers of pine trees, snow and trails that made up the Chesapeake Valley’s foothills. Her long blonde hair was pulled back into a low ponytail that trailed down her olive-green sheriff’s jacket. She had taken off her hat to reveal a flushed face, groomed eyebrows and brown doe eyes.

“That’s—” she caught her breath, leaning over for a moment. “—that’s not an easy trek.”

“It gets easier the more you do it,” Roman said. “Did you drive up as far as you could?”

She shrugged. “As far as I wanted.”

She held out a hand and crossed the snow. “I’m Sheriff Eve Wicker. I’ve been wanting to talk to you.”

“Roman Marek,” he said and shook her hand with the one that wasn’t holding an axe. She appraised it and the pile of logs by the stump. Pearl and Karu ran off behind the cabin.

Roman stuck the axe into the stump with one swing and Eve nodded.

“Preparing for a cold night?” she asked.

“Another storm is coming,” he said.

“Karu!” he yelled. “Mitte liiga kaugel!”

Not too far.

Eve raised an eyebrow and asked, “Karu?”

“It’s Estonian. It means bear.”

“Is that where you’re from?”

“My whole family. My grandparents came over in the ‘40s.”

“To West Virginia?”

Roman said flatly, “You’ve been researching me.”

“Of course I have.”

“Why?”

“Well…” Eve gestured to the drop off. She took another look at him and then said, “Are you aware of the body that was found less than a mile southeast of here?”

“What? A body?”

“Surely you heard the commotion yesterday.”

“I saw you.”

“I know,” she said. “I saw you too.”

“And then I saw you at the ranch later,” he continued. “Thought you were coming in to say ‘hi.’”

Eve laughed a little and said, “I wish. Unfortunately, my visit… both of my visits are professional.”

“After I saw you on the mountain, I went into town for work,” he said. “I figured it was to do with that park ranger station down there.”

“So you don’t know about Duncan Springer?”

“First I’ve heard,” he said.

“You really are a recluse.”

He laughed, harder than he expected.

“Sorry,” she said. “I don’t mean anything by that. This town can be so busy-bodyish that I’m surprised there’s a soul within a ten-mile radius that hasn’t heard.”

“Well, it does explain why somebody like you would be venturing over here like this,” he said.

“Somebody like me? Do I not look capable?” She frowned and unzipped her jacket. The uniform underneath hugged every part of her. A perfect fit. The gun and other equipment were strapped to her hips, and she fished into her front pocket to take out a lip balm and slather it on.

“Skinny thing like you?” Roman said. He grinned a little.

“You have no idea how many croissants I ate this morning, Mr. Marek,” she said with a smile. It struck him hard. He was sweating more now than he had been cutting wood. She was too beautiful. Too quick. Everything he avoided and everything he desired.

“Want a coffee?” he asked and gestured to the cabin with his chin.

She smiled. “Absolutely.”
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They sat at the kitchen table. It was a built-in pine island with two chairs. Since it was such an open concept, the floor-to-ceiling windows in the a-frame provided them with a scenic view of the trees and town below. Kitchen to living room to the slowly burning wood stove to the foothills and Chesapeake Valley.

“You must not have talked to anyone in town yesterday,” Eve said after a sip from a handmade clay mug.

“I don’t usually,” he said.

“Why is that?”

“Why would I need to?”

Eve smirked and said, “Friendship? Companionship?”

“I have Karu.”

He bent down to scratch the German Shepherd behind the ears. Pearl had taken up a spot on the couch, watching the light afternoon snowfall outside, drifting in and out of sleep.

“Right,” Eve said. “And the new ranch must keep you busy?”

“It does,” he replied. “I’m almost ready to open. Probably only a few weeks.”

“That must be a lot of work.”

“It is.”

Eve sat back in the stool. She tapped her clean nails on the table and peered around the cabin. After her appraisal, she said, “This place is really beautiful.”

“Thank you,” Roman said.

“Why here?”

“In the mountains?”

“Yes. Why Colorado? Why a ranch in Chesapeake Valley?”

“A ranch could do a lot of good for this town,” he said. “It’s good business.”

“What exactly do you know about this town?”

“Well…” he paused. “Did you grow up here, Sheriff?”

“Not exactly.”

“So what exactly do you know about this town?”

She frowned. Her brow furrowed, creating little curved lines between her eyebrows. She said, “I know a lot about people.”

“What do you know about me?”

“Roman Marek. Thirty-seven. Lives in a cabin in the middle of Nowhere, Colorado. Whole family is Estonian. Hasn’t shaved his beard in at least… 8 months. Chops wood for fun and chases cows for work.”

Roman laughed. He put a hand over his smile and shook his head, unable to control himself. She was way more charming than he could have anticipated. She did see him. Right through him.

“That’s about right,” he said. “I also like hunting and fishing.”

“That doesn’t surprise me,” she said, gesturing to the buck’s head mounted on the wall by the spiral staircase.

“You do notice things,” he said.

“It’s my job.”

They paused. Roman took a sip of his coffee, remembering why she was actually here. It wasn’t to charm him or swap childhood stories. She was here to question him about a murder. Women had always been his weakness. Diana had been his greatest weakness and he never wanted to feel that vulnerable again.

“What were you doing two nights ago? On March 1st?” she asked.

“I was here. Karu and I checked the rabbit traps at dusk. We’d come home from the ranch about… seven. I had some dinner. Checked the traps. Came home. Went to sleep.”

“Anyone that can corroborate that story?”

“I spoke with Ken on the phone when I got home. But other than that… Karu maybe?”

“An expert witness,” Eve said, leaning down to pat Karu, who gave her a light lick on her fingers. She asked, “Who’s Ken?”

“Ken Turnbull,” he said.

“As in Kim Turnbull? Georgia Turnbull?”

Roman nodded.

The look that came over the sheriff’s face was discernible. If she had been leaning his way before, she had just taken two steps back; something about what he had just said was very suspicious and Roman watched her hand trail up her thigh and closer to her gun.

“He’s a friend of mine,” Roman explained. “We’ve been friends for years. He came to work a couple of summers on my family’s ranch back home.”

“Really? He was a ranch hand?”

“Yes. He did a lot of different odd jobs. Hoping that he comes to work with me again,” he said.

Eve nodded.

“He asked me to come down to the Red Rock for a drink,” Roman continued. “He asks me that a lot. I said no. I was wiped after the day. Doing it all myself right now. It’s a lot of work until I get all my paperwork sorted for staff.”

“I can imagine,” she said. “Actually, I saw it. You looked like you knew what you were doing though.”

“You should’ve taken a closer look. I’ll give you a tour.”

Eve raised her eyebrows and took a long sip. He wasn’t sure if that had made her uncomfortable or not. Maybe he had crossed a line.

“Sorry… I didn’t… Just if you want to…” he stumbled, making things worse. He stood up from the stool and went to fill up his coffee cup. He poured his and offered her a top-up, which she graciously accepted.

He was standing next to her now, the bar stool making her even shorter and he had to look down to make eye contact.

“I did hear something that night though,” he said.

“Really?”

“Like a dragging… Something being dragged along the snow.”

Eve froze, looking up at him.

“Was it him?” Roman asked. He put a hand on the back of her chair.

Eve shook her head.

“Is that a ‘no’ or an ‘I don’t know’?”

“It’s an ‘I don’t want that to be true.’”

“Isn’t it better than it being me?”

She didn’t have to say anything then. He had been trying—mostly in vain—to read her but she the look she gave him left no doubt; lowering her chin, raising her eyebrows, staring right into his eyes: “That’s if you’re telling the truth.”
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

He was standing right over top of her. She was trying not to be intimidated or even worse, attracted to him, but both were happening. The thick dark hair on his forearms and knuckles. The straps of the wife-beater nestled between the muscles of his shoulders. Dark hair pushed back with sweat. Pensive eyes locked onto her every movement.

He was huge. At least 6’4”, and though he was leaner without his winter coat on, he still had to be pushing 220 pounds. But fear hadn’t crossed Eve’s mind yet. Intimidation, yes. Having him push her up against the door and have his way with her, yes. Fear felt like it should have come naturally. She should have been scared of this huge hermit in the mountains, but she wasn’t. In fact, Roman felt comfortable. He felt safe.

“I guess it just confirms what I already know,” she said after a moment. “He was dragged up here by someone. Someone wanted him to be here.”

“To freeze?” Roman suggested.

“It’s a good place to do it,” she said.

“It’s a good place to do a lot of things actually,” he replied. “I really like it here.”

“That’s why you came is it? Because you like it?”

“I guess. Why did you come back?”

“Well…” she turned over her shoulder to look out the windows. “It is pretty. And my… my dad is here.”

“Who’s your dad?”

“Francis Wicker.”

“Like the bakery? I love that place,” he said.

“Yes. That’s my dear father,” Eve replied.

“You’ve gotta get me a deal on some pastries.” Roman grinned. He was way too close. Eve pushed him back lightly with a hand on his shoulder. He stood up straighter but didn’t step away.

“The croissants are my favorite,” she said. “Ever try one of the sandwiches?”

“No. I will.”

“Good. You should.”

They both smiled.

“So...” Eve tried to regain her composure. She tucked a loose hair behind her ear and shuffled back in the stool. “You heard the noise at about what time?”

“Just after 11:30 maybe. I had just gotten to sleep.”

“Any other details you can remember?”

“I went out onto the balcony… I looked out but I didn’t see anything but snow.”

“You could hear the noise from bed?”

“No… I went out on the balcony.”

“Why did you do that?”

“To…” Roman thought. His grip tightened on the back of Eve’s chair. His forearm tensed.

“To go out for a smoke…” he said.

“A cigarette?” she asked.

“Do I have to answer that?”

“I’d like you to.”

Roman took his hand off the chair and finally, took a step back. He sat back down across from her and sipped on his coffee.

“I just needed some outside air,” he said quietly.

“Right. You don’t get enough of that up here?”

He shot her a look. Dark eyes glazing over her with distrust. Bold of him. He was the one that seemed to be lying.

“Why did you go out on the balcony?” Eve pushed.

“I already said,” he muttered. “For a smoke.”

“If it was something illegal—”

“No. It wasn’t anything like that.”

He was squeezing the coffee cup firmly with one hand.

“Then what was it, Mr. Marek?”

“I was having a hard time sleeping.”

“Why’s that?”

“Sometimes, I can’t shut my brain off.”

“What were you thinking about?”

The coffee cup squeaked along the table and he let go of it before he broke it with his grip.

“Is that part of this too, Sheriff? I need to tell you my thoughts?”

“I’m just trying to figure out what happened that night.”

“I told you. I heard it from the balcony. It was so quiet and hard to hear under the storm that I really didn’t even think to check in on it,” Roman said. “You don’t have to believe me. I understand that you have your reasons not to. Hell, maybe you shouldn’t trust me. You said you did your research. You didn’t mention that I’m a vet though.”

“I wasn’t sure that was relevant,” she said. But she had intentionally not brought that up. He didn’t need to know all that she knew.

“I’m not stupid. I know that makes me a mark,” he said.

“I’m not going to stereotype you,” she replied.

“Sure you are,” he said. “You already did. Don’t tell me you didn’t make assumptions about me from the first moment you saw me.”

“Not about your… character,” she replied.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Heat rushed to Eve’s cheeks and muttered out, “Nothing.”

She pushed the stool back and checked her phone.

“Oh my gosh. It’s way later than I expected…” she said. “I’d like you to make an official statement, Mr. Marek.”

He sighed. “If you need it and if you insist.”

“I do and I do.” Eve took one last sip of her coffee before rounding the couch and calling, “Come on, Pearl.”

The border collie lifted her head and slipped out of the pile of pillows. It looked so warm and cozy and Eve almost regretted interrupting her nap. But she couldn’t stay here. Roman was intriguing and had sucked enough of her time already.

He grabbed her coat from the hook and helped her put it on, one arm at a time. His fingers were hard and calloused, the dry skin catching on her uniform as he pulled up the coat all the way to her neck.

“It’s picking up again,” he said softly. “Keep your hat on so you don’t get frostbite.”

“I won’t get frostbite,” she replied.

She put her hat on and stood at the open back door.

“It was nice to actually meet you,” he said before she could leave all the way.

“Was it?” she asked.

He grimaced. “I thought so.”

“It was… but this is business, Mr. Marek. I’m trying to solve a murder.”

“I know that,” he said. “Don’t worry. I won’t bother you.”

“I need that statement,” she said.

“You’ll get it, Sheriff.”

He slammed the door in her face but it bounced back open.

“Your door’s broken,” Eve said.

He yelled, “I know!”
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The Red Rock Inn was on the road leading out, or in, to the foothills, depending on your destination. It was a great spot for visiting hikers, roadtrippers through the Rockies and local drunks. Three buildings were at the bottom of the road as Eve approached the Red Rock Inn. Every building had beige siding and a red tin roof aside from the attached bar to the lobby that was all thick wooden logs.

Eve pushed through the doors to get inside the dark interior of the bar and steakhouse. It was set up like a log cabin on the inside too: stools made out of stumps, driftwood booths, and an immaculately cared-for pool table in the corner underneath a bison head. The only clean thing in the joint.

The bar was right in the middle with several seats around a smooth wood lip. Michael Dill was cutting limes when Eve approached the bar. It was still early and there were only a few patrons there so far. They would soon get a dinner rush and Eve was later than she’d meant to be. Roman had taken way longer than she had thought.

“Well, if it isn’t Eve Wicker,” the bartender said, barely looking up.

“Hello, Dill,” she said.

Dill was a chubby man in his fifties with a speckled red beard. Almost always he wore a black scarf over his head. Eve had seen him wipe sweat away from his brow once and he was bald underneath.

“I think I might know why you’re here,” he said, waving the paring knife in the air.

“Word’s out,” she said. “I know you called the station yesterday.”

“Well, people were in here… crying. It was really sad, Eve. I wanted to make sure it was at least true. Well, and of course, I was sad about Duncan too,” he said. He kept cutting the limes. He was good at it—almost every portion was equal.

“Who was crying in here?”

“A.J.”

“His brother-in-law?”

“That’s the one,” Dill said. “I’m surprised, to be honest, that it wasn’t A.J. when they went outside that night… he was looking so crazy in the face. I really thought he was going to hurt himself more than Duncan though.”

“What?” Eve asked. “Back up, please.”

“A.J. has been having a lot of struggles lately. Of course Duncan was too. He’s always struggled, but A.J. really had been hittin’ the bottle hard and he’s just got these emotional… issues. Can’t hold it in. Duncan tried to keep him calm.”

“What were they fighting about?” Eve asked.

“What they always fought about… money!” Dill started another lime. “They owed something to someone and someone to something all the time. It was ridiculous. Cohen’s ruined this town if you ask me. Anything being done about that prick?”

“Cleveland Cohen?”

“Yeah. He’s a roach.”

“Duncan is the focus right now,” she replied. “Did you catch anything from that conversation?”

“I don’t know… something about college? They liked that booth in the corner by the TV.”

“Anything else you’ve noticed lately?” Eve asked, surveying to see if there was anyone she recognized spending their late afternoons at the Red Rock. If she had been here two days earlier, she surely would have seen Duncan Springer.

“I see it all from here, Eve,” he started. “Nobody goes by on that highway—” he pointed with the knife to the window where the highway and the steep stone hill behind it were framed perfectly. “—without me seeing it.”

“Unless you’re helping out a table…” Eve said. “Or in the bathroom or something…”

“Why do you gotta be like that?”

“I’m sure a car or two has slipped by here unnoticed, Dill,” Eve said with a slight smile.

“I’m telling you. Not in fifteen years,” he said and winked. “Not a one.”

“I guess that’s more impressive than anything,” she said.

“That’s right!” He put the knife down. “But he’s the only one I can think of that would have reason to kill a guy like Duncan…”

“Who?”

“Cohen,” he said. “He’s the only one with the resources too.”

“Was he here that night?”

“He was. I don’t think he’d get his own hands dirty though. He didn’t go outside when they were fighting. Some others went out to watch.”

“They were fighting fighting?”

“Oh yeah. Yelling and screaming. Throwing fists. But that wasn’t super unusual for those two… happened every couple of months and they got it all out and then they’d be in here the next day laughing about it.”

“So what was different?” Eve asked.

“It was really personal. They were talking about the kids too…” he said. “Don’t ask me about that because I don’t know. And if I did know I probably wouldn’t tell you. That’s not personal. Just patient-bartender confidentiality.”

Eve hmpfed and nodded at Dill. She took a lap around the bar. She nodded at some of the patrons and checked out the booth he had pointed to. The high driftwood back provided a lot of privacy and both sides could get a view of the TV in the corner. There was another table right across from it. There was a man sitting there with a hat on, pulled down over his eyes, staring into his beer, occasionally looking up at the PGA on the screen. His sandy hair was flipped out at the bottom like he wore a hat all the time. He glanced over at Eve. She gave him a smile and he ignored her.

“How you doing?” she asked.

“Fine,” he said. “Can I help you? Just trying to enjoy my drink, Officer.”

“Sure. No problem,” she replied. “You new in town?”

“Yeah. Looking around for work if you got any,” he said.

“What’s your name?”

“Phil,” he said. “Phil Jones.”

“Nice to meet you, Phil. I’ll keep an eye out for you.”

“Appreciate it, little lady,” he said.

Eve hated that. He seemed to notice that on her face so he laughed and said, “Can’t say anything anymore without hurting somebody’s feelings.”

He chugged down the rest of his beer and stood up from the table. He was younger than she had initially thought, barely any lines around his face. Two fingers pinched the brim of his hat as he nodded at her and made for the door. As he opened it, A.J. Portokalos walked in—Duncan Springer’s brother-in-law and Athina Springer’s brother.

A.J. surveyed the bar. He smiled at Dill and greeted him, but there was a tired melancholy behind it—huge bags under his eyes. His gaze made its way to Eve, standing by his usual booth. His smile dropped. He turned on his heel and went back out.

“Hey!” Eve called. “Mr. Portokalos?”

He had clearly heard her, turning his head over his shoulder as he went out the door.

“Thanks, Dill,” she said as she hurried out after A.J.

Dill called out, “You got it, Sheriff!”
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

A.J. Portokalos headed straight for his car, but as soon as he saw Eve was following him, he took off.

“Hey!”

He ran behind the bar and he was way faster than she thought. The work boots took him around the first building and through the motel parking lot. She chased him. Chesapeake Valley started behind the Red Rock Inn and if you were going by the road, you had to go all the way around. But A.J. was on foot, and could beeline straight to the city center if he wanted to.

“Stop! County sheriff!” Eve yelled.

A.J. looked over his shoulder. Eve was gaining on him. She was thankful for the run yesterday. She was loose enough to stretch out every stride while keeping a hand on her TASER.

“I just want to talk, A.J.!” Eve called.

His only response was to quickly stoop and toss a rock from the ground back in her direction; Eve didn’t even have to break her stride to know it was way off the mark.

“That’s assault of a police officer, A.J.!” she yelled.

He weaved around the second building and behind the garbage cans. She chased him into the back path where it was covered in mud and snow, their shoes ripping up ice and dirt. A.J. exited out onto 16th street. Quiet houses with fences lined the road. His moment of hesitation to decide to go left or right was enough for Eve to catch up.

She tackled him to the ground, holding him by the arm and the shoulder so he wouldn’t smack his head. She rolled with him and got on top of his back. Both of his shoulders popped as she pinned his wrists.

“A.J. Portokalos,” she said through quick breaths. “You’re under arrest.”

She cuffed him and when she got the second one clicked, she looked up to see something completely unexpected.

Roman Marek was standing at the end of the footpath with his bow stretched and readied, an arrow pointing right at A.J.’s forehead.

“What the hell are you doing?” Eve snapped.

He said nothing, glaring at the man on the ground.

A.J. started to cry, “Please! I didn’t… I’m sorry!”

“Mr. Marek,” Eve warned.

He pulled back the bow, huge fingers straining against the cable.

“Roman!” she yelled.

He blinked and looked at her. The anger was fuming off of her—she could feel it. Was he following her? Why was he here? Obviously, he thought Eve couldn’t handle herself. Typical army-marine attitude. She had dealt with a lot of his types at the NSA and she really thought he was a little different. Not a lot, but a little. He had seemed mildly intelligent, like someone with more than two brain cells, and now she was doubting all of that.

Roman let the bow and arrow relax. It fell to his side. The wind howled between the homes, concentrating the footpath into a wind tunnel behind them.

“This is police business, Mr. Marek,” Eve snapped as she pulled A.J. to his feet. “Go back home and stay out of my way.”

“Okay,” he said and nodded but didn’t move.

Eve pushed past him with A.J. in front of her, almost bodychecking Roman but her shoulder would have only reached his chest anyway. She gave him one last glare before making her way back up the path and toward the Red Rock Inn.
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Eve took the cuffs off of A.J. when she got him in the interrogation room. He blubbered the whole ride about how sorry he was for running. Sharon brought him some water after he regained his composure and Eve thanked her. Sharon gave her a look and Eve waved her off. She could handle blubbering scaredy cats like A.J. She couldn’t handle macho need-to-prove-themselves military men like Roman Marek. It was only more suspicious for his case.

“I didn’t do this,” A.J. said. “I didn’t do this. You’ve got to believe me.”

“Why did you run?” she asked.

“I didn’t want to talk about it,” he said. “I don’t want to talk about it. I don’t want you to think it was me.”

“To think what was you?”

“I don’t want you to think I killed Duncan!”

“Did you kill Duncan?”

“No!”

“Then what do you have to worry about?”

He went quiet. He had curly black hair and big blue eyes, in an echo of his sister. He was actually a very attractive man, but he didn’t seem to take very good care of himself. His skin was a tone that Eve sought in the summertime but he was speckled with scars and scratches. A strip of stubble ran under his chin and Eve could smell his unwashed tang from her side of the table.

“I was the last person to see him,” he said quietly.

“How do you know that?” Eve asked.

“Because then he went up the mountain! Like the stupid fool that he is…” he paused. “Was.”

“He went up by himself?” she questioned.

“He said he needed to cool off and he did… I did…”

“I heard you guys had a bit of a spat.”

He laughed. “That’s one way to put it.”

“Why don’t you start at the beginning? What did you do that day?”

“I got up early… went to work early… I’ve been doing some work for Brown’s Woodwork. Just short-haul trucking stuff. I don’t really want to go out on the road anymore because of the kids and everything…”

“Your kids?” Eve asked.

“No! No. I’m not married. No kids,” he said. “My nephew and niece. Athina’s kids.”

“You’re pretty close with them?”

“Oh yeah. They’re my life. Everything I do is for those kids.”

“Did you work all day?” Eve asked.

“Pretty much. Worked. Had breakfast at your dad’s place actually,” he replied. “At lunch, I stopped in to see Athina and she fed me. I went back to Brown’s in the afternoon. Did a couple of delivery rounds from the lumber yard to the plant… then I hit the Red Rock with a few of the guys for a drink. Duncan was already there when we got there.”

“What was he like?”

“Already three deep… complaining about money… pretty usual…” he said.

“And then what?”

“I asked him what was going on and he didn’t want to tell me.” A.J. shifted in the chair. “I let it be for a bit but after we ate a bit of food—and by the way, I made him call Athina to let him know he wouldn’t be home.”

“He wouldn’t usually have called?”

A.J. nodded slowly. “It’s always me,” he said. “I’m always the one making sure he’s taking care of her.”

Eve said, “Why is that?”

“Because it’s my sister! He married her and took her for everything that she is. That includes the kids too and he’s a…” A.J. took a breath. “He was a loser. I told her. I warned her so many times. Yeah, we were pals. We could joke around. We both liked to drink, but geez… he was always down on his luck.”

Eve thought about what Dill had said earlier, that A.J. was the one to be concerned about.

“Duncan had a pretty good job though,” Eve said. “He made things work.”

“I guess,” A.J. replied.

“What happened next?”

“He called her. I pushed him to tell me what was going on and when he told me… I couldn’t help myself… I got so fu... I got so mad. I wanted to punch him out right then and there. The amount of disrespect that he has for his family. My family. I couldn’t stand it.”

“What did he tell you?”

A.J. shook his head and said, “You know Mr. Cohen, I imagine.”

“I do,” she said.

“He gambled away Alex’s college money on a sports bet.”

Eve sat up a bit straighter.

“Yeah,” A.J. continued. “He was already in debt. Cohen told him the odds were too good to pass up and he took it. He could have wiped away everything with one win. But he didn’t win. He lost. He lost everything.”

A.J. scowled and bristled with rage. “Alex is nine, you know? That’s nine years of funding that all of us had contributed to… just gone in an instant. Just gone because Duncan was an asshole who didn’t care about anyone but himself. He said he was going to get it back. It was the same story. I was just so tired of it that night. I was so tired of hearing it and all I could picture was Alex, sitting at home when he was eighteen, having to take on a trucking job like me because he couldn’t afford to go to college. He’d never meet a girl. He’d never have a family. He’d drink and gamble like his father because of his father. Duncan didn’t even give him a chance.”

A.J. shook his head. “I hated him for a long time. And then I realized, he was just stupid. That’s why this whole situation makes me so mad too. He was going to be okay… I was mad. I was pissed. But I knew he was going to be okay-”

Tears caught in his throat.

Eve nodded and gently pushed the glass of water closer to him. What A.J. needed right now more than anything was kindness. She understood what Dill had been saying now. He was an emotional powerhouse. Enough to push him to kill his brother-in-law though, she couldn’t be sure. Emotions were a strong motivator. Anger could be the tilting point from resentment into murder.

A.J. took several gulps of the water and returned the nod. “Athina is right mad too. She told me she talked to you already.”

“Oh. You talked?”

“We talk every day.”

“Have you guys always been close?”

“Sure. Athina’s older than me. Always took good care of me.”

“How did you feel about her marriage to Duncan?”

A.J. soured and leaned back in his chair. “I thought she could have done better. I think most brothers feel that way though, don’t they? I don’t know. Maybe not. At the end of the day, they were kinda a good match. She kept him in line and he kept her grounded. Still, how he treated her near the end drove me crazy. I did want to—”

He gritted his teeth.

“Go on,” Eve said.

“Nah. No. He got on both of our nerves a lot. Athina got mad at him every day. She slapped him around a little now and then. She’s not strong enough to carry him up a mountain though…”

“What exactly are you implying, Mr. Portokalos?”

“Nothing! Just that… it wasn’t me, sheriff. You gotta believe me,” he said. “I didn’t kill him.”

He was looking her right in the eyes, his bright blue gaze searching her face.

“Cohen. Cleveland Cohen,” he continued. “Duncan owed him more than anyone. He’s the one that got him into this whole mess.”

Eve took down the rest of A.J.’s statement and sent him back home after another strict warning. He admitted that he shouldn’t have run and decided to punish himself by walking back to the Red Rock in the sharp wind. Sharon and Eve both offered him a ride, but he insisted he deserved it after all he had done and that he needed the air to think about it all.

Sharon leaned on the desk, watching him go, and said, “He seems really sad…”

Eve shook her head. “I don’t know. It could all be crocodile tears.”

“You think he’s that good of an actor?”

“I just think he’s laying it on a little thick,” Eve said.

“Maybe he’s lying?”

“I think he’s scared,” Eve said.

“We all are, I think,” Sharon replied.

They shared a look. The sun was almost all the way down but the sky had maintained a bright overcast gray for the entire evening. They watched A.J.’s silhouette disappear down the street and go over to the east, back to his car.

“You should go home,” Eve said after a moment. “I just need to do some paperwork and I’ll be calling it too.”

“Are you sure? I can stay with you,” Sharon said. “This whole thing has me spooked. Seriously.”

“I know,” Eve said. “Me too.”

“How was Roman Marek?” Sharon asked. “That’s an all-American man.”

Eve laughed. “He was chopping wood when I got there…”

“Really?” Sharon grinned. “I would have paid money to see that.”

“He is attractive. In really good shape. But… I don’t know.”

“Could be a murderer?”

“Could be…” Eve looked out towards the parking lot and the foothills overhanging the station on the right side. “It did seem like he was holding back.”

“I think he’s a bit shy,” Sharon said.

“A bit shy or a bit rude?”

“Yeah. The people down here don’t like him that much. They say that too. That he’s not too friendly. But that doesn’t really matter. What did you think about him?”

Eve paused. “I... It’s hard to say. It’s hard to sort out liars right away. He wasn’t unfriendly, but not exactly friendly either.”

“He’s hard to sort out. I believe that,” Sharon said.

“And if you can believe this, he must have been following me after I came to visit,” Eve said. “You know I had to chase down A.J., and by the time I got him on the ground by that footpath on 16th, Roman was there too. Full mountain man. Compound bow all stretched out. Pointed at the crying guy with a face full of sidewalk.”

Sharon half-laughed, half-gasped, “What? Wow. Why would he be following you?”

“I don’t know!” Eve shook her head. “What am I supposed to think now? He’s put himself into a hole and he keeps like… stomping and digging up the ground and making it deeper. He’s making things difficult.”

“Yikes,” Sharon said. “Big red flags. You really need to keep your eye on him.”

There was a bit of a smile behind Sharon’s words that made Eve roll her eyes.

“Go home,” Eve said.

Sharon said, “Yes, ma’am” and started packing up her things for the night, leaving Eve with the dim light from her laptop and the cries of the wind against the windows.
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Roman Marek

He hadn’t said a word. He hadn’t really felt like he needed to. He wanted her to know that he was there. That was all. When A.J. had run, and Eve had run after him, Roman had been watching from the side of the parking lot where he had parked the ATV just on the treeline. There were only a few cars at the Red Rock, and that made him feel better, less likely that she would get wrangled into something dangerous.

He wanted to knock the ATV over when he got back to it though. He settled for walloping at one of the tires with his boot and letting out a mild grunt. The bow clattered against the rack as he tossed it down. Why? Why did it upset him like that? Why was she having this type of effect on him? Why couldn’t he have just let her be?

Not only had he followed her there, but he had followed her home. She had to drop off her dog, and watching her guide Pearl inside with patience and a smile on her face had him picturing her with Karu, or with a child.

Roman shook his head and placed it in his hands, leaning on the handlebars of the ATV. He had been trying so hard to avoid that, and it made sense that now he would be hit three times as hard, trying to run from that for so long. He had barely met her. The coffee had gone by in minutes but it had been hours. He was being completely insane. All he could think about was her. As a kid, his mother had always told him: “You fall for women too fast. Take your time and discover what you like and don’t like.” But Roman read Eve as fast as poetry. Short lines. Synchronous quips. All perfectly rhythmic and balanced. Coming together into a metaphor as well-timed as the first rainfall after a drought. It wasn’t just how beautiful or how smart she was; he was worried. There was danger in their town. Lots of it, and she was uncovering it bit by bit, chase by chase. The thought of her getting hurt at the cost of one body—that body—it made him sick.

The way she had looked at him on top of A.J.’s back had told him that it was all a mistake though. If she had trusted him before, he had moved it into wariness. This was why he avoided women entirely. They made him act like a fool. They made him vulnerable. But she needed him. She needed his statement, at least. He wanted to know that she was okay after pinning A.J. Portokalos to the ground in two swift movements.

He lifted his head from his hands, put one hand on the ignition and started the ATV.

He just had to make sure and then he would go home. He would make the statement, go back to the cabin, and never see her again. He couldn’t have her. Not like that. Not right then. He wasn’t ready. Was he? No, she would destroy him. She would take him for everything that he was and he couldn’t lose himself again. It had taken him this long to find himself after Diana.

He yanked the ATV to one side and lurched forward, ripping up slush and dead grass. Roman flung himself across the parking lot, passing Portokalos’s truck and a pale blue one beside it. He nearly nicked the blue one on his way past, moving forward, toward her…
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There was one light on in the station. It looked like it was coming from the back room. The ATV engine wasn’t quiet and the light flickered off at the sound of it. Eve came out into the main office, lighting the moon-shaped receptionist desk and holding a mug in one hand. She squinted into the darkness and caught Roman seated on the ATV in front of the window. He waved. If she was shocked, she hid it well. She calmly approached the door, unlocked it and cracked it open.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

“Friendly welcome,” he said.

“You know why I’m mad,” she said.

“I do. I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to overstep.”

“You did and you’re doing it again,” she replied.

“I…” Roman had made a mistake coming here. “I’m sorry, Eve. I thought you needed my statement.”

“It’s almost 7 o’clock…” she sighed. She took a sip of the mug. “Well, you may as well come in. I’m not going home anytime soon anyway. There’s too much to go over.”

Roman threw his jacket on to the seat of the ATV and came to join her at the door.

“I can help,” he said. “You know I’m trained.”

“Not police training, soldier,” she said. “Did you do any intelligence work in the Marines?”

“Yes,” he said. “A little. I was mostly muscle but I collected intel when I worked in Dubai.”

“Dubai? I did some work over there too.”

“Really?”

“Wonder if we ever crossed paths…” she mused.

Roman laughed and said, “I would have remembered you.”

Eve smiled and opened the door wider.

Eve sat on the edge of the receptionist desk while Roman sat in her office chair. She brought him a mug of herbal tea and he apologized again for the incident with A.J. while they waited for it to cool down.

“I’ve seen that guy fight, too,” Roman said. “A couple months back. There was a fight at the Red Rock that got all sorts of out of control. He was there. I remember those crazy eyes.”

“And you?”

“I didn’t fight…” Roman said. “I defended myself.”

Eve gave him a disinterested look and said, “So you fought?”

“I had to throw a couple guys out. They were making a mess of the place.”

“Is that common for you?”

“I know how to stop people from escalating.”

“By sticking their heads in the snow?”

“If I need to.”

Eve sighed. Her hair was down and long. She ran short fingernails through it and looked at him in the dim light of the office and the moonlight beyond the windows.

“I wanted to make sure you were okay…” Roman said. “This is a lot that you’re dealing with.”

Eve nodded. “I’m okay.”

“Why does that seem so fake?”

“I’m doing my best,” she said, even quieter.

“Eve,” Roman stood up and put his mug down on her desk. “Seriously. Don’t take this all on if you don’t have to.”

She narrowed her eyes and said, “Why not? Don’t you think I can do my job?”

“No. No. I do. I just…” he said. “I don’t know why I’m so worried.”

“You should be,” she said. “This happened less than a mile from your home. You should be fucking worried, Roman.”

The dead air hung for more than a moment. Roman looked at her, trying to decide if that should have hurt his feelings. He thought that she meant it to.

“Sorry,” she whispered. “I am exhausted. Sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

He shook his head and took a step towards her. Her boots were just grazing the tile floor, hanging over the side of the desk.

“There was something else I wanted to tell you,” he said. “Something else that I remembered. But maybe I should just wait…”

“No,” Eve said. “No, if you’ve got anything else you can tell me, please do it.”

“I saw the park ranger that night,” he said.

Eve’s brown eyes went wide. “What?”

“When I went to check my traps… I saw her heading into town,” Roman explained. “Thought it was weird because it was kinda late for her to be going out alone.”

“It is kinda weird,” Eve muttered. She looked away and at the ground, scrunching her forehead, processing what he had just told her. “There’s more than one trail going in and out, right?”

“There’s several. Some are more groomed than others though,” he said.

“How many is several?”

“Maybe three or four.”

“So she could have missed that body if it was already out there?” Eve said out loud, more to the room than to him.

“If it was already there, she might not have seen it, but didn’t you say it was really close to her?”

“Did I say that?”

Eve looked at him now, locking her thoughtful gaze with his.

“Don’t do that,” he said. “Don’t look at me like you’re about to accuse me of something.”

He came up to her, standing over her. She pushed him back—the heat of her palm against his abdomen—and she slid off the desk.

She straightened up and said, “Excuse me? You remember who you’re talking to?”

“Don’t power-trip me either,” Roman snapped.

She pushed him a little. He didn’t even budge.

He scoffed. “And now you’re trying to fight me?”

“Shut your mouth. Seriously, shut it or I’ll shut it for you.”

“Is that a threat?”

“Yes,” she said. “Big one.”

He leaned down so he could say: “Good.”

They lingered like that. His lips inches from her forehead, smelling the fragrance of her flowery hair products. She stepped back a little so she could get a better vantage point from her height, just to give him another dirty look.

He said, “You’re cute.”

She said, “Screw you.”

The smell of her hair hit him even harder as she whipped it to turn around and head to her desk. She started angrily sorting through papers and opening her laptop, keeping her hands busy. He had her flustered. Maybe this wasn’t as one-way as he had thought. Maybe this wasn’t fleeting.

She snipped, “Anything else you’d like to tell me, Mr. Marek? Anything else you’d like to confess that you conveniently forgot? Would you like to know my schedule tomorrow so you can follow me there?”

“That actually would be nice,” he said. “Would make it easier to keep an eye on you.”

She laughed out of disbelief and said, “I think it’s time for you to go home.”

“Maybe you’re right,” he replied and nodded.

“You keep that bow out of town.”

She pointed one finger at him and then at the ATV where the bow was poking out the sides of its shadow in the darkness.

“Yes, ma’am,” Roman said.

“Get out of here.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

He nodded and headed for the door. He did linger again. If he could hear her voice again…

“Roman,” she said.

He turned around, near giddy, unable to hide his grin.

“I’m serious about not doing that again,” she said. “Just like you’re worried about me, I’m worried about you too, and that bow isn’t going to do you any good in a gunfight.”

Roman chuckled. “You’re worried about me?”

She nodded. “Worried about Chesapeake Valley and everyone in it. That includes you.”

“Right,” he said. “But just because you want to prove yourself… not because you have a personal connection here or anything.”

“What do you mean by that?” she took a step towards him, arms crossed.

“Well, you didn’t really grow up here, right? You said that. You remember that, don’t you?”

“You didn’t grow up here either,” she countered.

“I’m not the sheriff.”

“So what?”

“So nothing. It’s just a point,” he said. “If you’re not from here, where are you from? Geez, do you hate talking about yourself?”

Eve leaned into one hip and looked away, her eyes catching in the moonlight behind him. The belt was undone and relaxed. She’d had a long day.

“I’m sorry… I should let you rest…” Roman said.

“No. It’s just… yes, you’re right,” she said. “Not that I owe you anything. Frankly, it’s pretty bold of you to come in asking questions about my childhood.”

“I was just… trying to get to know you,” he replied.

After a moment, she said, “It’s complicated.”

“I remember seeing you now… I didn’t before, but a few summers back… I was down here visiting Ken. It was before all the stuff with Georgia. I went into that bakery every morning and I remember you now, sweeping by the window, sorting desserts behind the glass. Your hair was shorter.”

She looked stunned for a moment. All of the weight seemed to go into the back of her heels, and she coughed awkwardly.

“I… I’m surprised you remember me,” she said.

He said, “Now I won’t ever forget.”

She sighed, smiled a little and unfolded her arms. She started searching underneath the desk before coming up with a paper bag.

“Here,” she said. “There’s some hazelnut twists in there. Not as fresh as they could be but they’ll be a great snack for you and Karu when you get back up there.”

“Thank you.”

She nodded and stood with him by the door. He lingered again and he knew he was pushing it. She was probably one minute away from full-on booting him out.

The cold air outside hit him with a sharp slap. Roman plucked a hazelnut twist out of the bag and immediately put it in his mouth as Eve locked the door behind him. She was laughing as he pulled away with the helmet over his head, visor open so the pastry could dangle out and he could chew it back as he drove. It was delicious. It was worth a bit of danger. Just like she was.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

“Garcia.”

Eve was on the phone as soon as Roman was out of view.

“Yup. Yup,” Sharon said from the other side. “I’m here.”

“Hackett lied,” Eve said. “I need you to help me with this. Can you come back in? I’m going for a stakeout.”

“A stakeout? Now?”

“I hear criminals do their best work at night…”

Sharon sighed. “Okay, sheriff. Be right there.”

It didn’t take the deputy long to get back to the station. Eve was thankful to see her and she had to go straight into business. They didn’t have the time to unpack the whole Roman situation right then, and all the feelings that were coursing through her after that conversation.

“I need you to start gathering some local CCTV,” Eve said.

Sharon said, “I already started that. Got the city hall. Library. Bank… nothing yet for the night of the murder. Dill said he was going to get me footage of the fight.”

“Excellent. Great,” Eve said. “I need you to get the strip mall with the clinic too.”

“Oh… Oh, that’s where you’re going…” Sharon rubbed her eyes. The shoulders of her uniform were crinkled and her buttons were all askew. She must have been fully ready to relax for the evening when Eve had called her. She felt bad making her lose sleep but that was the job. That had always been the job.

“Cohen,” Eve said. “I need to see what’s going on at that so-called cell repair shop next to Dom’s office.”

“He’s been there forever,” Sharon said. “I think he’s probably scrubbed it pretty good.”

“I’m just going to watch…” Eve replied. “Just see what happens.”

“Stay out of his way,” she said.

“I’m not scared of him.”

“He’s not scared of you either,” she said.

“I know,” Eve murmured and headed for the door. She slunk into her coat. It felt heavy on her shoulders but she needed it for the wind. The weather looked like it could turn again at any moment. “Keep me posted if you find anything.”
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The town’s only medical clinic and Cleveland Cohen’s cell-repair shop were both in a strip mall on the north side of town. There was also a Subway and an HVAC place in the same building, giving the whole parking lot that familiar smell of mass-manufactured Italian bread.

Eve swapped out the Tahoe for her father’s car so she could lay low. If there was anything that Chesapeake Valley had a lot of, it was pine trees. The property was situated in a semicircle of them, allowing Eve to pull off to one edge of the parking lot and back the brake lights into darkness. The mall was a new build for the town with an almost modern facade but with those same small mining town details: thick slabs of white wood and barn-style doors.

She turned off the ignition and the lights, and moved into the passenger’s seat so she would be less obvious. The camera was in her lap, and she snapped several photos of the outside. She wasn’t the most artistic person and photography definitely wasn’t her strong suit, but she was desperate for tangible evidence of any kind at this point. There were too many stories, excuses, lies.

She waited.

She sipped on a coffee.

Eve’s eyes were heavy. When had she slept last? She watched Marianne Stoneway go in and out of the Subway with her three children. Erwin Little went in after her and came out with four footlongs, maybe for the guys at the woodworking plant. The clinic’s lights were off aside from a door emitting a light at the back of the building. Dom was working late. The cell-repair shop windows were blacked out with advertisements about the new iPhone and not a soul went anywhere near it before 9 pm. After that, Eve watched men with beer guts and trucker hats approach the door, knock on it, whisper to someone behind it and then go inside. The clock was blurring into little green squiggles by the time it reached 10 pm. Most of the men came out after a few moments, probably placing sports bets or something to dig them out of the hole made of their exact shape and size. Some of them Eve recognized. Some of them she didn’t. She grabbed photos of all of them. There were a lot of semi-familiar, what’s-their-names, but nothing notable until the familiar park ranger truck pulled into the parking lot.

Eve crouched down and snapped several photos.

That movement took her back to her mother, watching her in a navy-blue uniform from the backseat, tucking out of sight and snapping photos of a gang in a downtown in Maryland. Years ago. Distant memories. Mom had let her come on only one stakeout, and Eve had never forgotten it. The excitement. The boredom. The excitement again. A full box of donuts that she had eaten until she felt sick. The rare time she got to spend with Mom. She had promised that she would make it up to her when she had missed Eve’s dance recital. The stakeout was the best she could do with her schedule. Growing up with a cop for a mother hadn’t been easy, but being without her entirely was much worse.

Hackett got out of the truck and looked around. She had an oversized hoodie on and a hat, hiding her face. She really looked like she didn’t want to be seen. Eve shook her head. But Hackett didn’t go to the cell-repair shop or the Subway where the employee was sweeping before closing. She went to the clinic and softly knocked on the door.

Doctor Dominique Blanchard came up the hallway and opened the door for Hackett with a soft smile.

Eve got the deputy on the phone.

“Sharon?”

“Here, sheriff,” she said.

“Anything?”

“Still sorting through it all,” she said. “That strip mall is privately owned by… guess who?”

“Cohen?”

“Yes, ma’am,” she replied. “We’re going to need to talk to him to get that footage.”

“I’ll do it,” Eve replied. “When we do, check around this time for Hackett. Maybe this is a regular thing. Visiting the doctor at night.”

“She’s seeing Dom?”

“Yes,” she said. “She’s going in to see her right now.”

“That’s weird.”

“I don’t think Dom would lie for her,” Eve said. “She probably knows exactly what’s going on.”

“All related to Duncan Springer?”

“That’s hard to say. Ruling out Hackett is important.”

“She lied right to your face. Doesn’t that piss you off?”

“Of course,” Eve replied. “I just don’t even have the time to be mad right now. It feels like everyone is giving me the run around… It feels like I’m the only person who wants to solve this goddamn murder.”

“Hey. Easy. I’m here,” Sharon said.

“Sorry… this day has been just…”

“All good. You almost done?”

Another car pulled into the parking lot and Eve said, “I don’t think so.”

“Remember! I’m here!”

Eve hung up as she watched the Honda Civic pull up in front of the Subway. Heeled boots kicked out of the driver’s side and a woman slowly stood from the car. She was wrapped in a dark jacket and was wearing a hat. Another person who didn’t want to be noticed. She walked with a bit of a limp as she crossed the parking lot and ended up at the door to Cohen’s shop.

Was Hackett working with someone else? It was strange that it was happening at night. She was hiding something. There was no doubt in Eve’s mind about that. It wasn’t illegal bets like Eve had anticipated. She wasn’t one of the men throwing away their child’s college fund, but instead she had Doctor Blanchard wrapped into something personal and shameful. But the fact that Dom was involved did tell Eve something. Dom was practical and smart, not the type of person to get involved with a murder and if she did, Eve didn’t think that she would even be able to catch her. She would have thought it all through. They wouldn’t have discovered the body like they did. Whoever killed Duncan was reckless, possibly impulsive. Neither Hackett nor Dom fit that bill. The woman in front of Cohen’s door, though? Thoughts and suspicions were running through Eve’s head like a freight train.

She zoomed in with the camera on the woman’s face. Red hairs hung down from the hat. She had a pretty profile with a slanted nose and full lips. She was… No. Eve zoomed in farther. It couldn’t be. The woman lifted her head as the door opened and Eve knew then who she was, but she didn’t want to believe it. She didn’t want to accept that it was Georgia Turnbull standing at Cleveland Cohen’s door.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

“Your turn, Evie,” Francis said.

Eve didn’t move.

“Take your time,” he continued. “I know I’ve put you in a tough position…”

Eve blinked. She looked at the chessboard in front of her and moved her bishop into an aggressive position. Francis moved a pawn and then she took his queen.

“Well… I… hmm…” he thought, “didn’t see that one.”

It was Saturday and despite spending all Friday night staking out the strip mall, Eve didn’t feel tired anymore. She felt surged with information and things to do. There was an APB out for Georgia Turnbull in the surrounding county after Eve’s sighting and proof of such. Playing chess with her father at the local mountainside park was not high on the priority list, but there was finally some sunshine, finally some indications of spring. And, she needed him right now. She needed his stories and connections to tell her more about what she had seen last night.

Eve moved her knight, framing an army around her father’s king and said, “Checkmate.”

A smothered mate.

Francis took off his hat and put it on the table. His hair was stark white now and thinning, but he still had enough to run his fingers through it with frustration.

“You got me again,” he said. “I remember the days when I could beat you.”

“I don’t.”

Francis laughed and said, “Don’t get smart now.”

She smiled and squeezed her father’s hand. The park had several chess and picnic tables. Crooked silver stone interspersed with half-shed pine trees made up the steep side of the foothills on their right. On their left was the highway and if they kept going down the road, it would lead them right back to the Red Rock Inn and into Chesapeake Valley. Mountainside Park was a perfect location for a lunch after a hike, or a chess game after a discovery.

“Dad,” Eve said. “Can you tell me about Georgia Turnbull?”

“Why would you want to know about her?”

“Not want. Need.”

Francis nodded. He understood too much of what it was like to work in law enforcement without ever stepping into the boots. His late wife. His daughter. The women around him had always been involved and had forced him to accept the unacceptable an uncountable amount of times. Eve tried to put herself in his shoes. How difficult those long nights must have been, not knowing if she was alive or dead, tortured or free.

“Well… she loved to hike. Probably would see her at the park today if she was still here. She was always wearing those bright outfits and going up the mountains. She would drive up north too… to do the more challenging ones. She grew up here. The Turnbulls have been here a long while.” He paused, gathering his words. His speech was steadily improving, but it was still a bit slower. “She probably went to school with Sharon and all those girls but she was a bit younger. She was nice… very friendly. But I think—you know we all have our little issues—she had some drug problems or something… nice but naive. Easy to take advantage of, and her mom always worried about her going out into the mountains by herself…”

“What about her dad?”

“Ah well. He passed away… maybe a decade ago… maybe more than that… he was actually mayor for a little while here, I think. Bit of a scary fella though. Intimidating.”

“He was mayor?”

“I think when Georgia and Ken were kids.” Francis put his hat back on and continued. “Anyway… I’ll bet you’ll know where this is headed with the drug stuff… she got wrapped up with Mr. Cohen. Maybe it was to pay off debt or deliver stuff. I don’t really know. She wasn’t making bets or anything, I don’t think. I think she was working for him for a little while and then one day… it was fall, I think… I remember the leaves, crunching under the search party. She went out into the mountains, and she didn’t come back.”

“That’s it?”

“Gone. Not a trace except for someone who had just moved into a cabin in the foothills claiming to have seen her going up and past.”

“Roman?”

“Yup,” he said. “He was the last person to have seen her, according to everyone.”

“And did he come under fire for that?”

“Oh, of course. He was brand new then.”

“But he was never charged with anything?”

“Oh no. No. Ken and Kim advocated for him. They said there was no way he would’ve done anything to her,” he said. “Course that didn’t stop Sheriff Broder from wringin’ him out like a towel. He had him at the station every day for… had to be at least a week. Trying to get him to confess. But that Marek fella is stone cold. He wouldn’t admit a thing.”

“Well, he had nothing to admit.”

“Sure. Sure. A lot of people still think he had something to do with it though…”

“Right. Making this whole Duncan Springer situation even worse for him…” Eve said and let her eyes trail up the jagged edges of the mountainside.

“I don’t think they’ll ever accept him here now,” Francis said.

Eve replied, “Fortunately, I don’t think he cares.”

Francis laughed and said, “Like you.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“You never really cared what people thought of you either, Evie. You always moved forward anyway,” he said.

Eve nodded and Francis pulled a cookie out of his jacket pocket, handing it over to her.

“Here,” he said. “You gotta get some rest.”

Crumbs spattered down onto the chessboard as Eve inhaled the cookie.

“That’s low on my list of priorities,” she said.

“You know it’s coming up though, right?”

“What is?”

“The anniversary.”

“Dad… I really don’t... I can’t deal with that right now.”

“You don’t deal with it ever.”

“Please.” She shoved the rest of the cookie in and said, “Let me deal with this first.”

“There’ll always be something, Evie.”
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On the way to the medical clinic and away from the mountainside park, Eve got an update text from Garcia. The deputy had been working all night as well. From what Eve had told her, their biggest hindrance had been Cohen, which wasn’t surprising. He had been avoiding and screening their calls so Garcia had shown up at his house this morning and forcibly requested for him to hand over the CCTV, at least from the night of Duncan Springer’s murder, or they would get a warrant and search his whole property. Thankfully, he handed it over without too much fuss. She needed to go through it, but it wouldn’t be long until they had some answers about Hackett.

Eve pulled into the same parking lot she was in last night, but this time, she wasn’t trying to hide it. She pulled the Tahoe in front of the clinic and because it was Saturday, it was busier than usual. Anyone who couldn’t make it during the week was getting in their appointment with Chesapeake Valley’s only doctor.

A whiff of chemicals and antiseptic hit Eve’s nose as she entered. There were several seniors and a few men that were reminiscent of the night before; the blue-collar guys checking their health before they went out to ruin it at the Red Rock or Candy’s. All eyes were on her. Eve cleared her throat, tipped her hat, and walked toward the desk, where a young girl was working reception.

“Hello, Sheriff!” She had short brown hair, thick glasses, and a very friendly smile. “What brings you in today?”

“I’d like to see Dom… Doctor Blanchard,” she said.

“Is this a… personal visit?”

“No. Business. I need to talk to her as soon as possible. It won’t be long,” she continued.

“She is with a patient right now…” the receptionist said and glanced at the computer in front of her, likely filled until 3pm with appointments.

“I won’t be long,” Eve said again.

“Right, Sheriff,” she smiled and let out a nervous laugh. “No problem. I’ll get her.”

The girl slinked out from behind the desk and walked quickly to the end of the hall where she knocked on a door, was ignored and then knocked again and let herself in.

“What’s going on, Sheriff?”

An old man wearing a paperboy hat and a plaid shirt tucked into slacks caught her eye from one of the waiting room chairs. It was Lewis Redding. He had been a teacher at the high school for a long time. He had taught Sharon. Probably taught Georgia and Ken Turnbull. He was well-loved but was known for being strict and opinionated when he needed to be.

“Just gotta talk to Dr. Blanchard quick,” Eve replied.

“This about Springer?” Lewis asked.

The waiting room went quiet.

Eve nodded and replied, “We’re in the middle of an investigation.”

“Any answers for us?” he probed.

“Nothing yet.”

“You better catch the guy… It’s not safe like this. Kids are scared. Spring’s coming and what? What are we going to do? Avoid the foothills so we don’t get chopped up by Marek?”

A loud murmur of agreement moved through the waiting room.

“Heard we’re supposed to get some snow tonight,” Eve said. “Spring isn’t here yet, Mr. Redding.”

The door opened at the end of the hall, and Dom popped her head out of the office, black bob swinging.

Eve called out “have a good day,” and walked down the hall, crossing paths with the receptionist. She rushed past her and avoided eye contact.

When Eve turned away from the waiting room, she had to relax her face a bit. She hoped Dom hadn’t noticed, but the tension she’d been holding—trying to hold it together—was spilling out across her mouth and eyes, and she knew it. The stress was showing. She couldn’t let this be the best of her. The eyes on her back wouldn’t stop her from moving forward.

“What the hell is this, Eve?” Dom said as soon as they got into her office. Eve stood between the patient table and two plastic chairs. Dom sat at a wobbly office chair in front of a computer as ancient as the chipped linoleum cabinetry around it.

“I just need to ask you about something…” Eve said. “I’ll be quick.”

“Then go on. You know how busy I am. You’re probably one of the only people in town, in fact, who understands how busy I am.”

“You’re right, Dom, so give me a chance.”

Eve gritted her teeth.

“I said ‘go on.’”

“Ranger Dylan Hackett,” Eve said.

Dom turned away, put her arm on the desk, and said, “Oh.”

“I saw her here last night,” Eve said. “Wondering what she would be visiting the doctor for so late at night. Way past the clinic hours. I know you’re busy but you’re not open-until-10 busy.”

“You know I can’t tell you that, Eve,” Dom said. “It’s confidential.”

Eve sighed and said, “I need to make sure she wasn’t involved with this, Dom. You know where we found the body? Less than three hundred feet from her doorstep and she didn’t hear a damn thing? She lied. She lied right to my face that she didn’t leave that night. Now, I’m guessing, she came here. To see you. I’m having Garcia check the CCTV outside on the telephone pole to make sure. It’s not that she was coming to see you. It was when she was coming to see you. Why she was coming to see you.”

Dom pursed her lips, watching Eve intently. She asked, “Where’d you learn to talk like that, Wicker?”

Eve laughed. “My mom was a cop.”

Raising an eyebrow, Dom replied, “Now that makes sense.”

“Listen…” Dom started. “I’m not going to tell you why she was coming here, Sheriff. The risk isn’t there for it to be worth it. But I will tell you why she was here at night. She didn’t want people to know the struggles she was having because she’s worried about losing her job.”

“She should be,” Eve said. It came out harsher than she meant and she shrunk back at her own tone.

“That’s it, though. You know that Dylan isn’t capable of murder.”

“It could’ve been an accident because she is capable of lying, Dom.”

“How do you know for sure that she was lying?”

“What? What do you mean?”

“Her alibi didn’t hold up?” Dom asked.

“Someone…” Eve cleared her throat. “I had a source.”

Dom nodded pointedly and said, “I’m sorry there’s not much else I can tell you.”

Eve couldn’t tell if she was being genuine. Her face was like shined stone, impossible to read. Every ounce of skincare came through; Dominique had a striking face and presence, and Eve wished they could find a better way to get along. Sometimes crime did this. Eve wasn’t in the position to make friends right now but she certainly didn’t want to make any more enemies either.

“I understand,” Eve said. “I appreciate your time.”

She made for the door.

“Eve—” Dom said after her. “You know I want to help.”

“I know,” Eve said. Her walkie beeped. “Duty calls.”

“Me too.”

They shared a smile and Eve slipped through the waiting room before anyone could flag her down or question her about this investigation. The only way to answer them was to find answers, and despite the darkening skies, Eve knew at least some of those answers were back up the mountainside.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

The wind was like facing down a wall. Eve had grabbed Pearl, and the two of them made their way from the cement of the parking lot, to the gravel of the starting path, to the mud of the foothills, to the snow atop cragged rock, to more snow surrounding the bases of pine trees. She had picked up her backpack and her flare gun, and she had even put a bright-orange harness on Pearl so she could grab her more easily if they ran into snow too deep. But Eve didn’t anticipate the wind speeds, trying to bulldoze her back down; the weight of the entire mountain, it seemed, pushing against the laces on her boots. It let up a bit as Hackett’s cabin came into view. Smoke was coming out the backside, billowing up into the afternoon air until it was caught in the breeze and taken up and into the Rockies behind them.

Pearl went first, forging a thin trail for Eve to walk through to the ranger station door. It had still not been shoveled properly here. Hackett must have had a hell of a time leaving when she did. With the current storm, she wouldn’t be back in town for a while so Eve had to get to her while she could.

She knocked on the door. There was the clatter of a dish on the other side. Hackett wasn’t expecting her; Eve was sure of that and she had planned it like that. She didn’t want the ranger to have the time to develop another lie.

“Sheriff!” Hackett half-shouted as she opened the door. “What are you doing here?”

“I need to talk to you about your statement,” Eve said, matching her volume, yelling over the weather. “I need to talk to you about what happened that night.”

“Uh… okay… okay, yes,” Hackett said, opening the door. “Come on in.”

The walls squealed and croaked as Eve sat at one of two pine kitchen chairs. Hackett started making some coffee, pouring a bit of instant into two mugs, and placing the kettle on top of the wood stove. She plopped on the single bed in the corner and balled the sheets into her hands.

“Tell me what happened,” Eve said. “Tell me the truth.”

“What do you mean?” Hackett wouldn’t look at her. “We went over this already. You accosted me already.”

“I wanted to make this easy,” Eve replied. “You’re the one that’s made this hard by lying.”

Hackett squeezed the sheets harder and grumbled, “I didn’t lie.”

“I asked you if you were here all night and you said ‘yes’.”

“I was here all night.”

“Really?” Eve asked.

Pearl, satisfied with her sniff appraisal of the cabin, laid down on the welcome mat, watching Hackett as intensely as Eve was.

“I have a witness saying they saw you leave the mountain,” Eve said. “I have you on CCTV going inside the clinic. I spoke to Doctor Blanchard. I know you’ve been going there.”

“What? She told you?” Hackett stammered out.

“No. She’s a good doctor. She didn’t tell me why you’ve been seeing her but again, Hackett, I know you went there that night so stop lying to me.”

Eve stood up. Her jacket was off and she had a hand on her belt. She asked, “I’m giving you a chance to tell me the truth… where were you on the night Duncan Springer was killed?”

The kettle rattled. Hackett looked up at Eve with wide brown eyes. They were wet with tears.

“I was down there…” she said quietly. “I don’t know, maybe, about 8 pm on that day. It was earlier. I got back about 9:30.”

“And you didn’t see or hear anything on the way back up?”

“There was a truck in the parking lot when I came back…”

“Anybody in it?”

“I don’t know.”

“Get the license plate?”

“I was distracted!”

“Why?”

“Doctor Blanchard told me I was going deaf.”

The kettle started to whistle. Hackett let it squeal for more than a moment before she stood up and moved it off the heat. She ran a hand over her face and said, “I have otosclerosis.”

Eve didn’t know what she had expected for an explanation, but it hadn’t been that. She backed up a little and sat back down on the kitchen chair as she said, “You didn’t want me to know.”

“I didn’t want anyone to know.”

“Because you were afraid of losing your job?”

“Yes,” Hackett’s eyebrows raised and her mouth fell open. “That’s… That’s not going to happen, right?”

“I don’t know, Hackett,” Eve said. “What is otosclerosis?”

“I have conductive hearing loss… It’s gotten much worse over the last year or so. My right side is better than my left but… I don’t… I can hardly hear anything anymore…” she broke down into full-on sobs. All of the stress and the truth broke through her. “It runs in my family. My aunt’s deaf. But I thought… I thought it wouldn’t go like this, and this quick. I thought I was going to work here for a long time… listening to the birds every morning. The water in the summertime, moving through the streams. I’m not going to be able to hear it anymore. Don’t get me wrong… I’m glad I got the time I did here. It was worth it. But… I... I am sorry, Sheriff. For lying to you. I shouldn’t have. I just was so scared. I need this job more than anything…”

“Who says you have to lose your job?” Eve asked.

“Well…” Hackett’s cheeks were puffy and streaked red from the tears. “Well, won’t I? I can’t be a deaf park ranger?”

“Why not?”

“I… I don’t know. Are there any?”

Eve sighed. “I’m not sure. Hackett, I know you’re sorry and you feel bad, but you cannot lie to a police officer, especially in the middle of an investigation. You took up way more of my time than necessary… time that I could have spent solving this. You lied to protect yourself and I think you’re better than that.”

Hackett sniffled. “You’re right.”

She started to cry again, burying her face in her sleeves. Eve came to sit next to her on the bed and Hackett immediately leaned into her chest, weeping against her. Eve rubbed one of her shoulders and said, “It’s okay. You’re going to be okay.”

Eve let her cry. It went on for several minutes. She didn’t know how to get out of this now that she was in it, but this was part of the job too: support. What Hackett was going through couldn’t be easy. And a part of Eve, a very small part, understood why she had kept it hidden.

After Hackett let out one last big snort, Eve gently removed her arm, took the kettle off the stove and poured their coffees, mixing the instant with a teaspoon from a dish rack on the counter. She passed Hackett her mug.

“Thanks,” she said, sniffed, and coughed. “You’re a good person.”

Eve nodded, unsure how to respond to that. “Who’s your manager here? Who do you report to?”

“His name is Carter. He works out of Woodmoor.”

“Here’s what you’re gonna do, Hackett…”

And then Eve laid out the plan for her. She needed to get official records from Doctor Blanchard or another doctor’s note about her condition. Hackett needed to call Carter and tell him about her situation. After reviewing her records, they could make an accessibility plan or an accommodation. Eve knew it would be quick news if Hackett was fired for a disability. This wasn’t exactly like pilots and their vision, but it also wasn’t that far away, so Hackett had to make sure she was clear and concise. Cross your t’s. Dot your i’s. Eve told Hackett what her mom used to tell her: be thorough or you’ll regret it later.

They sipped their coffee and talked about audiobooks and podcasts before Pearl started getting restless and pacing around the cabin.

“I think we might get hit by some weather,” Hackett said, her face settling into a rosy peach. “Did you check the radar?”

“This morning,” Eve said.

“It’s moving fast,” Hackett replied. “So you better move fast too. You should get back before we get hit.”

Eve finished her coffee and took her coat off the back of the chair. She didn’t need any more than that. This business here was as done as it could be, and Hackett was right, Eve needed to move faster than the weather if she wanted to get back to town anytime soon.

The trail ahead was already picking up clouds of snow, lowering the visibility. Pearl slowed her pace to stay closer to Eve’s side and because it was getting too thick for her to sprint. The snow was suddenly coming down in waves. In minutes, it had gone from forceful wind to a torrential blizzard. Eve should have double-checked the radar. She should have focused less on Hackett and more on her environment. She had been so intent on crossing her off the list that the basics of just getting back to her car had fallen to the wayside.

Eve swore under her breath as she pulled up her hood and tucked her face into it. Everything pushed her back. No. Forward. No. South? She turned in the snow. Pearl circled her, smelling her ankles, the only thing familiar to smell with all of this fresh moisture.

“Where to, girl?” Eve whispered.

Pearl barked and bounded in one direction and then the other. Thank goodness for the orange harness, or Eve would have lost her from only feet away. The collie sniffed the air, squinting into the swirling snow. Then, she looked at Eve as if to say, “Your guess is as good as mine.”

Eve reached for her walkie.

“Sharon?” she called.

There was a lot of static before Sharon responded with: “Sheriff! Where are you? This storm’s coming in real quick.”

“Still on the mountain,” she said.

“What? Get out of there!”

Eve heard it before she saw it. There was a crack above and then several more following it and she had to tuck the walkie back in her clothes before the snow swept it away. Several feet up, a sheet of snow had split between pine trees and it was coming right for them. Eve didn’t have time to scream. She only had time to face her back to the slide and half-brace her stance before the snow swept her at the knees and started carrying her down the mountain.
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Roman Marek

The binoculars were usually used for hunting and monitoring weather, but Roman was using them today to monitor the sheriff. He had seen her go into the ranger station. She had happened to walk into his view this afternoon when he had been tracking large buck prints back to the east. After her, the tracks had become unimportant.

Karu sat at the base of the tree. Roman was up top in the tree stand he’d built last summer. It had been quite useful last fall when hunting season had really picked up; he had been able to track bucks and even a couple of moose from the steel frame. It was also useful for knowing which hikers might try to come into his territory and pretend like they were lost when really they just wanted a peek at the crazy mountain man. Those were the worst. Not the accusers or the paranoid bible-thumpers. It was the curious that drove him mad. People who couldn’t stand not to know who he was when he didn’t want to be known. If people were going to accuse him of killing Duncan Springer, fine. If they were going to say he kidnapped Georgia Turnbull, that’s how it was. But as soon as they crossed the line into his personal sanctuary, Roman would put them in their place. He hadn’t moved out this far to make friends with the locals. Not that people were jumping at the opportunity to be friends with him anyway. These interactions with Eve the last few days had been the most social he’d been in two years if you didn’t count the questioning from the last sheriff. It had re-ignited something. Something primal and strong.

Karu barked several times.

The weather was turning.

When was she going to come out of the station? She knew by now that the park ranger had lied. What else was there to sort out?

“Come on, Eve,” Roman muttered to himself, trying to get a view through the windows with the binoculars but the angle wasn’t quite right. All he could see was the one-room cabin’s roof and Eve’s tracks in the snow, disappearing by the second.

When she did finally leave, the storm was already upon them. Roman lost vision of her and had to follow Pearl’s orange vest instead. They were going the right way and then it all got turned around and Roman didn’t hesitate. He climbed down the tree stand and trudged through the wind and snow to get to the back of his property. He opened the lock on the shed, threw open the doors, and yanked out the ATV.

“Karu!” Roman yelled.

He heard the snowslide. The separation of the ice and huge heavy snow moving down and fast, all under the howling of what was to come.

The German shepherd plowed ahead of him, leading the vehicle, sniffing the air.

“Leia ta üles!” Roman shouted.

Find her.

Roman and Karu rushed down the trail. The sound of the engine was almost covered by the cacophony of the storm. To the north, white. To the east, and the west, white. To the south, white. Any longer out there and it wouldn’t just be Roman who wouldn’t be able to find her. She would never be found again.

Then he heard the yapping of a dog. Pearl.

“Pearl!” he called. He cut the engine so they could hear her better. Karu veered off towards the sound, and Roman restarted the ATV to race after him, tires ripping up trail, wind threatening to throw him off the mountain if he made one wrong move.

He found the collie barking and digging at several spots in the snow. A snapped pine tree was laid across a broken icescape. Pearl circled him several times as he got off the ATV. Both Karu and Pearl began to dig. Roman got on his knees, clearing away with them and screaming at the top of his lungs:

“Eve! Eve! I’m here!” One of his gloves came off but he kept going. The ice scraped against his knuckles, every movement like sticking his hand in blades but no hesitation because Eve was in danger. He could lose her before even having her, before helping her solve this, before seeing her in a dress or holding her against his chest. No. He couldn’t lose her.

Karu got to her first. His teeth chomped down onto a forest green jacket sleeve and he pulled hard.

“Good boy, Karu!” Roman exclaimed and scrambled over to him, clearing out as much snow as he could. They had to work fast. Sometimes these slides happened in multiples and with this weather, it was only a matter of time before something went bad again.

“Eve!”

Karu got his snout at the collar of her jacket and yanked and Roman finally saw her face. Flushed pink and red from scratches. Eyelashes covered in thick ice. Her lips, chapped and gray.

Roman put both arms under her and lifted her up and out of the snow. She was light and lean, even in the heavy winter coat. It would never be a challenge for him to lift her though. Even if she was heavier, even if she wore weight on her back, Roman would always find a way to lift her.

He held her to him for a second, catching his breath.

Pearl ran to her master, licking her face and eyelashes.

Eve moaned, “Pearl…”

Pearl barked and then let out a whine.

“It’s okay, Eve,” Roman said. “I got you.”
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Roman fastened Eve to his back using extra straps that he had in the utility packs on the ATV. It had been a long time since he had done a rescue. A long time since he’d had another person strapped to him in any way. In the Marines, it had been through water and steam, through fire and smoke, through explosives and thick smog, but always a complete escape to the other side. Roman had never—nor would he ever—leave any man or woman behind.

He got her to the cabin and carried her inside. She was mumbling and moaning as he laid her on the couch. He checked her vitals again. She seemed okay. She may have hit her head, and he didn’t want to move her too much but it didn’t take long before her eyes fluttered open and she was panicking.

“Wha…” she sat up too fast and groaned, clutching her head.

“Slow down, Sheriff,” Roman said. “I’ll get you some tea.”

Outside the A-frame’s windows, the storm was swirling in great white crests. The wind was pushing against the cabin, daring them to return outside and be claimed by it again, like it wanted Eve back.

“I should’ve known,” Eve said as she laid her head back down.

“You couldn’t have predicted a slide like that.”

“No,” she said. “I should’ve known it was you who came.”

“Ah. It was Karu actually.”

Roman grinned. He brought them two teas and sat on the chair by the couch. They both watched the snow come down for a moment, wondering how they had both made it back there with only a few scratches. It was dusk. Nighttime was coming and nothing was slowing down.

“Karu,” Eve said softly, reaching her fingers out so he could kiss them. “Thank you, boy.”

Karu looked back at Roman, as if asking for approval. Roman gave a small nod and the dog bounded over to nuzzle and lick against her happily.

She added, “Thank you, Roman.”

“How do you feel?” he asked.

“Just a bit sore… wet… stupid,” she said.

“The soreness will go away. Stupidness will pass too.”

She smiled a little but didn’t laugh.

“You’re not stupid, Eve,” he said. “It’s mountain country. These things happen.”

Her eyes drifted to the window, like she was scrutinizing every flake and swirl.

“It happened because I let Hackett cry on my shoulder,” she said.

“She probably needed it,” he said. “You got that sorted out?”

“As much as I can. You were right about seeing her that night. Thanks for telling me. It took me one step in the right direction…”

“Right into a snowslide?”

She tried to sit up again, this time slower and more intentional. Roman grabbed her elbow to help her. He had stripped off her jacket, but she was still wearing her ski pants and a black, long-sleeve shirt tucked into them. She was soaked.

“I’ll get you some other clothes to wear,” he said and went for the spiral staircase.

“No. No. That’s fine. I’ve got to go,” she replied, making to stand.

“You’re going to get hypothermia if you go out there in wet clothes,” he said. “Sit.”

Disgruntled, yet also, Roman sensed, a bit relieved, Eve complied.

He took the stairs two at a time, not wanting her to be alone too long in her current state. The space between them and the spiral made it difficult but he felt warm after the rescue, invigorated. Maybe it was the nostalgia, bringing him back to the old days. Or her, making his heart race. He grabbed her a hoodie and some old basketball shorts. They would probably not fit her but it was all he had. He had gotten rid of a lot of clothes during the move. He had four good shirts, two good pants and reliable coats and shoes. What else did he really need? He had discovered how little he actually did need in the last few years. Clothes. Living space. Air conditioning. Companionship. Despite it all, he had always come through on the other end, breathing.

He looked down from the loft. Eve was pulling her hair over one shoulder, still watching the snow with such fascination or, more likely, she was lost in thought. So much on her mind. Too much responsibility for one person. Yet, she handled it with grace and kindness. He had been breathing so long, he supposed, that he had forgotten that his lungs needed more than just air but blood pumped to them as well. Blood pumped from his heart. Heart to lungs. Lungs to throat. Throat to mind and mind on her. All of it working together, making him overheat, telling him that it was time to discover again what it was to need. Because that’s what this was.

He came down the stairs slower than he’d gone up. His eyes were on her.

It wasn’t a want or desire in him. Roman had a need for her. And it was ripping through his body like fire, carrying him across the room, bringing his hand under her chin and pointing her face up to him.

She looked surprised but didn’t pull away, “Wh... what are you doing?”

“I wanted to see you straight on,” he replied. “You have a nice profile. You’re thinking so hard.”

“I am,” she whispered.

“I want you to put your mind to rest,” he said.

“I can’t stay here,” she said right away.

Roman tried not to be hurt as he said, “You have to.”

“No. I do not.”

“This storm is too dangerous.”

“I’ll manage,” she said and pulled her chin out of his fingers. She turned away and said into the floor, “I have to…”

“It will be there tomorrow,” Roman said. “If you go now, you’ll get stuck. Another snowslide or just the sheer amount of snow and wind. You’re strong, Eve. Trust me. I know. I can see it in you. But you’re not stronger than nature. Karu and I will have to go out again to get you or worse, the incompetent park ranger. Putting all of us in danger to save you.”

He bent down and had to get all the way on his knees to be at eye level, forcing her to look at him again. Her brown eyes caught his, a streak of mascara running down her cheek. He wiped it away.

“Just one night,” he said. “I’ll sleep on the couch. You take my bed. I’ll take you back as soon as the snow stops.”

Eve asked, “Even if it’s in the middle of the night?”

“I’ll wake you up,” he said.

She smiled softly and said, “Okay. Fine. One condition: I’m not taking your bed. I’ll sleep here. This couch… I gotta say, Roman. It is one fine specimen of a couch and if it wasn’t for the current investigation, I’d be leaping at the opportunity to stay here. In front of this…” she gestured to the window in front of them. Her throat was hoarse. “With you.”

Roman grinned. Was she looking at him differently? Was this all in his head and he was falling so hard so fast only to get his heart ripped out again? Why had he let this happen?

He stood up suddenly and she leaned back.

He had spoiled that moment. He knew that.

Pearl started peeling at the blanket by Eve’s feet, setting up a cozier bed for herself.

“Somebody’s made themselves at home,” Eve murmured.

“A throne for the queen,” Roman said and bowed his head to Pearl.

Eve laughed and said, “So… should we watch a movie or something? What do you do for fun around here?”

“Uh…” Roman looked around. “I chop wood. Do a lot of stuff outside. Hike. Fish. Work around the house. Cook.”

“You don’t have a TV?”

“I have an iPad. I watch stuff on there sometimes.”

“Well…” Eve drifted off.

“Here! No. No. Wait. Do not move,” he said. It was more aggressive than he meant, but he also knew that was in his nature and his nature was just coming out in droves around her. It took him more than a few moments to finish rustling through the cabinets and find what he was looking for. He held it up like a trophy and said, “Aha!”
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Roman was holding up a chessboard.

She couldn’t help it. She laughed. Very hard. It hurt. Her whole body was throbbing and sore. It felt exactly like what had happened, like she had been tossed down a mountain by ice and snow.

“What’s so funny?” he asked as he held it in front of him. It looked comically small in his hands and Eve had to stifle another giggle.

“Nothing,” she said. “No. Nothing. You have all the pieces?”

“I put them in a Ziploc somewhere…” he started searching again as he yelled, “Do you know how to play?”

“Yes,” she replied.

“That sounds confident. Is that why you were laughing? You’re convinced you’re going to beat me?”

“Yes,” she repeated.

“Well… Well, Wicker,” he found the chess pieces in a drawer by the fridge and shook them in midair. “Let’s see who the grandmaster is, shall we?”

“Well, now I’m not sure,” she said. “That was pretty dorky, so maybe you will beat me. I didn’t peg you for a chess guy.”

“Dorky?” He feigned shock at her suggestion.

He pulled the chair closer to the couch with one hand, cleared away a wildlife photography book from the coffee table, and put the chessboard between them.

“I’ll have you know I’m a huge dork,” he said. “I loved anime growing up actually.”

“Really?”

He started setting up the board, huge scratched-up fingers moving deftly.

“I would’ve never thought that,” Eve said. “Not that there’s anything wrong with it, or that, or you… you just don’t give off that vibe.”

“Is it the beard?”

“Maybe.”

“All my friends were into it as a kid,” he said. “Video games too. I still like it… I just… I don’t know. I prefer it outside. I’ve always preferred the outside over everything else regardless.”

“Over everything else?”

He chuckled and said, “Pretty much.”

Eve nodded.

He set up all the pieces in the right spot. So he wasn’t lying about being a chess player and he probably wasn’t lying about being a dork. Still, Eve was keeping her wits about her. He had dragged her up the mountainside back to his cabin. He was the last person to see Georgia Turnbull. He had no alibi for the night of Duncan Springer’s death. Eve had to be careful. Despite his rugged charm and the veins popping on his biceps and forearms, she couldn’t let herself get weak at the knees until she was certain that Roman Marek was absolutely not guilty.

“Tell me what you think,” Eve said, rubbing at her neck. “Who do you think killed Springer?”

Roman raised his eyebrows and then furrowed them as he placed the final pawn.

“You want to know what I think?”

“I do,” she said.

“White goes first,” he said.

“I know,” she said and opened aggressively.

He smiled and moved up a pawn.

“Oh!” he sprung up. “I forgot something.”

“You’re avoiding my question,” she said and took her turn as quickly as she could so he wouldn’t accuse her of cheating when he turned his back. That was the competitiveness in her.

Roman kept his grin on as he went through more cabinets, this time above the fridge, revealing his lower stomach and a few dark hairs. He grabbed a bottle of amber-colored liquid and two crystal glasses.

Eve smirked. “Chess and whiskey?”

He poured them both two fingers worth.

“It’s bourbon actually. Kentucky-made. It’s good stuff. This is what we do during storms…” He took a sip.

“Is it?”

“My dad always did when I was a kid. ‘Course we don’t get much snow in West Virginia. No blizzards like this. Thunderstorms though. Wind. Anything that’d make you stay inside… he’d break out this…” he tapped the bottle with his glass.

“Anytime you’re inside you drink then?”

“Anytime I’m trapped.”

“Is that how you feel?”

“No! Uh…” he smiled and took another gulp. “Don’t do that, will you?”

“Do what?”

“Catch me in my own words.”

“Trap you, you mean?” she asked.

He went quiet and she thought maybe she’d pushed him too far.

“Sorry,” she said. “It’s your turn.”

The glass was lukewarm and though she expected the bourbon to burn, it was smooth. Sweet. Smoky.

“What do you think?” he asked as he moved a pawn again.

“Way better than I thought,” she admitted.

“I have good taste,” he replied.

“I shouldn’t have underestimated you…”

“You shouldn’t.”

They went back and forth sipping and moving pieces for a little while before Eve couldn’t help herself.

She asked, “You have a name, don’t you?”

He peered up from his intense glare at the board. He was completely stuck.

“A name? Roman?”

Eve laughed. “No! No. I mean, when I asked you about who you thought killed Duncan… Well, you made this face…” she scrunched her eyebrows.

“Oh. Is that what I looked like?”

“Exactly that! That means that a name came to mind. Right away. I think so anyway. Am I right? You don’t have to tell me the name but… am I right?”

He sighed, shook his head and said, “Yes. You’re perceptive as all get-out.”

“I notice people,” she replied.

“I don’t think you’re going to be happy with my answer,” he said.

“I’d appreciate it if you told me what you thought. There are too many people still at play. I need to narrow things down.”

“Myself included? Still at play?”

Eve laughed a little and took a larger sip of her drink.

“Who’s avoiding questions now, Wicker?”

“You tell me first,” she said.

“You’re not going to like it. I’m telling you.”

“Stop teasing me, you flirt.”

“Tit for tat.”

They glared at each other and then he leaned back and said, “Cleveland Cohen. It has to be. To be honest, I think it could be both Georgia and Duncan. He’s connected to both. He preys on people. He’s like a devil with no horns. A ledger full of no-win deals. Sucking the life out of this town, one bored husband at a time.”

“What motive does he have though? What reason?” Eve asked.

“Well… money, of course. That’s all he cares about. They both owed him.”

Eve nodded. “You know a lot of people in town think it’s you.”

Roman’s face dropped. He turned and his profile was highlighted by the dense dark storm behind him. It was almost fully black now. Just an occasional streak of white, like shooting stars through the air, on a deep blue back, the hats of snow-dipped pine trees peeking below his shoulders in the masculine tableau that he was.

“Do you think it’s me?” he asked softly.

She asked, “Is there anyone out there who would want to hurt you?”

“No. They’ve already done it,” he said.

“What’s that mean?”

“Nothing. There isn’t anyone.”

“You’ve never been in a fight or anything?”

He looked at her and said, “Plenty.”

“Well, anyone get really mad one day? Swear revenge or anything?”

“No… No. I mean, of course I fought lots in the Marines but… that was different. I guess there were a couple of guys at the ranch. Back home. Sometimes we had employees or stragglers or whatever that overstepped their boundaries and had to go. Dad asked me to. So I did.”

“Anyone in particular you can remember?”

He thought. “Not really… Maybe. I remember my sister being really mad at this one guy…”

“Your sister?”

“Natalie,” he said. “She’s in Atlanta now. Working in logistics. She didn’t want the ranch life any more. She never really liked it anyway.”

Their glasses were empty and Eve wasn’t sure if Roman was pouring them a second or third.

“Were you guys close?”

He shrugged. “I guess. Closer to my brothers.”

“Brothers? Plural?”

“Yup. I’ve got one sister and three brothers. Five of us in total. I’m second oldest.”

“Wow… that must have been a busy house growing up.”

“Oh yeah. Never a dull moment on the ranch…” he laughed. “Something I’d like to do here. Something I’d like to recreate myself I think.

“Really? That’s really nice, Roman.”

He looked at her, catching her with that gaze as he had done by the couch, and at the kitchen table the other day, forcing her to lock in with him. Don’t you dare look away. Something holding her there that felt beyond her control.

“And you?” he asked.

“What?”

All the thoughts had fallen out of Eve’s head.

“Do you have any siblings?”

“No… No. I think I was an accident, actually. My mom never really wanted kids, I don’t think.”

The bourbon was making her too honest. She could feel it moving through her body in warm waves.

“Where did you grow up?”

“San Francisco,” she said.

“Oh. That’s a fun… city.”

“No complaints.”

It hadn’t made her that honest, she supposed. Just honest enough for him to trust her. Not honest enough for her to trust him.

“My mother is very strong,” he said. “As you can imagine, my father had a bit of a problem with alcohol. He liked to drink and being drunk by noon wasn’t good for business. Mom did everything. Fed the cattle. Cleaned everything. Kept the boys in line. Everyone respected her and she listened to everyone no matter what it was they were complaining about. She had one ear to the people and the other to the earth. Listening to what the weather was gonna say. Some of the guys swore she could make it rain by just touching her coat.”

Eve smiled. “She sounds special.”

“She is. I miss her.”

“Why don’t you ever go back home?”

“I’ve been… once or twice…”

“Running from something?”

He said, “I just want to start my own path.”

Eve nodded. “I respect that. Me too.”

“I know. You’re ambitious, little Wicker.”

“I’m not little.”

“To me you are.”

“You’re just huge.”

“That’s true.”

They both laughed and drained their glasses again.

Eve knew then that he could sense all that she withheld. He was watching her even as he drank; how she grabbed at her knees and pulled at her hair. She knew she must have reeked of it: trauma.

Roman stood up, stretched and sat beside her on the couch.

They both looked at the chessboard and Roman said, “I didn’t have a chance.”

“I’m not convinced you’ve ever played,” she replied.

He looked at her with his hands folded between his knees and said, “Not since I was a kid.”

“What? You were so confident,” she said.

He shrugged. “So were you. You seemed excited.”

She flushed at that. She put a hand to her cheek.

“I play almost every weekend with my dad,” she said.

“Your dad is a good man,” he said.

“I know he is.”

She flipped her hand around and said softly, “I’m so hot.”

“The woodstove can be kinda hard to control,” he said.

The fire was burning hot and strong in the black iron belly of the woodstove in the middle of the wall of windows. Roman had been filling it on occasion, tossing in logs from his custom-built firewood rack in swift, measured movements.

He put a hand to her cheek and said, “You are a little warm. You didn’t cut yourself or anything?”

“No more scratches than you got.”

She took his hand from her face and turned over his knuckles so she could trace her fingers along his cuts.

“You got these digging me out,” she said.

Roman nodded.

“I’d probably be dead without you,” Eve said. “Thank you for doing that.”

“I’d do anything you asked of me,” he replied.

Eve couldn’t hide her surprise at that. He squeezed her hand.

“I’m sorry… I guess…” he said. “Sorry.”

“No. Go ahead and say it.”

He leaned in then and kissed her. He grabbed her by the bottom of her face and then moved his hand to the back of her neck so he could bring her in tighter. Eve leaned into it. She couldn’t help it. How long had it been since a man kissed her like this? His lips overlapped hers and she pushed back against him. He grabbed at her waist and pulled their bodies together. The blanket between them slithered to the floor and Pearl’s collar jangled as she looked up from her peaceful corner of the couch.

Roman was on top of her, pressing into her. His lips were soft. He traced her chin and neck. She could have stayed there forever. A permanent pause on everything else. All the memories, the stress of the investigation, the questioning, the unknowns. None of it mattered. But she didn’t have time for forever. Only a few seconds to allow herself to be melted by him, like he was spring and she was snow. She pushed him back so they were both sitting up straight again. It felt so natural. The magnetism all snapping together in one moment and Eve was frozen when she pulled their lips apart, holding his face in place with both hands.

She breathed.

His warm breath was on her palms and he began to kiss her hands.

“That’s enough,” she said.

“You’re incredibly beautiful,” he exhaled into her hands.

She smiled.

“Roman…” she lifted his head. “I think we should go to bed.”

“Okay,” he sat up, nodding.

“No… No. I mean separately.” She laughed then, seeing him blush.

“Right… no. Yes, of course.”

He stood up.

“Lay down,” he directed.

Eve slid down the couch. She did feel tired. Exhausted. Overwhelmed. Her heart was racing from what had just happened. So much of her wanted to keep kissing him, to have him carry her up those spiral stairs and throw her onto what she imagined would be a fur-covered bed. But Eve was a sheriff first, and a person second right now. There were people in danger, and the more time she spent hiding away in Roman Marek’s cabin, the more in danger they became. She couldn’t have that. She knew what it was like to be shoved away into the darkness, not knowing if you would live or die, desperately wishing for someone to break down that door with a flashlight. A uniform with a friendly face telling you that “everything’s going to be okay.” She had dreamed of it so much. And then when she had finished dreaming of it happening to her—and it had happened—and it had been everything she had ever dreamed, prayed and clawed at the walls for, she had dreamed of becoming it. Of being that flashlight for someone else. Another girl trapped away in the darkness, waiting to be found, waiting for Eve to break down that door.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Eve slept like a log. It was dreamless. When her eyes did crack open, there was no difference between the snow and the stars in the darkness. Roman topped off the woodstove once, and she saw him crouching with no shirt on, rippled back to her. She pretended she was asleep when he turned back around and eventually, it wasn’t pretend. She was wrapped in blankets. Pearl at her feet. The song of the blizzard outside lulling her into a sense of safety.

She awoke suddenly to her phone vibrating against the side table. Roman had helped her get it plugged in with an extra charger.

The sun was spilling into the cabin, casting everything in the lower level in the morning sun, creeping its way up to the loft where surely Roman would wake soon. If not because of the sunrise, because of the phone call.

“Hello?” Eve managed to get out.

“Eve!” Sharon exhaled. “Oh my gosh. The reception’s been down all night because of the storm. Are you okay?”

“I’m okay,” Eve said. “I got caught up on the mountain.”

“With the ranger?”

“Not exactly…”

“Where are you? You need to get back here right now.”

“What’s happening?”

“Georgia Turnbull. We got her.”

Eve sat up.

“I’ll be back down right away,” she said. “Sun’s up. Looks like the snow’s stopped.”

“It’s still windy. Be careful,” Sharon replied. “Don’t wake up Roman.”

She hung up.

How could she have known? Was Eve so predictable? How long had it been since she had even given a man the time of day? Career. Family. Those had always been first. That was all she needed.

So much regret. Eve pushed off the blankets, and Pearl looked at her with wide concerned eyes.

“I know, honey,” she whispered. “But we gotta go.”

Pearl let out a small whine, jumped off the couch and shook herself vigorously. Her collar jangled, triggering Karu above to jump and jangle too. If Roman wasn’t awake already, he definitely was now. There was the squeak of the bed and then he was at the edge of the loft, looking down at her in his gray sweatpants and six-pack abs.

“Leaving already?” he yawned.

“I’ve got to move,” she said.

“I’ll take you on the quad,” he replied. “You’re not walking in all that snow.”

“That’s not necessary.”

“Yes, it is. I’ve seen how you walk in snow.”

She laughed a little. “Coffee first?”

“Always.”
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The trek down the mountain wasn’t easy, but the snow had let up a little. The dogs helped lead the way, forging through the forest and subverting false trails. They ended up back at the Foothills Parking Lot where the ranger truck and the Tahoe were. Eve tapped Roman on the back and they pulled next to her SUV.

“I appreciate this.” She slid off the ATV and threw what things she had salvaged into the trunk. “All of it. Really.”

“You’re welcome,” he said.

Pearl hopped into the backseat and Eve gave Karu a pat.

“You should stick around…” Eve started. “You were the last person to see Georgia Turnbull, right? That is the case?”

Roman scoffed and said, “Really?”

“I’m sorry, Roman but I still have to do my job,” she said. “I said ‘thank you.’”

“What? This isn’t about you saying ‘thank you.’ Jesus, Eve. You couldn’t have let it lie for 5 minutes. Go your way and do your work. I know you’re suspicious, okay? I know you have to be. I know it’s your job. But you could just pretend, for my sake, that you aren’t. Just put up a bit of a front, would you?”

“I won’t,” Eve said. “You’re a suspect. You know that.”

“You just spent the night on my couch,” he hissed, sliding off the ATV.

Eve watched him stand all the way straight, letting him show off the height difference.

“I’m only saying to stay close,” she said. “That’s all I said.”

“‘No vacations, Mr. Marek,’ how about that? Tell me that I shouldn’t leave the country because I’m under investigation.”

“I think you’re making a bigger deal of this than it needs to be,” she said.

He looked away, at the pavement of the parking lot. Birds were starting to sing again. The storm had lifted.

“You’re right,” he replied quietly. “I want you to trust me.”

“Don’t try so hard,” she said.

He laughed and said, “Maybe that’s the key.”

“I like that you’re straightforward,” she replied. “But you’re borderline aggressive sometimes, Roman. I can…”

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Be honest with me, Eve.”

“It’s not important. I need to go.”

She turned on her heel, moving too fast and feeling all the pain from yesterday again. She opened the driver’s side door and got inside. She didn’t want to look back but she did as she pulled out, watching him watch her. He was staring, leaning on the ATV, Karu sitting at his side. The most beautiful waste of time she’d ever spent.
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Eve sped to the station. This could change everything now that Georgia Turnbull was found. Maybe this wasn’t at all what they thought. Maybe the cases were connected and this was going to be a breakthrough for Duncan too.

Roman was still there in the back of her mind and behind her eyes even as she got into the station, and Sharon shoved a piping hot coffee mug into her hand. She wasn’t going to refuse it. She’d had two cups at Roman’s and now this. It was hardly 8. She was going to be super-caffeinated for this. She needed to be.

“She’s been here since about 4,” Sharon said. “They picked her up in Woodmoor, filling up her tank. Patrol car pulled in behind her and recognized her from your bulletin. Took her to their place, processed her, and then I went to go pick her up. She’s a little… shaken up… she wanted to come back home, she said. She said she wanted to talk to you.”

“To me? She knows me?”

“I guess so.”

“How?”

“Doesn’t take much to read a paper or talk to someone in town, Eve,” Sharon said. “You said you saw her at Cohen’s place, right? Even though she was gone, I don’t think she was really missing.”

Eve quickly changed into her spare uniform before going inside. The uniform from yesterday was stained with sweat and snowslide detritus. She didn’t want the girl to be distracted by anything.

Georgia Turnbull looked different now than she had a year ago. Last year, she was a blonde with bleached hair and dark roots. She had been pale, with freckles on her nose. Now, she was spray tanned with deep red hair and two nose rings. Some roots were still showing at the top of her head. Her lips looked like they’d been altered as well; swollen from injections. Eve remembered those missing posters and she was surprised the cops were able to recognize her without an updated photo. Still, her eyes were the same. A complex green with flecks of gold, blue, and brown. Even under the fluorescents, they held an intense stare, looking over Eve’s uniform.

Eve adjusted her shirt and sat in the chair opposite Georgia. She was thankful that she’d changed.

“You wanted to speak to me?” Eve asked.

“I thought you wanted to talk to me first,” Georgia said.

“Of course I wanted to talk to you,” she replied. “You’re important, Georgia. We’ve all been looking for you.”

“Really? You didn’t look for me. You weren’t even here yet,” she said.

“Well… I did always keep an eye out for you on my routes.”

Georgia smiled and said, “I’m sure you did, Sheriff.”

There was a thick silence. Georgia had a stoic presence, like she was judging, processing and analyzing everything about you and regurgitating it all back with a knowing smile.

“I want out,” she said. “I want out of the home I’ve built.”

“What home?”

“This situation… I made a mistake, Sheriff. The reason I asked to speak with you was because… you seemed like you’d understand. You’re not like the people who grew up here. I think you’d understand that what I did wasn’t because I was running away from anything or because I was hurt or in danger. It was because I wanted to be free.”

Eve held up a hand. “Georgia, I need you to slow down a bit. What did you do?”

“I’ve done so much now… I think it might be too late…”

“Too late for what?”

“For me to be free again. For me to be free ever. It’s all I really thought about. When I was a kid, I would watch these girls on YouTube. I thought it was so cool for them to just live alone. In their own apartment. All for one person. Nothing too fancy. Some windows facing a city. A Keurig that pours out the perfect cup of coffee. A pink fluffy pillow on the bed or couch or whatever. I thought that was exactly what I wanted. To be free like that. Paying my own bills. Watch what I want, eat what I want, go where I want to go. I wanted that. And I wasn’t ever going to get that here. Not with my dad. Not with the way he was.

“I don’t know if you know him, Sheriff. I really don’t think you do, or that you need to. He’s dead. I don’t know why I’m talking about him like he’s still alive but it did feel like it. He wanted me to stay here forever. And then… and then when Garry moved in… well, that was just the match in the powder keg.”

She stroked her fingernails along the table and blew them out like a match.

“Boom. I exploded. Well, more like imploded. I couldn’t stay in that house. Not with him. Not after all I went through with Daddy too. It would’ve destroyed Mom though. Finding out about all that and the why. She already was having a hard time handling things. It was going to be easier and better for her if I just… went away. And Cleveland said he could help me. I knew he could help me. He’s a very well-connected man. Can get anything from anywhere, that guy, and he decides to stay here and help Chesapeake Valley.”

“Help?” Eve asked.

Georgia giggled and said, “No. Right. Yes. You’re right about that. He’s not really a helper, is he? No. He’s a crook. He’s a fucking rat.”

Eve tried to hide her surprise with a cough. She asked, “What makes you say that?”

“For two years, I worked for him. I moved… I moved so much stuff between here and Arizona. You don’t even know.”

“Well, tell me.”

“I don’t know. I don’t want him to kill me too.”

“You think he would?”

She nodded. “If he knew I was here, he’d have me snuffed within hours.”

“We can protect you, Georgia,” Eve said. “But you have to tell us the truth. All of it.”

“We moved product. You know what product I’m talking about, Sheriff. We moved lots of cold hard cash too. You’re underestimating the operation here… or I guess… what it’s going to be.”

“I’m not underestimating anything,” Eve said. “I know what Cohen is up to.”

“Then shut him down!”

“I need evidence,” Eve replied. “And you can help me with that. You have records of your conversations?”

She shook her head. “He gave me a burner phone. It’s gone now.”

“Did he ever threaten you?”

“On a weekly basis. But not like Daddy. He was an improvement if you can believe it…”

“I can,” Eve said. “I believe you, and I want to help.”

Georgia’s lash extensions became quickly ladened with tears. Fat drops fell onto the table in front of her as she clutched her stomach, like she was struggling to breathe. “I don’t know why I did this… I screwed up really bad. I don’t think I can get out. I really don’t think I can. It’s not just him. It’s all the guys down in Phoenix. They all know me now.”

“What guys down in Phoenix?” Eve asked.

“I don’t know… they never told me anything. They didn’t trust me.”

Eve could see why. A year of trafficking and Georgia was sitting in a police station. She had made several mistakes to get her there. But a desperate, beautiful girl was a man like Cleveland Cohen’s favorite type of client. Easy to take advantage of. No pushback on limited information. Do this. Don’t do that. Wear this wig. Carry this bag. Don’t ask questions. Keep your pretty lips shut.

Eve’s fists were clenched beneath the table.

She leaned forward and asked, “Where were you on the night of Duncan Springer’s death?”

“In Denver,” Georgia replied. “He was here. Cohen. I’m sure you know that. He saw Duncan at the bar. Followed him out probably and then had Benson drag him up the mountain and beat the debt out of him.”

“How do you know that?”

“Cleveland told me.”

“He told you that he sent his hired hand to kill Duncan Springer?”

She faltered. “Well… no… not exactly.”

“What are you trying to tell me, Georgia?”

“Cleveland killed Duncan! If not directly, then with somebody else. He hated that guy. He owed him not just thousands but tens of thousands and he was never going to pay.”

“By Benson, do you mean Jim Benson?” Eve asked, sorting through the notes in her head, trying to keep up.

“Scary guy. Cohen’s personal brick wall.”

“His security detail?”

“Yeah. Whatever. He pays him to protect him. Been working together forever. Benson’s still strong but he’s getting old. That old-man strength can be terrifying though. I saw him lift a car full off two wheels once.”

Eve didn’t believe that, but she also didn’t want to have to face down Jim Benson anytime soon.

“But…” Georgia said. “But… if you put Cohen away. If you arrest him… maybe I’ll have enough time and space to get away. For good this time.”

Eve nodded and said, “I need you to stay put for now. Sharon will take care of you, okay? But you don’t go anywhere until I tell you.”

“Like stay here? In the station?”

“Yes.”

“Am I under arrest?”

“Do you want to be protected or not?”

She paused. “I do…”

“Then stay. Stay as long as you can. It’s the only place in town you can be sure that Cohen’s going to avoid.”

Georgia nodded but her eyes were still swimming with tears. She collapsed into her arms, red hair splaying out over the table. Eve reached across the table to squeeze her forearm.

“You’re going to be able to be free again,” Eve said. “I promise you.”

“Again?” Georgia murmured into the table. “I never was…”

Eve said. “There are always consequences to our choices.”

“I don’t care!” she snapped up. “As long as it’s my choice.”

Eve left Georgia in the interrogation room. She gave Sharon the glamorous responsibility of watching her. Georgia needed to be taken care of for a little while, both physically and mentally. Eve called her father and asked him to bring in some baked goods and coffee. Sharon was much more excited about the idea of babysitting when it involved Wicker croissants.

Outside the station, Ken and Kim Turnbull were waiting in the parking lot. They were leaning against the SUV and Ken had his arms wrapped around his mother. Sharon had made the call and they must have been elated that Georgia had been found. Still, until they had seen her face, it must not have felt real. Like this was some elaborate prank put on by the county office. And unfortunately, Eve had to be the one to break the news that the joke had to continue for a while.

Ken Turnbull was tall and well-built. He had shoulder-length brown hair with gray streaks above his ears. He wore clothes that were too big and wrinkled. Through the last year, Eve had watched him shrink down to almost nothing and then gain some weight back in the last three months. He looked better now than he had, but he and his mother both still had that aura of trauma, a puzzle with a missing piece, set out on a dining room table, a huge, obvious gap in one corner.

He unwrapped his arm from his mother when Eve exited the office.

“Sheriff!” he called and cut her off at the path. “We got the call. Is it true? Please tell me it’s true. Please tell me you found her.”

Eve nodded. “She’s here. She’s safe.”

Ken looked back at his mother with a large smile. She hobbled over with tears misting in her eyes, just like her daughter.

“When are we going to get to see her?” Ken asked. “She’s not guilty of anything… you gotta know this was all Cohen.”

“What do you know about that? About her relationship with Cohen?” Eve asked.

“She got mixed up with him after she broke her leg. She spent weeks in the hospital all hopped up on painkillers and couldn’t get off of them after that… Cohen was the only one in town who could get her what she wanted. I tried to tell her. I tried to tell her so many times how he was just a bad dude. He’s not the type of guy you get mixed up with and then just walk away. And I was so right. We’ve had to spend this last year wondering about her, not knowing whether she was alive or dead, because of him.”

Eve nodded and looked at Kim Turnbull over his shoulder. She made eye contact and then quickly averted her gaze. They were both wondering what Georgia had told her; had she mentioned their father? The stepfather? There was an undeniable guilt in Kim.

“Please,” Kim said softly. “I haven’t seen my daughter in over a year, sheriff.”

That hit Eve in the gut. That was personal. How long? How many years had Eve gone without seeing her mother before they could all be moved to safety? How many years had it been since her death? The anniversary, as Francis had reminded her, was approaching quickly.

“I understand,” Eve said. “Trust me. I do. But I need to make sure she’s safe first.”

Kim nodded and touched a light hand to Ken’s arm. Ken nodded as well. They would comply.

As far as Eve knew, Kim had kicked Garry out right after Georgia’s disappearance. He had left town. So Kim had to know. Georgia hadn’t had a stable home life. She hadn’t had a stable work life. She had grasped onto the only stability she could find in their town: Cleveland Cohen.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Sunday mornings were some of the quietest times in Chesapeake Valley. People were either still sleeping or at church, either way they were off the streets and out of the post-storm sunshine. Eve only saw one couple walking their dog on the way to the strip mall on the northside of town. It was becoming too regular of a location for her. She was going to be smelling Subway every time she thought of Cleveland Cohen, Georgia Turnbull, Ranger Hackett and Dominique Blanchard.

The clinic was closed. The Subway and the HVAC place were closed. The cell repair shop didn’t have a sign or hours posted so it was hard to say, but when Eve pulled on the door, it was locked. The barn doors were cute but they made her job more difficult. She couldn’t even peer through to see if a light was on.

She circled the building—thankful that she’d left Pearl back home with all of the scattered glass and litter around the building. She heard the sounds of music up ahead. Something old and classic; Electric Light Orchestra or something that her dad would have loved.

At the back of the strip mall, there were several dumpsters, additional parking, and a thick section of pine trees before the highway on the other side. Most of the businesses just had a back door there, but Cohen’s cell repair shop had a concrete patio laid out. Plastic lawn chairs and tables faced the trees, and there was an ancient CD boombox at the foot of one of the chairs, playing ELO around Cohen’s socks. His shoes were by the back door and he had his socked feet stretched out in front of him on one of the lawn chairs. The building was facing the wrong way so it wasn’t getting much of the morning sun. Eve didn’t see how this patio he’d made would be particularly relaxing or comfortable, but it was some kind of refuge. A good place to hide.

“Sheriff,” he said, without moving from his chair or turning down his music. Large Oakley sunglasses covered most of his face.

“Mr. Cohen,” she said, coming up to the edge of the patio with her hand on her belt.

“Who do I have to blame for this pleasure?”

“Georgia Turnbull,” she said.

He grinned and sunk into his chair. “Beautiful day we’re having, isn’t it? It’s funny that we always seem to get the most sun after storms like that one. Like we’re breathing again.”

“It’s a nice day,” Eve said. The snowslide felt distant but not in her body, the soreness was still there as she stepped up onto the concrete.

“Something I can do for you?”

“There’s been some pretty nasty accusations made against you,” she said.

“By Georgia?”

“More than that.”

“And what? Are we arresting for rumors now?”

“You’re coming in with me. Today, Cohen. Enough of this. Let’s go talk properly.”

“You’ll have to take me in cuffs.”

She unhooked the handcuffs from her belt and said, “I will if I need.”

Cohen scoffed. “On what charges, Sheriff Wicker?”

“Should we start with the illegal gambling? Trafficking from here to Phoenix?”

“Proof?” Cohen barely budged from his chair. “Benson.”

Eve looked at him confused but a few seconds later, a huge man was at the back door. Jim Benson was in his sixties and gave Roman a run for his money in terms of size. A massive shadow behind the screen door that he slammed open with one hand. It came back at him, he grabbed it, and stepped out onto the patio to join them.

“Mr. Benson.” Eve nodded at him.

He grunted in response and stood next to Cohen’s lawn chair with his arms crossed. Eve looked him over for a weapon. Maybe in the back of his jeans. It would be bold of them to make a move against her here, but she wouldn’t put it past a man like Cohen who thought he was untouchable.

“Sheriff, you can’t just come over here on speculation alone,” Cohen said.

“It’s not just speculation. I’ve had several witnesses tie you to the death of Duncan Springer and the disappearance of Georgia Turnbull.”

“And you know that eyewitness testimony won’t hold up in court.”

“Why don’t we let the courts deal with that?”

Cohen sighed.

“Are you going to make me do this?” Eve asked. “I gave you the chance to come talk to me.”

“And what a privilege that is.” He gritted his teeth.

Eve took two steps. She closed the gap and Benson moved too.

“Out of the way,” she said. “Cleveland Cohen, you’re under arrest.”

“What charges?”

“Kidnapping and extortion.”

He barked out a caustic laugh. “Kidnapping? You can’t kidnap the willing, dear.”

“Let’s talk about it at the station. Get up and turn around.”

She took another step and Benson became a wall between them.

She said, “Move or be moved.”

Benson said, “Try, Sheriff. That’d be fun.”

Eve ignored him and stepped around. She put a hand on Cohen’s shoulder and pulled him up. He half-complied and turned around, laughing while he did, shaking his head.

Eve snapped the cuffs on him.

“How good you are at ruining at a beautiful day,” he said.

Eve grabbed him firmly by the arm and dragged him off the patio.

“I hope you’ve got a good lawyer,” he added. “Keep the coffee warm for me, Benson. Be back soon.”
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It was the first arrest Eve had made in a while and she knew that, in some unfortunate ways, Cohen was right. She didn’t have enough to hold him unless she got new evidence. But, it had been satisfying to cram him into the back of the Tahoe. He jabbered the whole ride back about how stupid and incompetent she was, and how he was going to sue her into oblivion.

Sharon and Eve stared at the back of his slicked-back hair from behind the two-way glass.

Eve asked, “How’s Georgia?”

“She’s okay…” Sharon said. “She wants to see her mom, I think.”

“Soon,” Eve said. “You took her where I told you?”

Sharon nodded.

Eve didn’t want to risk Cohen and Georgia being in the same building after all that had happened between them. Their threads were interwoven and she had to unwind them string by string or cut through it all with a stitch ripper.

“You sure this is a good idea?” Sharon asked.

“I need to put some pressure on him,” Eve said. “I had enough to bring him in.”

“Not enough to charge him though,” Sharon said.

“I know that.”

Eve crossed her arms.

“Sorry,” Sharon said. “I know you know what you’re doing.”

Eve sighed and said, “I hope so.”

Cohen was uncomfortably confident when Eve entered the room. He had requested a coffee and a water, and he was switching his sips equally between them. He smiled at her as she came in. She was certain at this point that he had veneers, or that his front teeth were fake because of how big and white they were.

“I can’t even tell you all the reasons why you’re making a huge mistake,” he said with a smile.

“What exactly do you think I’m wrong about?”

“That I killed Springer,” he said.

“And what about Georgia Turnbull?”

“Well… now that is more complicated.”

“I’d love to hear how wrong you think I am,” Eve said and sat down.

“You are charming, Sheriff. You do have a way of talking to people that I would think comes from someone in your family… Not your father, obviously. Not that he isn’t charming, but just not in the same way that you are. Not in the same way your mother was… I would think anyway.”

Eve pressed her lips into a line. “Let’s keep this to Georgia for now.”

“I find you much more interesting,” he said.

Eve didn’t say anything. There was a lot she wanted to say. She thought about moving his coffee out of reach, just far enough from his long fingers so he would have to strain for it. As conveniently inconvenient as possible.

“Georgia wanted to leave,” he said after he didn’t get the reaction that he wanted. “She came to me in tears. Almost every day. Every week. She would beg me to help her go somewhere else, anywhere else. I, being the sympathetic man that I am, helped her. I gave her a job. She was on staff. How was I to know that it was a false identity? Here I thought, Liza Garrett was her real name and Georgia was the nickname...”

“You knew the Turnbulls though, didn’t you?”

“I suppose. I knew the father. Michael Turnbull. Back in the day when he was running this place. We always got along well.”

That tracked. Of course Cohen got along well with a known abuser and tyrant.

“So whichever… Liza… Georgia… she got bored. Just like she did with Chesapeake Valley. And now that she’s bored and lazy, it’s my fault? I’m responsible for her choices?”

“What did you offer her in exchange for the work she did? Was she on a salary?”

“Oh sure. I paid her minimum wage. Plus she made commission on her… sales.”

That was criminal talk for she made a cut on the drugs.

“And what exactly did she do for you? What was her title?”

“Office administrator.”

“So she worked out of the office?”

“Sometimes she had to go down to our head office in Phoenix or head up to Denver, delivering phones and cables and what not.”

“Why did you have your office administrator doing transportation?”

“Small staff, Sheriff. Everyone’s got to wear multiple hats. You know how it is with small operations.”

He gestured to the interrogation room and the window with the crooked blinds.

“What were you doing on the night of Duncan Springer’s death?” Eve asked.

Cohen sighed. “I think you must already know that I was at the bar. I saw their whole little tiff unfold. Duncan and A.J. In a quarrel. As always. It wasn’t unusual to see them fighting about money.”

“What do you think they were fighting about specifically?”

“Money.”

“Money that he owed you.”

“What proof do you have of that?” he asked. “I did some work for Duncan in the past, yes. I invoiced him, yes. Did he pay me? No.”

“What kind of work did you do for him?”

“Cell repair, of course.”

“Broken iPhone?”

Cohen smirked. “Android.”

Liar.

Eve tried to keep her expression neutral but she could feel her nostrils flaring.

“So he did owe you money?” Eve asked.

“A bit,” he replied. “He would take a bet with anyone about anything though. Tell him his odds were good, great, or horrible. It didn’t matter. Duncan always felt like he had a chance.”

“And what about A.J.?”

“Well, he’s more straight edge. Avoids me like the plague. Rightly unhinged though. Wouldn’t want to get on his bad side. Feel like even Benson would have a hard time with a man with that kind of temper.”

Eve remembered watching A.J. cry across from her in Cohen’s seat. It was there. In the volatility of his emotions. The potential of all-out, violent anger.

“They were chatting it up and then it all turned sour when they started talking about the kids. Duncan and Athina’s, I suppose since A.J.’s a permanent loner. It got too loud. A.J. tossed his drink over and Dill told them to take it outside. They did, and they went at it for a little while. A.J. had Duncan on the ground, split his lip, maybe cracked an arm or something. I got bored of it all. I didn’t see what happened after that. It was pretty busy that night. I had more important people to talk to.”

“Someone like Georgia Turnbull?”

Cohen chuckled. “No, Sheriff. She wasn’t there that night.”

“What about Benson? Did he stay out to watch the fight wrap up?”

“You mean, did he drag Duncan up the mountain after?”

“Answer the question, please.”

“No. He didn’t stay to watch. He came inside with me. Held the door open for me even, being the gentleman that he is.”

“And you have someone that can corroborate your story?”

“Dill,” Cohen said. “Any of the footage from the Red Rock. I’m sure you can even see the roll of my eyes.”

“How late did you stay at the bar?”

“Oh… must have been about 11pm when we called it.”

“That seems pretty late for a weekday.”

“A lot of my business is done in the evenings.”

“Surprised so many people need their phones fixed at that time.”

“Emergencies are my specialty,” he said.

“Where did you go after the bar?”

“Home. I thought about going back to the shop but… it had been a long day.”

“Why’s that?”

“Business has been tough. I’m sure you understand. Chesapeake Valley has been struggling since our tourism tanked.”

“Well, you know why that happened.”

“Putting the blame on Georgia?”

“It deters hikers from visiting when hikers go missing and show up dead,” Eve said.

“Well put.”

Cohen’s little smile made Eve feel like a wasp was digging in her ear.

“Let’s go back to Duncan…” she said.

Cohen let out a melodramatic sigh and leaned over the back of his chair. “Enough of this, Sheriff. Despite all the voices and fingers pointed towards me, you know… you’re so intuitive… you know that I didn’t kill the man. Duncan was a drunk that owed me a lot of money. You think I would kill him to ensure I didn’t get paid? I’m not going to squeeze anything out of his wife or his idiot brother-in-law.”

Eve couldn’t help reeling back with disgust. “Is that the only way you can think of people?”

“I very much adhere to the statement that everyone can teach you something,” Cohen said, reveling in Eve’s expression, leaning forward hungrily.

She asked, “What can you teach me exactly?”

“We don’t need to be enemies. I can teach you so much, Eve. About this town. About your mother. About Elijah Stern.”

Eve froze.

The phone started to ring in the lobby.

He hadn’t just said that name out loud. How did Cohen know Stern? More importantly, how did he know that she knew him? Their story had been under wraps by the federal government for so long that Eve had had to push it down and out of the way for years. Though it had always been there, in her dreams, in the gentle reminders from her father, she would never escape her mother’s death and all that led up to it.

The phone rang again. Where was Sharon?

Eve couldn’t move. She couldn’t say anything. The darkness of her memories, pushing her into silence. Stern’s face inches from her mother’s, sputtering spit-ladened threats. The feeling of zip ties digging into her wrists, blood running into her palm. She didn’t remember standing but remembered taking the time to excuse herself. She needed to breathe. She needed to get away from this.

The phone wouldn’t stop ringing.

Eve went out into the hall and closed the door behind her. She took a deep breath, trying to settle herself. It was all blurry and dark, a distorted tunnel that led her straight to the phone behind the empty desk. She blinked and picked it up.

“Sheriff’s office,” Eve said in a strained voice.

“Eve?”

It was Sharon. Where was she? What had been radioed in while Eve had been holed up with Cohen?

“It’s me,” Eve said. “Where are you?”

“Are you done with Cohen?”

“Almost…” Eve couldn’t stand that pit in her stomach, that feeling of hearing that name again after so long of avoiding it. Still, it was worse what happened next. It changed the pit into a hole. It stretched the pain of the past into the pain of the present. One was back with dad, with Maryland, with Elijah Stern and everything he did to her mother. The other was right in front of her. But Eve really couldn’t be sure anymore which was more dangerous.

Sharon said, “We got a problem.”
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

When Eve returned to the interrogation room, Cohen was standing, peering out the blinds at the mountains across the highway.

“Nice view?” Eve asked.

“I grew up in the Midwest… nothing like this over there… nothing like the mountains. Nature’s greatest intimidator,” he said, turned to her, and grinned.

“I’ve got to go,” she said.

“Goody. So we’re all wrapped up here?” he asked.

“No. You’re going to stay. I’m not done with you yet,” she said.

Cohen let out a surprised laugh. “You can’t hold me.”

“Watch me,” she said.

“I want a lawyer,” he said. “Now.”

“I’ll call them up for you.”

“I want my phone,” Cohen said and sat back down at the table. “I thought you were competent. Really. I thought that you were at least semi-intelligent. But it’s like you want to screw up. Is this self-sabotage?”

She crossed her arms, standing in front of the door. “I need you to stop pretending like you know me.”

“Fine. Fine. I don’t know you, Sheriff Wicker, but I do know my rights and the law. I would like to remain silent and I want my lawyer.”

“Good call. You’re going to need it,” she said.

Cohen laughed. “Who’s going to watch me while you’re gone? Skeleton crew. Where’s that deputy with the nice smile? Garcia? I like her attitude. Always friendly.”

“I can throw you in the cell or you can hang out in here until I get back,” Eve said.

“So you’re saying that I’m not free to leave?”

“You’re not.”

“You have 72 hours to charge me. 48 hours to get me in front of a judge.”

“You don’t need to tell me,” Eve said.

“I want my lawyer,” he said again and Eve knew they were at an impasse.

She wanted to throw him in cuffs, toss him in the cell and leave him there to rot. It would be a relief to the entire town. But even holding him under these circumstances was potentially problematic, and she couldn’t push it despite every bone in her body wanting to.

“I’ll leave you here then,” Eve said and Cohen said nothing, picking at his nail beds.

She hesitated in the doorway. If she didn’t ask him now about Elijah Stern, she had a feeling she wouldn’t get the chance for a very long time. She was painfully aware that it was bait. But how? How could Cohen have known?

“You still see Stern?” she asked.

Cohen smiled into his hands. “I knew you couldn’t help your curiosity. I don’t blame you… after all that happened.”

“How do you know anything about that?” Eve questioned. “Who told you?”

“I have a lot of connections, sweetheart.” He paused. “I have a lot of answers too. But not here. Not like this.”

“Like what then? You want to wait for a court date?”

“I need to make sure I’m protected. I’m sure you understand,” he said. “I can’t be blabbing to officers of the law about one of the most notorious crime leaders and drug traffickers in the modern United States. But… Eve Wicker… well, I could certainly have a candid conversation with her about her mother and what I know. Rather, what I knew. It was quite a few years ago now.”

“Eight,” she said. “Eight years ago.”

“Exactly. Shall we grab dinner when this all blows over?”

Eve shook her head and said, “Do you understand the position that you’re in right now?”

“Intimately,” he murmured.

“I’ll be back. You are under arrest, Cohen. If you leave, a warrant will be issued,” she said.

“I’ll be waiting,” he said and leaned back in the chair.

Eve slammed the interrogation room door and locked it behind her. There was a pressure in her head and chest, an overwhelming feeling of her mother looking over her, disappointed at how she handled things. Why hadn’t she pushed him for answers? But in the most grotesque way, he was right. This wasn’t the time or place and he would never give her a truthful answer like this. His words were like smoke and mirrors, making you look one way and hear one thing when he really meant another. And Eve was in the audience, gazing up with a wide-eyed stare, missing every sleight of hand that was right in front of her.
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Though the storm had cleared, some of the wind had lingered. Eve was glad she had been jogging and hiking because with the several trips up and down the foothills in the last few days, it was a challenge on her legs. She worked through the soreness. She kept her eyes peeled for broken trees and planks of snow coming at her from above. It was much calmer than yesterday. There were more signs of snow than ever. Ice dripped off of tree branches. Somewhere, distantly, a stream was beginning to run again.

The wet snow caused the trip to be longer and more arduous than usual, and by the time Eve arrived at the outskirts of Roman Marek’s cabin, she was out of breath. Sharon had strung up the crime scene tape, and she was standing closer to the shed, speaking with Roman.

The body was less than 150 feet from Roman’s. It hadn’t been there that morning when Eve had left. So this was fresh. This was new and therefore targeted, if not at Roman then at Eve. Somebody was trying to get their attention.

And all of these signs pointed to Roman now. It was too many coincidences to be coincidence at this point. This didn’t look good for him. This didn’t look good for her either. If she had stayed this morning, let him make her breakfast, maybe it would’ve been her face down in the snow.

The head was surrounded by a red splotch against the white. It was a woman. She was in semi-prepared hiking gear, and Eve thought that she had blonde hair but it was so streaked with blood at the back that it was hard to tell.

Karu came up to greet Eve but as soon as he crossed the police tape, she pushed him back.

“Not here, boy,” she said and pushed him back with one gloved hand, using the other to lift the tape and step out of the square.

“Garcia,” she called.

Sharon turned away from the conversation with Roman and waved Eve over. Eve stood where she was and waved the deputy over instead. Whatever was about to be said, she didn’t want it said where Roman could hear. Sharon gave him an apologetic look and crossed the snow to get to her.

“Take a look?” she asked. “Sorry to take you away from what you were doing.”

“You did the right thing coming up here right away,” Eve said. “Did he make the call?”

Sharon nodded.

“And? What did he say?”

Roman was watching them intensely.

Sharon looked at the body, back at Roman and then at Eve. She fiddled with something in her pocket.

“What is it?” Eve asked. “Do you know her?”

“No,” Sharon said. “No. She’s not local… She’s… It’s his ex. Her name is Diana Greer. He ID-ed her right away, said he could tell from her boots.”

“His…”

“His ex-fiancée. They were going to get married before he moved out here. He told me all this willingly so I think…” Sharon went quiet, trailing off, watching Eve’s face.

Eve held it in. She pulled her hands into her sleeves so she could clench them as hard as possible. Eve asked, “Cleanup is coming up?”

“Yes but it’s Sunday… might be a minute,” Sharon said.

“I can wait,” Eve said.

“I don’t know, Sheriff. Maybe I should.”

“I can’t do much until we move that body anyway. I’ll call Dom and get her ready for tonight,” Eve said. “You should go and take care of Cohen.”

“What do you want me to say?”

“I told him we were going to hold him,” Eve said.

“Would hate to keep him from his Sunday roast…” Sharon muttered.

Eve shook her head. “This is getting so out of hand.”

“Maybe we should call in some backup?”

Eve thought. The sound of melting snow plopping off trees and Roman opening up the shed. She watched him over Sharon’s shoulder. Had this all been a ploy? Every touch and secret? What else had he strategically not told her about himself? The romantic ranches? The hard Marine background? That night that he had heard that sound on the balcony; his story hadn’t added up then either. What was his excuse for missing a death less than a football field away from his cabin?

Roman started pulling out the ATV and Eve went over to stop him.

“Whoa. You’re not going anywhere,” she said.

“What do you mean?” he blinked at her. “I need to.”

“Not yet,” she said. “We need to talk.”

“Eve… none of this… you can’t really think I had anything to do with this.” He looked at her, hands gripped firmly around the handlebars.

“How could I know that?” she asked. “You never told me you’re engaged.”

“Was. Was engaged. She… I left over a year ago. She was part of the reason I moved here. I needed to get away from it all.”

“So you didn’t know she was in town? In to see you, maybe? Who else would she know here?”

Eve had blurted it all out before she could stop it.

“I...” Roman cast his eyes down. They trailed along the snow until they got to Diana’s bloodied body on the edge of the dropoff. He whispered, “I had no idea she was here.”

“I haven’t spoken to her in months,” he added. “Why and how she got here. I have no idea.”

“If I get evidence…”

“If? Get it first before threatening me, Sheriff.”

She put a hand in the middle of the handlebars and said, “If I get evidence or not, we need to talk about this.”

“Right now? I’ve really got to get to the ranch after all these… distractions. I need to put in some work.”

“Fine…” Eve took her hand off and stepped back. Distraction? That’s what he really thought? “Go and do what you need to do. First thing tomorrow morning, got it? Meet me at the station?”

Roman gave her a fake smirk and said, “Gladly.”

He ripped the engine on and Sharon yelped in the distance. The ATV tore towards the trail, designed to trek through snow and mountains. Roman hadn’t seemed to spare any expense when it came to his tools and toys. Just from a glance around the shed, Eve could see how organized and well-taken-care-of things were. A man who thought things through. So if he was behind all of this, it was too simple. Too obvious to leave a body on his own doorstep. But still, Eve was a little mad. He’d been borderline hostile. Though she knew, deep down, Roman would and could never hurt her. She wished he had taken the opportunity in the blizzard and his cabin to tell her about his past. But he was running from it. Just like her. Maybe she had been too harsh.

The engine faded back into the chorus of spring birds and the sound of Sharon’s boots rubbing the melting snow.

“Are you okay?” she asked. “Things look like they got a little heated there.”

“I don’t know… What do you think about all this?”

“Why would he kill her? Leave her outside and then call her in?” Sharon asked.

“What if he was involved in a different kind of way?” Eve said.

“What do you mean?”

“I just… I don’t know. I’m grasping at straws here. This seems so targeted and all around him,” she said. “Somebody out there wants to hurt him, I think. The number one suspect for that is probably the dead woman on the ground over there… I’m no closer to solving Duncan’s death let alone another one…”

Eve let it out in one breath.

Sharon said, “Hey. You are closer. Don’t forget about Hackett. About Cohen.”

“What do you mean? Those didn’t lead me anywhere.”

“They led you right here,” she said. “You’re here and in it, Eve. You’re on the ground. Plus, those are going somewhere. Even if it’s elimination.”

“I’m feeling a little out of my element,” Eve said quietly. “I worked in an office for a long time with the NSA. It’s so different here. I don’t know what people saw in me here. I think they just saw where I worked and what I did and assumed they could trust me to run this town. I know you’re saying I’m here and on the ground, but… it feels like somebody else is in control sometimes.”

“Are you crazy?”

She thought for a second that Sharon was going to slap her, but she turned it into a shoulder pat.

“Eve. You’re resourceful. You’re smart. You’re in control. Chesapeake Valley elected you because first of all, you made the choice to run. Remember that. You chose this because you thought, at some point, that you could really do this.”

Eve smiled a little.

Sharon pulled her into a sideways hug. “There’s lots of people in this town who are on your side, Sheriff. Myself included.”

Eve let the smile go fully and said, “Thanks, Sharon.”

“Do you remember when we hiked up past that peak over there and ate those brownies?”

Eve laughed. “Oh, I remember you climbing that tree.”

“I had sap in places where there should never be…” Their giggling joined the sounds of the birds and it was almost peaceful for the briefest of moments. The body at the edge of the snow was absolutely still in the thawing spring landscape, like a Dali painting around a sleeping woman. Everything moving but her. Everything coming back to life after a long rest aside from her. And nothing for Eve to focus on but her.
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Roman Marek

His heart was breaking. It felt as if it was being torn into two halves. No, quarters. Bits and pieces. Had it even been fully put back together? He had done so much work in this last year to do the healing, to work on himself after the breakup and all the terrible feelings that came with it. For what? For finally, a woman to show herself and think him not much more than a monster.

The monster had been the body lying in the snow.

Roman couldn’t say that he was glad that she was dead. That would be going too far. But after all of the misery and torture that woman had put him through, he couldn’t lie that there was a small flicker of relief in the deepest, darkest parts of him.

But part of those bits and pieces had belonged to her too. The most broken, mushy parts.

Why had she been here to begin with? Was it really to see him? What could she have to say all this time? They had left things poorly. He had told her he never wanted to see her again and had meant it.

Eve was right that they needed to talk. He hoped it wouldn’t be to accuse him again but rather to protect him. People were dying around his cabin. Now, it was people he knew and loved. He felt targeted. Watched. In danger. He needed to remember to get parts for the back door lock today on the way back home.

Riding would help. Riding had always helped. Back in West Virginia, it had been one of the only escapes from the Marek household. When his father had been on one of his drunken rants about the state of the house or Irina had been trying to wrangle him into learning some dance she’d seen at school or his eldest brother Martin demanding he clean the shit out of the stables again, getting up on to a horse had been the only way out. It was why he had chosen ranching and starting his own. Riding was never work. It was reconciliation between his emotions and the steed beneath him. They had to come to a balance or they wouldn’t go anywhere.

So Roman took several deep breaths, kicked himself up onto Elvis, his male sorrel that he’d picked up on the way down there and went out into the fields of what would one day be his ranch. Karu followed closely. Leaving Ginger, his appaloosa mare, behind hadn’t been easy. She had been his horse for over twelve years, weaving him in and out of cattle, to and from the house, to the lake behind it all. But she was old and Martin had promised that he would care for her. Last Roman had seen, Martin had given her over to his eldest daughter, Lily, and that was the best fate Roman could have hoped for her.

He didn’t regret not bringing her into this mess over here. He was starting to regret bringing himself into it though.
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Roman stepped into the office after getting the cattle settled for the evening. It was a mess. He had papers everywhere. A few laptops were piled on top of each other on a table.

He picked one up and opened it up. It was time to check his email, which was arguably one of his least favorite things. Computers and technology in general were not his vibe unless it was connected to a controller. He had thought a lot about hiring a manager to help him deal with the logistical aspects of the business, but it had been too expensive for him to justify the cost. He could go through emails and resumes himself. Though all he could think about was how good Eve probably was at stuff like this. He was sure she would laugh at his typing one finger at a time and his non-organized inbox.

There weren’t as many applications as Roman had hoped. Not a lot of people wanted to move out to Chesapeake Valley to be a ranch hand. And those that did were probably as mentally questionable as he was.

Roman smiled at that thought. It felt broken too, like it wasn’t reaching to his eyes.

Diana had an affair. It was an ongoing one with Julius, Roman’s youngest brother. They were still together and he didn’t even want to think about the rage that Jules was about to experience. Roman and Diana had gotten engaged young and stayed that way for a long time as they had both made excuses and pushed off the date because, in some ways, they had both known that whatever they had was not forever.

It was one of those situations where everyone had seen Diana for who she was except for him. Roman had turned a blind eye to all the red flags. All the accusations she had thrown at him after working a fourteen-hour shift. All the hidden phone calls, messages and emails. The smell of the farm on her when she’d told him she’d been at work all day. Eventually she broke down and told Roman everything. It was early in the morning. They were both getting ready for work. Roman was heading to the farm and she was heading to school because she was a teacher.

She said, “I’ve been sleeping with your brother.”

Roman stood still with a coffee mug in his hand. He processed what she said mid-sip. But it didn’t sink in. It just sat there on the surface of him. He placed the mug down. Picked it back up. Threw it against the wall and ceramic and coffee splashed everywhere.

Diana barely flinched as she said, “I think we can work through this, Roman. I don’t want to marry him. I never wanted to marry him. I always wanted to marry you.”

Every sentence was covered in gunk. Lying, manipulative gunk that she had dragged him through for months and years.

He said, “Get out.”

Diana said, “Roman, please.”

The tears started, rolling down her round cheeks.

“Please don’t do this,” she told him. “I told you because I want to fix this. We can fix this, baby. You remember when you asked me to marry you, right? You said that you would see it through. Thick and thin. Well, this is as thick as it gets, baby.”

Roman said nothing, watching the spilled coffee fill in the space between the tiles.

“What did you expect?” she snapped. “You don’t touch me anymore. You don’t look at me. Not like how you used to.”

“Maybe that’s because you’ve been sleeping with somebody else,” he replied.

“Jules wants to talk to you too. We both decided that—”

“I don’t want to talk to him. I don’t want to talk to you,” Roman said. “You made your choice.”

“Please,” she whimpered.

He almost caved. He had always wanted nothing more than to care for her, to put his woman on a pedestal, to protect her from all that the world would throw. The shock had overtaken him, causing him to act on instinct instead of logic. He couldn’t. Not in that situation. He couldn’t let his primal nature override the obvious truths in front of him: Diana had cheated on him. His brother had betrayed him. His engagement was over. The ranch would not be the same.

Everything was ruined.

“I never want to see you again,” Roman said and left the apartment.

He went to ride Ginger, and went to work like it was a regular day. He compartmentalized. Focused on the smells and sights around him instead of the breaking, gnawing inside of him. When he came home that evening, Diana was gone with most of her stuff. She left a note, begging him to reconsider and to meet her at a cafe the next day to try and talk things out. Roman never showed. He started looking into alternatives, and when Ken called him about Georgia’s disappearance, Chesapeake Valley was more than an opportunity; it was an escape.

And now, Diana was dead.

He hadn’t needed nor wanted to look at her face. He could tell from the back of her head that it had been violent and whoever had done that to her had not only been trying to hurt her but him as well.

Roman scrolled through the emails, thinking about everything except for what was in front of him. But a familiar name pulled him out of his head: Travis Wate.

He opened up the email and saw a short cover letter with multiple spelling mistakes:

Roman,

I am a expeirenced rancher. I worked on lots of farms in West Virginia, Texas, Arizona and Colorado. I attached my paper for you to look at.

Maybe you remember me. Maybe you don’t.

I think it be nice for us to work together again.

Bye,

Travis

Travis Wate.

Roman ran it through his memories, trying to make heads or tails of what he was looking at. Though emails weren’t Roman’s strong suit, he was certainly better at it than this guy was. He downloaded the resume and sent it to the printer in the corner. It started whirring and ka-chunking. He had picked it up from an Office Depot that was going out of business and they had given him a very good price on it, but for good reason.

Karu barked outside.

“Karu,” Roman called immediately.

He went to the window and peeked through the closed blinds. Karu was nowhere to be found, but he barked a second time and then a third. Then he was all out barking and growling at something that Roman couldn’t see.

Roman looked around the scattered office. Something in him telling him to get a weapon. Now. He had an extra bow here in the stables, but the guns were back at home. Maybe he could get to the bow.

The printer gave a last woosh, as Roman went to the office door and listened. Karu was barking and barking. Roman did not want him to get hurt. Protection over injury. Bravery over fear.

And when he heard Karu let out a yelp, Roman didn’t hesitate. He burst out of the door.

Bang.

Something hit him hard in the forehead. He reeled back and before he could even adjust his eyes, something hit him hard again. Karu was barking and snarling. He could see the German Shepherd tearing into someone’s pant leg. There was the feeling of warm blood running down his face as Roman teetered.

Another.

Roman went down. Something fell over behind him as his weight hit the ground. He must have been splayed out in the doorway, half in the office and half on the field. All the way broken. Not just inside now but outside too.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Eve had to spend three hours waiting for the trauma cleanup crew to get up the mountain. Though Sharon had kept her company for a bit, they got a call about Mrs. Redding having a nasty fall and she had gone back into town to investigate. It made Eve miss the time before all of this. Though it was adrenaline-inducing and exciting, she had never expected to be wrapped up in a potential double homicide this early in her police career. Part of her longed for helping a senior back on their feet or presenting at an elementary school for career day. Another part of her longed for a cubicle in front of a computer. She knew she would get to do it all again. She had to remember that. Sharon’s words had re-motivated her in some ways. There was no use in getting down on herself now. Lack of confidence would not get her far. She’d made the choice to come back to Chesapeake Valley. No matter how much she circumvented that fact. She had left the NSA to be there, to help the town, to be with her father, to find her own way.

Eve took the hike back down into town and then drove to the Red Rock. She parked at the back of the building, a few spaces away from Unit 8. The motel was a collection of one-story, red-roofed buildings that each had between five to ten rooms. There were probably only about thirty rooms in total, but it was a great spot for a view of the mountains and for traveling hikers. Earlier, Sharon had taken Georgia here, to Unit 8. Dill and Eve had come to an agreement a few months ago that she could use that room on occasion for investigation business if it wasn’t rented out, which usually it wasn’t. Room service was also something that Sharon had advocated for so Georgia didn’t feel like she needed to leave. They would take turns checking on her, and she probably needed to be checked on right then as well. Eve had to push her thoughts of the others aside; Cohen, Elijah Stern, Mom, Diana, Roman.

She took a moment in the Tahoe, squeezing the steering wheel firmly until she felt some of the pressure release.

At the door, the number 8’s gold finish was almost worn off. Eve knocked on it, and called out. “Sheriff’s Office.”

The sound of feet shuffling traveled under the door. Georgia had it open in seconds.

“Oh my gosh. Finally,” she said.

Eve went inside and closed the door behind them.

“Finally?” Eve asked. “Wasn’t Sharon here this morning?”

“Last night or whatever… Feels like forever. I’m so bored,” she said.

She was in pajamas and there were several half-eaten plates of French fries around the room. There was one bed with a maroon and gold cover that was in complete disarray. The smell of fried food and sweat was potent. Georgia was not a clean person. Next to the TV that was playing an old broadcast of Family Feud, there were several orange pill bottles. Eve glanced over at it but Georgia saw her looking and said, “Those are just for my leg. I’ve got chronic pain.”

Eve nodded.

“How’s it going?” she asked.

“Fine. I mean, okay. I guess it’s fine,” Georgia replied. “Is Cohen arrested yet?”

“Well…”

“Oh come on! You know he’s… he’s terrible!”

“Unfortunately, I can’t arrest someone for being terrible,” she said. “I’m trying to build a case, but that takes time and I don’t think we’re going to have enough to hold him unless you have anything new to tell me…”

Georgia moved her red hair out of her face, sighed and plopped down on the edge of the bed.

“Emails. Records. You have to have something from your time working with him,” Eve pressed. She peered out the window, between a crack in the curtains, keeping vigilant.

“He took my phone,” she said.

“He never gave you anything physical? Or something that proves that he knew your real name when he took you on?”

Georgia thought. She brushed her lashes against the side of her finger as she did. “I don’t think so… ugh. He’s thorough. Kinda like you.”

Eve scowled at that. “We’re nothing alike.”

Georgia smirked and said, “You seem a little on edge today.”

Eve pressed her lips together, not entertaining that with a response. She was more than a little on edge. She was off the cliff already. Roman’s face as he had driven away on the ATV had been one of absolute anguish. Not only had he just lost a woman he had loved but he had heard the same edge in Eve’s voice that Georgia was hearing. The accusations. The suspicion. At this point, with all the false leads, she would rather be accused than do the accusing.

“How’s my mom doing?” Georgia asked.

“She seems okay,” Eve said. “Anxious to see you, I think.”

“I want to see her,” she said.

“Soon,” Eve replied. “Can I get you anything?”

“Love a Starbucks…”

Eve laughed. “The closest Starbucks is fifty miles away.”

“You said anything!”

“Within reason, Georgia. How about a couple of baked goods from the bakery?”

“Does your dad still make those cherry tarts?”

“Of course. I’ll get you some,” Eve said, adding it to her mental list.

Through the curtains, a car drove by. It was going slow and she recognized it from the strip mall. Semi-tinted windows. Cohen’s car. How? She ducked down by the windowsill and gestured to Georgia to do the same.

“Get down,” she whispered.

Eve kept her eyes just above the sill. There was a massive man behind the wheel. It wasn’t Cohen. It was Benson. He had sunglasses pushed on to his face and another pair that was pushing back thinning gray hair. He rolled past their building and rounded to the front of the motel, back to the bar.

“What is it?” Georgia whispered, crouched by the bed. “Is it him?”

“Just being safe.”

Eve stood back up and put out a hand to help Georgia up.

“You need to keep staying here,” Eve said. “I know it sucks but just relax. Watch some TV. I’ll bring you some tarts and I’ll get Dill to drop off some more food.”

“All I’ve been doing is eating. I’m going to gain like a hundred pounds under your protection, Sheriff,” Georgia said.

“If that’s the worst of it, I’ll take it,” Eve said.

Georgia let out a frustrated grunt and said, “Can you send my mom here at least? Or my brother?”

“No,” Eve replied. “We don’t want to put them in danger too.”

“You really think I’m in that much danger?” she asked.

Eve thought of Diana’s body. Her head smashed in like that from the back. The red splotch in the snow. The boots stuck into the ground like the fangs of a snake, biting into a rat.

Eve said, “Yes.”

Eve left Georgia in her room and put in her order for cherry tarts and dinner. It felt small and insignificant, but those types of details of taking care of people were never a waste of time in Eve’s eyes. If she really wanted to keep Georgia safe, that meant making her feel like she was. Even if it wasn’t the case.

Without any updates from the trauma cleanup, Eve headed back to the station where Sharon’s car was pulled back into the parking lot.

“How was Mrs. Redding?” Eve asked as she pulled in and threw her jacket across her chair.

“She’s okay. Possible broken wrist. She fell right on it. Dom’s taking care of her,” Sharon said, tapping a pen on the reception desk.

“And Cohen?” Eve asked.

Sharon went quiet. Very unusual.

“Sharon?” Eve probed.

Sharon dropped the pen and said, “I let him go.”

“What!” Eve hurried over to the interrogation room, at first not believing it but the door was wide open. “Why?”

She said, “I’m sorry, Sheriff. But we didn’t have enough to hold him and he was raising a big stink. His lawyer came by and somehow… somehow! He was more annoying than Cohen.”

“We don’t let criminals go just because they’re annoying, Sharon,” Eve said.

Sharon frowned. “I know that. You know that wasn’t the only reason.”

“Enlighten me.”

The frustration couldn’t be pushed down, especially when it came as a shock like this. Sharon had specifically not listened to her. Though Eve didn’t usually mind when she took initiative, it felt targeted and personal.

“We did not have any evidence to hold him. Other than Georgia’s witness testimony, we barely had enough to arrest him. It was going to bring more fire down on to the station if we held him. That’s not what we need right now. I’m sorry, Eve. I should have called you but it was in the moment and it seemed like the only way to move forward.”

“It wasn’t. No matter how much he was complaining, he’s a danger to Georgia. She’s in a safehouse right now because of him. Did you know that Benson’s out there? Surveying the town for her?”

“They’re not going to do anything…”

“How do you know that? I am not willing to take that risk. Not on her life.”

Sharon bit on her lip and adjusted her belt.

“I need you to trust me, Sharon. Not just with your words but with your actions too,” Eve said. “Cohen took advantage of the fact that I wasn’t here…”

“Well, I resent that a little. I’m perfectly competent without you. I was for years before you got here…”

There it was. Sharon had been the deputy with Sheriff Broder too and a lot of locals, including Sharon and her family, had assumed that she would take the role when he left. But she lost the election. To Eve. So despite the fact that they were good friends and had been for a long time, Eve had felt that edge of resentment from her on a few occasions. Sharon did a good job of pretending to love being deputy, but she wasn’t exactly an actress and right now it was more palpable than ever. She cast her eyes down and said, “I could have kept him. But we’ll get evidence and bring him in for the right reasons.”

Eve nodded but the tension held in the air between them. It held there as they worked silently next to one another. Even when the cleanup crew called to let them know they were almost at the foothills parking lot, Sharon just passed the phone to Eve without a word. But Eve didn’t have the time to get caught up in the fact that Sharon was mad at her. In her eyes, Sharon had made a mistake. She had made a judgment call that wasn’t hers to make and without due diligence, without control over her choices, her station and her investigation, Eve felt like she had nothing.

[image: ]

The Kingman Funeral Home was just as inappropriately charming as it had been when Eve had analyzed Duncan Springer’s body. Today, it felt particularly ironic and annoying to have to pass the pastel-colored Victorian house to get to the morgue. Diana’s body was loaded in front of Eve and now she just had to wait for Dom.

It was just Eve and Diana.

Her body had been stripped and cleaned, and the cleanup team that had come up were consummate professionals. They had limited help and resources in small towns like this, and that team was always willing to offer a bit of extra time and hard work. It went a long way and Eve made note to add them to her Sheriff’s office Christmas card list this year.

The crack at the back of Diana’s head was much worse than Duncan’s. Chunks of her were barely hanging on. Her face was placid though. It was smooth and polished. She had dark eyebrows, a thin nose and a long neck. If Eve gathered the pieces of her back in and around her skull, she would have looked as if she was only sleeping. Her jacket had protected much of her from the blood and scrapes, but Eve had seen the red marks along her lower back.

Eve heard the crawl space doors open and heels click down the stairs.

“Sorry, Sheriff,” Dom said, throwing off her jacket as soon as she got down and replacing it with a lab coat that was hung up in the corner by the row of metal doors.

“All good,” Eve replied. “Couldn’t have anticipated this.”

“I could have,” Dom said. “I knew something bad was going to happen. When I saw you the other day… I knew that something else was going to happen.”

“Why?” Eve tried to hide her emotions.

“You came in asking me questions about the park ranger. One of the most harmless people in this town. She doesn’t even leave that station. You were wasting your time and meanwhile somebody else was out there killing women.”

She pointed to Diana.

“Are you saying this is my fault?” Eve asked.

“I’m just saying that I knew something bad was going to happen. Maybe you couldn’t have anticipated it, but I could.”

Dom had a great way of making her feel like an absolute idiot.

Dom said, “I’m pissed off, Eve. I am. I think this town is going to shit and nobody’s doing anything about it. Two people dead in what? Five days? You know that Cohen is bringing all of this into town.”

“Can we stick to Ms. Greer’s body?” Eve managed.

“And this. A woman… a girl who’s not even from here,” Dom continued. “What exactly has Cohen got us mixed up in? It could be big stuff. I think you should call in the feds or get another opinion. It’s escalating way too fast for you to handle.”

“Stop,” Eve said. “That’s enough, Dom. I’m handling it. Do your job. I’ll do mine.”

Dom pulled in her lips and sighed. She pulled on some latex gloves and nodded like she was developing some type of brilliant speech before she said, “Sorry. Maybe that was too far.”

“It was,” Eve replied. She crossed her arms and stood by the table. She pointed out, “She was hit in the back of the head.”

“Just like Mr. Springer,” Dom noted. She analyzed Diana’s body. She lifted each arm and leg. She turned her over and checked inside her. She was thorough and efficient, scrutinizing every visible mark on her skin before speaking again. Despite her attitude problem, Eve was thankful for her and her skills. It was rare to find a doctor and medical examiner this good in a town this small.

“Any ideas?” Eve asked after Dom picked up the iPad from the rolling table.

“The back of the head… thinking a shovel. Definitely something with a flat surface. Nothing too sharp but hard,” she said. “She’s got the same sort of drag marks on her back as Mr. Springer but they’re not quite as deep or as long. If she was dragged, it wasn’t for very long and maybe just her jacket coming up. She’s got some bruises on the fronts of her legs. Could’ve been tossed over someone’s shoulder and bounced around a bit.”

“When did she die?” Eve asked.

“This morning,” Dom said. “Maybe about ten?”

Eve had been with Cohen. Roman had been… where? She had left him about an hour before that. Was that enough time for him to make some type of move? Sharon had pulled Eve out at about eleven so Roman must have called it in before that. She was almost his alibi but not quite. He had enough time to kill Diana Greer. Eve did not want to believe that. She didn’t believe it. But who else? Somebody who knew Roman was gone? Somebody who was watching him?

Eve looked up to one of the basement windows above a locked cabinet for supplies. It was late now. Was it too late? Eve needed to hurry up.

“Do you think it was the same person?” she asked.

“Yes,” Dom said. “I would say, yes. The pattern is the same. I still believe it’s a man, especially if they were able to carry her up and over their shoulder. You said she was right outside his cabin? Just dropped down in front of it?”

“More or less.”

“Did you take him in?”

“Roman?”

“Yes, that big mountain guy.”

“No.”

“Really? Why not?”

“He called it in. There’s nothing to tie him to this but the fact that she was on his property.”

“And Duncan Springer found close by too…”

“I know, Dom,” Eve was losing her patience. First, Sharon. Now, Dom. “I get it. I’m on it.”

Dom nodded. “It isn’t your fault. I’m sorry if I made it sound that way… I’m just frustrated. A little scared I guess as well. I moved back out here to get away from stuff like this. In the cities, you know… well, I did my schooling in Maryland, Johns Hopkins, and that stuff happened every day there. Every single day somebody was getting shot or stabbed or killed just because they were driving a certain car or walking down the wrong street. I opened the clinic here to get away from that kind of violence. The kind of violence that only comes with strangers.”

“I didn’t know that you went to Johns Hopkins,” Eve noted and tried not to show the stiffening. It was pretty rare to meet other people familiar with her home state, let alone to have lived there. That was purposeful. Eve had had to get away from Maryland for good.

“Yup. Seven years there,” Dom said.

“What’s the cause of death here, do you think?” Eve brought their attention back to Diana.

“The blow to the back of the head, definitely,” she replied. “It crushed her cerebellum. It was instant.”

“Any other notes?”

“She wasn’t carried up as far as Duncan. Those drag marks are shorter. Even a big guy in good shape would struggle to carry her up that mountain in a decent amount of time without being seen.”

“What are you saying?”

“I think she was already on her way up when she was hit.”

“On her way to Roman’s?”

Dom nodded. “And then moved a bit closer. Did she know him?”

Eve didn’t answer. She went to get her coat and pull it on her shoulders.

“We’ve been in contact with her family, but it might take a little while for things to get sorted. They’re all back in West Virginia. Kingman said they could arrange some kind of transportation.”

Dom watched Eve cross the room and get to the base of the stairs. They stared at each other and said a lot without saying anything. Dom wanted to challenge Eve again and Eve told her with just her eyes to back off. She had already done enough damage.

“Can you get me an official report?” Eve asked.

“ASAP, Sheriff.”

Dom fake smiled.

Eve said, “Have some faith in me, Dom. Okay?”

She replied, “I believe in you. I just… I know you know. I know you must have dealt with some crazies at your old job. None of this is easy. I don’t want to be too hard on you.”

“Then don’t be,” Eve said.

“I’m trying.”

“Me too.”

Dom nodded again. Her black hair fell in front of her face, or rather, she forced it to, to hide her expression.

“You figure things out with her by the way? Hackett?” Dom asked.

“As much as they can be,” Eve said.

“Good.”

“You call me if you need something. Okay, Dom?” Eve asked, forcing the doctor to lift her gaze and make eye contact again. Dom nodded but didn’t reply and as Eve left she couldn’t shake the feeling that she had lost some of her trust. Maybe Dom hadn’t trusted her that much in the first place. In fact, maybe she didn’t trust many people to begin with. It wasn’t the time to take things personally. She couldn’t worry about all the people that were mad at her right now. In her training, they had always reminded officers that personal lives were sacrificed for professional ones in their line of work and it especially felt that way right now.

It seemed like everyone was pushing her into different roads and paths. Some were worn with shoe prints and others weren’t. Some were damp with blood and others were clean and covered in nature. They all grabbed at her attention but none of them were the path she needed to follow because that path didn’t exist yet. She was forming it now, walking on black soil and leaving behind white footprints. She could feel and see herself getting closer as the other paths behind her faded away, into nothingness, into darkness. That was where the past belonged. The only way out was forward. The only way out was down her own path.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

It was late and Eve should have gone home. The stars and moon were clear above as she drove down 14th and back towards Main street. She decided to take a loop on to Maple, looking out for trouble because Chesapeake Valley was dripping with it right now. She drove all the way out to the west until she hit the Kingman Mine or what it once was. Nowadays, it was a museum with glass walls and glossy black and white posters around it. You could go and pan for gold in the lobby if you donated $5 or more to the museum. It was a fake riverbed that they had set up to run through the lobby, but apparently the real riverbed was buried underground where some of the tunnels still existed as well. Most of them had been filled in when the mine had shut down, before all the hot spring rumors that had led to the real boom in town. A modern type of gold; a luxury ski resort with natural hot springs. Too bad it had all been nonsense. Too bad this town had always had a tendency of attracting liars.

Eve made her way back to the station. She did another drive by the Red Rock, double-checking for Cohen or Benson getting anywhere near Georgia, but she didn’t see any sign of them. A.J. Portokalos’ car was in the parking lot though, probably looking for another fight now that his brother-in-law couldn’t throw anymore fists.

Eve couldn’t go home. Pearl would wake up Dad and Grace, for sure. They had been away last night, and Eve wanted to make sure those two got as much sleep and stayed home as much as possible during times like those.

She unlocked the station and didn’t bother turning on the lights except for the lamp at her desk.

Eve couldn’t put Cohen in the clear. He seemed pretty convincing when it came to Duncan Springer’s death, but he was an experienced liar and crook. Even if he had nothing to do with Duncan’s death, he certainly had something to do with Georgia’s disappearance. But, he was getting around things with that fake ID. Eve was sure he had forced that on her. Yet, he hadn’t proved himself violent. Despite all the trouble he seemed to get other people into, Eve had never seen him raise a hand at anyone.

She pulled out a plastic bag from her backpack and laid it out on the desk; Diana’s effects. From her pockets, Sharon had recovered gum, three hair bands, a pair of hoop earrings, a note with the Red Rock’s address on it and a phone. There had also been a smartwatch on her wrist which Eve fished out of her pocket and laid beside the bag.

She took out the phone and turned on both devices. On the home screen of the smartwatch, it said that Diana had taken 6700 steps today. That seemed enough to hike a decent amount of the foothills. Almost three miles, Eve guesstimated.

The phone was locked and the screen was a picture of Diana with her back to the camera, blonde hair pulled into a ponytail, staring up at a temple in a jungle. It needed a face ID or a passcode. She could send it off to get it cracked open but that would take too long. Who would know her passcode? No one in town except for maybe Roman.

Another thought crossed her mind; she could use Diana’s body. Her face had barely a scratch on it. No one would know. Everyone would understand if she went back to Kingman Funeral Home right now and used Diana’s still, gray face to open her phone. Eve needed answers. She was certain this phone had something she could use. It had to. How far was she willing to go? She wanted to call her dad and ask for advice. It was almost midnight, but he would have some insight. He would at least have a treat to comfort her stomach. When was the last time she’d eaten?

Eve searched the minifridge under the deputy desk. There was a yogurt cup and a diet 7up. She took the yogurt cup and ate it with the lid because there were no spoons. It did help. It helped her sort through ideas, and prioritize.

She had to go back to the funeral home.

It was the only way to move forward at that point. She needed to get in that phone to know who killed Diana Greer and possibly, Duncan Springer. The times when city convenience trumped small town charm in Eve’s view was for operating hours and fast-food options. There was literally nowhere to eat right now unless she snuck into the backroom of the bakery and scarfed down a croissant or two.

Eve got back into the Tahoe and flooded the darkness ahead with her headlights.

She found a protein bar in her glove box and that gave her enough energy to backtrack and drive down Maple Street again; this time to get to the corner of 13th where the Victorian funeral home waited for her under dim streetlamps, framed by icy sidewalks.

She was sure Mrs. Kingman would not be happy if she was woken in the middle of the night, so Eve kept to the shadows and hedges at the side of the house. She slipped to the crawlspace doors and only opened one side to minimize the noise. Turned out, she hadn’t needed the key she had. They had left the doors open this evening and Eve supposed that was on Dom, but it may have had more to do with the fact that Mrs. Kingman was almost ninety and getting careless.

Eve crawled down the stairs, using her phone as a flashlight, Diana’s phone tucked in her jeans. She had thought she had been calling it for the night so she had taken her uniform off at the station. But she had grabbed the M9. Cool metal against her back. Just in case.

The lights came on with a watery fluorescent glow. Diana was exactly where Eve had left her and she didn’t waste any time. She moved quickly. Shifting Diana’s head to be at the right angle. Pulling her eyes open. Holding the phone up. It took four tries for it to unlock. To the point where Eve thought it wasn’t going to work. But her fears subsided when the phone opened to pages of apps and a background with Diana kissing a man with a beard on the cheek. In his brown eyes, Diana saw Roman. But it wasn’t him. He was slightly smaller with rounder cheeks and stained teeth. He was handsome. Like Roman was. A brother or a cousin, for sure.

Eve went to Diana’s phone records.

The first two calls were from a random number with an area code that Eve didn’t recognize but somewhere in the United States.

The next few were all from Jules. Some from Mom and Sissy with several heart emojis. Way down, the Romans began. Eve almost put down the phone, feeling like she was invading Roman’s privacy rather than investigating Diana’s murder but she pushed on. She went to the messages. The first conversation was from the same number that had called her. Both calls were in the last three days.

Eve scrolled to the top of the text conversation.

“Hey. This is totally random but are you Diana Greer?”

Diana: “Yes???”

“I work for Roman Marek. Remember him?”

Diana: “Of course…”

“He misses you more than he can say.”

Diana didn’t respond and the sender sent another:

“He talks about you all the time.”

Diana: “Really?”

Then the number called Diana and they talked for almost forty minutes.

This was about Roman. Whatever was going on, it had just become more and more clear that Roman was a target and so were the people around him. The conversation went on over a few weeks. The sender made it seem like he was speaking on Roman’s behalf, advocating for the feelings that he still had for her.

Eventually (way too long, in Eve’s opinion), Diana asked: “Who are you? Really? Be honest.”

“I’m a friend of Roman’s.”

“I know. Your name??”

“Travis.”

“How do I know you’re being legit?”

“I lived back in Charleston too. Ask people at the ranch. They’ll tell you.”

“Why doesn’t Roman just call me?”

“He’s too scared. He’s still running because of how bad you hurt him…”

“I guess I can get that…”

“He doesn’t tell many people how he feels. You know that. He’s my best friend and I’m worried about him.”

“How come I never met you?”

“I was in Texas for a while. I thought maybe he talked about me?”

“No.”

“Weird.”

Diana didn’t respond for a while and then he called her again three days ago. That was the last correspondence between them.

Eve checked Diana’s email too and she saw the last-minute flight confirmations to Denver. She had even gotten a follow-up from her credit card company, warning her of a possible fraudulent attempt on her card. It had been opened and ignored. Diana had come here on purpose. She had come here to see Roman. Eve couldn’t be sure if she still was in love with Roman or still had feelings for him, but obviously, she still felt like there was enough to possibly bring things back together.

The rest of Diana’s conversations looked pretty innocuous. Jules was her boyfriend and they sent a lot of sexual, flirty back-and-forths with a plethora of emojis.

Roman’s conversation was farther down than Eve expected, and she hovered and hesitated over top of it. It would make sense to check. Roman was still a suspect. It would help her as a sheriff to know more about their relationship.

The most recent, or rather their last, conversation stood out. It wasn’t recent. It had been months since they had last texted so Roman hadn’t known she was coming up based on her phone records.

Diana: “Please just pick up the phone…”

Roman: “Please stop calling.”

She said, “I just want to talk.”

He said, “We talked.”

She said, “I miss you.”

He said nothing. She called him. He didn’t pick up.

“Jules is mean to me,” she said. “You were never mean to me.”

“Do you still want to marry me?” she asked.

It kept going like that with no responses from Roman until one night, looked like last October, when he had caved.

“You broke me, Diana,” he said.

She said, “I know.”

“I wish I could say I hope that you’re happy…”

“I’m not,” she said. “Are you? Do you like Colorado?”

“I like it here,” he said. “I miss the ranch though.”

“Of course you do, cowboy.”

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Lying in bed,” she said.

“Me too.”

“I miss you,” she said.

He went silent again.

The next day, he texted and said, “I don’t want to talk again. Please be respectful of my privacy.”

She said, “You texted me??”

“I know,” he replied. “I hope you understand.”

“I don’t! I think we can be friends.”

“We can’t be friends.”

“Jules wants to talk to you too. He’s your brother, Roman. You can’t just cut us out like this.”

That was the last message between them.

It was starting to weave together. Diana had left Roman for his brother. Big ouch. No wonder he was so weird around women. Eve almost smiled. It was a bit of a relief to find the reasons behind the sadness in his eyes and the anger in his movements. It humanized him. Beyond beastly mountain man, Roman was a man with a broken heart who had come to Chesapeake Valley to heal. They weren’t that different and Eve also understood more clearly now why they had connected so easily. When you spend your life running from people, sometimes you end up matching paces with another runner and then suddenly, you’re a part of the same marathon. The same race. Running from, together.

Unfortunately, Eve had to call Sharon. But she snuck back to the Tahoe before she did so. She left Diana’s body back in the cool darkness of the Kingman morgue.

“Sharon?” Eve whispered into her phone as soon as Sharon groaned on the other side. “Deputy?”

“I hear you…” Sharon groaned.

“I need you to trace a number,” Eve said.

“Are you planning on sleeping at any point?”

“Soon,” Eve replied. “Number?”

“Yup… Yup. Okay. Give it to me.”

Eve read off the number that had been texting Diana.

“This is important,” Eve said. “As soon as you can.”

“Can’t wait until morning?”

“No.”

“What’s up?”

“That number was the person that lured Diana Greer here.”

“Oh gosh.” Sharon perked up on the other end. “Really? You got into her phone?”

“Yes,” Eve said. No need for the details right now.

“Is this our guy?” Sharon asked.

“Can’t confirm yet,” Eve said. “It’s a strong lead.”

“What do we know for sure?”

“A few things. Dom thinks it was the same assailant for both crimes. One hypothermia. The second, more reckless. Blunt instrument to the back of the head. And we know for sure… Roman Marek is in danger.”
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Eve wanted to head to Roman’s right away. He had promised to come into the station in the morning though, and she desperately needed some sleep. She would be of no use to anyone if she was fatigued. She had called in backup as well. They would be arriving the next day from Monument. Now that Eve had a lead, she needed some extra hands and resources to take this guy down.

She slept only a little. Just enough to say she had. She was up with the sun and Pearl was looking at her with concern. The bedroom was small but functional. Grace had set it up for her on the second floor when she had moved back home. When she was twenty, she’d had her bedroom in the basement, but Grace and Francis had converted it to an extra living room and more bakery storage. Besides, the second floor allowed her a view of town from her window; 10th Street laid out beneath her, spring stretching out on either side of the sidewalks with red-brown foliage shedding to make room for tiny buds. Because the mountains were on the west and northwest side of town, Chesapeake Valley got a lot of sun in the mornings. Especially on days like today when dawn broke like punctuation at the end of a sentence, a hard stop to the night.

Eve did some stretches in her room to Pearl’s annoyed gaze before she headed downstairs for coffee. She was moving as fast as she could, and it still didn’t feel fast enough. Sometimes, as silly as it sounded, she hated the fact that she was human. With all these advancements with AI, when was she not going to have to take the time to eat and sleep? It took up precious moments that she needed to get things done.

To her surprise, Francis was up and at the table. He was sitting and staring at a mug of coffee. He had a plate of cookies, chocolate croissants and quiche on the table ready for her.

Half of his face pulled up into a smile when Eve came down and she kissed his forehead.

“You’re up early,” she said.

“Y-y… you know why,” he said.

Eve paused. “It’s the anniversary.”

Francis nodded. “Your mother died eight years ago.”

Eve poured herself some coffee and turned to him to say, “She was killed. She was killed eight years ago, dad.”

He nodded again.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“Y-yes,” he said. “A bit tired. I wanted to make sure you’re okay.”

“I’m okay,” Eve said.

He raised an eyebrow at her and gestured to the chair across from him.

“I don’t have time, Dad,” she said.

“You have time,” he said.

With a bit of a sigh but also a bit thankful for the forced break, Eve sat and grabbed a chocolate croissant. She started picking it apart and shoving it down.

“H-h-h…how’s the investigation g-going?” he asked.

His speech was still worse in the mornings.

“I’ve finally got a break in the case,” Eve said. “That’s why I don’t have time right now. I’ve got people that are in danger.”

“Including you,” he said.

“That’s part of the job,” she replied.

“Athina Springer has been livelier than ever at the church, G-G…Grace said. Seems pretty happy to be rid of Duncan, it seems like…” he said.

“Well, that happens,” Eve said.

“Does it? Did she not like him very much?”

“A lot of people didn’t like him very much.”

“Did you?”

“I barely knew him. Did you?”

“He seemed like an okay f-fella.” Francis cleared his throat and added, “The body yesterday though… who was it? Not one of ours.”

“Not local, if that’s what you mean,” Eve said.

“All of this violence and murder… I’m worried about you, Evie,” he said. “You’re becoming just like your m-mother.”

Eve looked up. She didn’t know how to take that but she knew what he meant. You’re becoming like her. You’re going to get wrapped up in the wrong investigation. You’re going to go too hard because you don’t know how to take a damn break and you’re going to end up dead. Just like her.

“Dad…” Eve said quietly. “It’s different here than it was back h-... in Maryland.”

“Evil people exist everywhere, Evie,” he said. “Even in small towns. They’re just better at blending in here.”

“They have to be,” she said. She reached across the table and grabbed his trembling hand. She held it tightly. “I’ve got this, Dad. You’ve got to trust me. I don’t care what people say here. I know this is new for me, but I’m good and capable. I need you to believe that too.”

His eyes welled with tears as he tried to squeeze her hand back, but there wasn’t a lot of strength left.

He said, “I do believe that.”

Then he said softly, “I’m just scared, Evie.”

“Do you remember what Mom said about fear?” Eve asked.

Francis gave a little smile. “She had odd sayings, didn’t she?”

“‘If you let fear stop you, anything can,’” Eve said.

He patted her hand and said, “Nothing can stop you. I see that.”

“Well except for maybe these…” she gestured to the plate of food. “Can I take this for the road?” she pointed to one of the quiches.

“Yes, Sh-Sh-Sheriff. Please.”

He smiled and let go of her hand to give her half a salute.

“Think about your mother today,” he said as she went for the door.

Eve smiled. “Always.”
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Pearl was the first up the mountainside. It was muddy and Eve’s pants were spattered with it when they reached Roman’s cabin. She had waited at the station for thirty minutes before deciding that the risk was too big. They had said tomorrow morning and though that was interpretive, Roman seemed like an at-the-crack-of-dawn type of guy. So when the clock hit 8:30 and there was no sign of him, Eve decided to go to him. She was worried. The only connection between the two bodies so far was Roman. Either Roman was an excellent, charismatic liar, or someone was out to get him. Eve was desperately hoping for the latter.

The crime scene, where Diana’s body had been, was cleaned up by the crew but one strip of yellow tape remained tied to one of the pine trees, swinging in the wind like a royal decree. Pearl barked at the doors to the shed. They had been left open. Roman had left in a hurry yesterday, wanting to get away from her questioning she supposed, and he hadn’t locked the shed. She peeked inside. It looked undisturbed but the ATV was still missing. Pearl pushed the door open with her snout and sniffed the shed, taking her time by a jerrican.

If the ATV was gone, Roman probably was too. Maybe he was on his way to see her, but there were only so many paths and the day was clear. It would have been hard to miss him on the way up if he was on the way down with an engine.

Eve circled to the cabin. She could see mostly everything through the huge windows at the front. The blankets were piled up on top of the couch, right where she had left them. The kitchen table still had two coffee mugs on it and a half-used French press by the sink. He knew how to make a good cup of coffee and seeing it there on the counter made her taste it again. She tried to peer up into the loft but she would need to be perched on top of the tallest pine tree at the bottom of the drop-off to get a view of his bed. The balcony was at the back of the house and overlooked the Rockies between two foothills to the north. Just the silver and white tips, pressed between hills of brown, white and green, an occasional splash of red clay; spring weathering it all down into a palette of cool tones.

“Roman?” Eve called as she circled around to the back.

She knocked on the door.

Pearl barked.

They heard nothing in response.

“Roman?”

She knocked again.

It was quiet.

She went for the knob and the door opened. Another reckless thing for him. Eve supposed he had been busy and the cabin was pretty much as isolated as you could be in this area, but she would never leave her locks broken. Not after all she had been through. Dad had said to think of Mom. As if Eve didn’t see her mother in every movement and choice she had made since she was twenty-four. Francis didn’t really understand how significantly it had affected her. In some ways, it seemed like he had always known she was going to die. Maybe not in the way that she had died. But he’d had this defensive complacency when Eve was a kid, an acceptance of the danger that his wife put herself in every day, an understanding that her life was on the line. He went to bed if she was out late. He got takeout for only himself if she missed dinner. He recorded all of Eve’s dance recitals so Jane could watch them later.

That had melted away when Eve had become sheriff here though. It was no longer complacency, just defensiveness and worry. He was constantly warning her nowadays. Things had changed for him. He was much softer now, and Eve was glad to return to Chesapeake Valley to help take care of him. She just wished that he understood that even though she didn’t show it, or talk about it, and avoided thinking about it, that Mom was the real reason that Eve had returned. She used to say, “It’s a great thing to find people in need because you get the chance to help.”

Chesapeake Valley needed help. Eve needed help. The NSA had been great for her career and her skills. It had been great for keeping her busy twenty-four/seven so she didn’t have to think about what had happened with Mom. But sitting at that computer, sorting through footage, profiles, data, listening to hours and hours of translated conversation and transcriptions, Eve had known it wouldn’t be forever. She had always known that it was just the start and Chesapeake Valley wasn’t even the middle. Another beginning. An opportunity to help not just somebody but a community. And that community included Roman Marek.

There wasn’t any sign of him, even up in the loft, where Pearl immediately jumped up on the bed and Eve hissed at her to get down. But it didn’t look like it had been slept in. There wasn’t any sign of Karu either. There was still food in his bowl and his favorite toy in his kennel.

But the junk drawer was open in the kitchen. There were keys scattered on the counter, and then, crammed in by the fridge, the gun case was cracked open.

“Roman?” Eve tried one more time.

She opened the gun case all the way and the door squeaked. There was nothing inside. If someone had been here, they had made sure to take whatever was inside. The lock still had the key in the bottom, hanging open on the door.

Eve touched the wood stove. It was cold.

Maybe he hadn’t come home last night. But the gun?

“Shit,” she whispered. She couldn’t help it. Now, she was nervous. Backup would still be a few hours. Roman could be dead by then.

She had to hold her breath. Count backwards from ten. It wasn’t the time to panic. But Roman. He had said he was going to work, going to the ranch so that would be the next place she would check.

Thankful for the distraction, Eve sighed the breath out when her phone started to ring.

“Garcia,” Eve said, defaulting back into what she needed to be.

“Sheriff,” Sharon said, matching the tone. “I got that number.”

“Great. Go ahead.”

“The number is registered to a Travis Wate.”

Eve repeated, “Travis Wate.”

“And… Eve… he used to work for the Marek family ranch. I did a background. He’s from West Virginia too. Way too small of a world.”

“Not good,” Eve said.

“Where are you now?”

“At Roman’s.”

“Status?”

“Empty. Not sure he came home last night…”

“You should stop in at the Red Rock,” Sharon said. “I looked up this Travis guy’s car. Blue truck. Should have Texas plates. I saw it in some of the footage. He was there on the night of Duncan Springer’s death.”

“Put out an APB for Travis and his truck. For Roman too.”

“Roger.”

“Keep me posted,” Eve said.

“You too.”

They hung up. Eve hurried out of Roman’s cabin, closing the door securely behind her even though she couldn’t lock up. She directed Pearl towards the ATV tracks and they followed them along the regular trail that headed back into several that twisted and turned through the foothills before all assimilating into the parking lot below.

Roman’s truck was there. Pearl sniffed at the tires to let Eve know that it smelled just like the tracks. The ATV tracks ended there, however. They seemed to go off to the highway but it was hard to tell. If he was going off to his ranch, he would likely go west on the highway, around the bend. If he was going anywhere else, he would have gone south, into town and past the Red Rock Inn, past Dill’s window.

“Come on, Pearl,” Eve patted her thigh and jogged towards the Tahoe. She threw the doors open, started the car, reversed it, and peeled onto the highway. Pearl barked in the back. She threw out several excited yaps and Eve could feel her nerves. They both needed to harness it and use it to move them forward. Eve needed to use every resource at her disposal to save Roman.
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Roman Marek

He remembered being dragged. He was on a tarp of some kind, something to help the person carry him. They were muttering about how heavy he was. It was a man’s voice, a thick southern accent that reminded Roman of back home mixed with resentment; even in the spare words that he could pick up in and out of consciousness, the man’s hate and anger was clear.

His face felt sticky, covered in something. And when he felt the night air change to something indoors, Roman could tell from the smell where he was: the barn. But it all went dark again. Fingers and pills were shoved in his mouth and from then, it was all blurry dreams. It was Eve. It was Diana. It was the ranch, back home, riding hard into the grass, searching for an escape, but there were fences on all sides, getting taller by the second. His family was there, standing by the fence, waving at him. Mom and Dad. Mom with a sweet smile on and Dad bloated from booze. Martin. Natalie. Arthur. Jules. They were all two years apart. Martin would be thirty-nine now. That made Jules eight years younger than Roman, which made his and Diana’s affair even more disturbing. He wasn’t even thirty. What had the two of them even had in common?

His siblings were standing in a way that there was a gap for him. He could come stand with them if he wanted. Martin would put his arm around his shoulder and they would be a family again. Without Dad, things would be better. Mom wanted him to come home. She was yelling at him, “Roman, Please! Palun tule koju. Please come home.”

Mom touched her coat and it started to pour rain. Roman was soaked immediately. Thunder rolled. Ginger reared back. Lightning struck on one side of his family then on the other. Then it struck where his father stood. A black spot of smoke was all that was left of him.

“Roman!” his mother’s voice screamed over the storm.

There was another rumble of thunder, right over top of them. Roman was pulled back and forth and he felt it then, lightning surging through his fingers. He had the choice. His eyes went to Jules, at the end of the line, looking off into the distance with dark eyes. Despite the rain, he was bone dry.

The lightning surged.

Get rid of it.

Get rid of him.

Behind him, gunshots were going off. An army of soldiers was barreling towards him, rifles out. First Sergeant Edwin Adesina, the man who had led Roman through most of his Marine training, was leading the pack. His dark face was covered in blood and despite all the rain, he was still slick with red when he closed the gap.

“Private!” the sergeant screamed. “Take the shot!”

Lightning crackled between Roman’s fingers as he looked at his hands.

But when he looked back at his family, they were all gone. All smoking black spots in the field. Had he done that?

He looked back at his hands. Back up.

Karu was standing at Ginger’s legs, facing up against the soldiers, growling and barking at Adesina and the men behind him.

Roman reached up to the sky. He harnessed the lightning given to him and threw it towards the fence. The wood caught on fire. It exploded out into splinters and beyond the flames, an open field was forming. Freedom. A small white dog, waiting for him ahead.

“Hey!”

Roman woke with a massive inhale.

It took him more than a minute to come back into his body and mind.

“Finally,” the man said.

Roman leaned his head back and hit wood. The smell of hay and manure hit him next and he knew he was still in the barn. Slowly, his vision unblurred. He felt like he had been drinking for two weeks. There was a pit of nausea in his stomach and he could still feel the sticky warmth of blood on his face.

Roman’s hands were zip-tied behind his back. His ankles were zip-tied too and he was leaning against the wooden feeding trough for the cattle. The chains on the cattle rattled behind him, stirring with him, aware that whatever was in front of them was not normal. And it was threatening.

The sun was spilling in through the high windows. Roman had been out all night. His head pounded and lolled into his chest.

“Hey, Marek,” the man grabbed his face. “Stay with me.”

The man was wearing a baseball cap but he looked young in the face. Despite the weathering from dirt and sun, he had round cheeks and a button nose. His hair was the color of sand and it flipped up and around the bottom of his hat. His eyes were an ice-blue and they forced Roman to look right at him as he said, “You’re way weaker than I remember.”

“Travis,” Roman muttered. It was all he could do and it was more to remind himself of who he was looking at: Travis Wate. Fellow ranch hand and cattle enthusiast. Scumbag. Disrespecting, unhinged idiot.

“So you do remember me, huh? I wasn’t sure,” Travis replied. “You ignored my emails for so long. Guess a guy like you is just too damn important. Too wrapped up in his own little world that you can’t even look out the window and see that it’s raining.”

“Wh-What?” Roman pushed himself against the trough. Karu was barking distantly somewhere.

“Don’t move. You’re going to split open that gash on your forehead. It finally stopped bleeding. I had to get you some gauze and stuff. Pharmacy didn’t open until nine. Small towns like this really drive me crazy. What’s a man to do if he needs his painkillers in the middle of the night? Ain’t no Walgreens up here, no sir. You better stick out your pain in your dreams and nightmares.

“Like you did, didn’t you? Did you think about me? In those dreams of yours? I bet you were thinking about that Diana. Did she have a body, alright? Beautiful woman. Beautiful. Can’t believe you left her behind. Can’t believe you left it all behind, really. I thought you were going to be at the Marek ranch for the rest of your days, Roman. She must have really hurt you to make you leave there.”

“What are you doing here, Travis?” Roman asked, still feeling like he was moving through mud.

“I came for you, partner,” he said. “I thought you knew that… you looked right at me the other day at the Red Rock. Don’t pretend. You saw me. You knew it was me. And then you blinked and kept drinking. It’s like… for me… how arrogant can you be… you know? We worked together for three years, man. Three years. And you can’t even acknowledge me. You ignored me on purpose. You gave me that dirty look and then went back to your piss beer.”

He took off his hat and shook out his hair. The grease caught in the morning sun. The cattle stirred as he moved and he screamed, “Shut up!”

One of the heifers let out a disturbed snort.

“I d-... I don’t remember that,” Roman said. Honestly, he was sure he hadn’t seen Travis in years, but he did remember the last time he saw him. That memory wouldn’t so easily melt away.

“I saw how you looked!” Travis turned on him. Despite his light hair, his brows were dark and thick, making his stare even more terrifying. Roman must have looked right through him the other day to miss a stare like that, which he did tend to do. He kept his head down. People needed to make a point to get his attention. Travis had all of it now though.

“Is this about Natalie?” Roman asked.

“Yes! Yes, Roman! Of course it is, you dipshit,” Travis grinned. “I didn’t even touch her. She said I did and you throw me out on my ass in front of the entire crew, in front of the entire ranch. They must have laughed for weeks. I couldn’t get a job. Not in West Virginia. Not in ranching or farming. I had to move because of you. I stayed in Texas for a while, thinking about all the ways you could have done that differently. All the ways that I could have and should have… all the things I should have said to Natalie before she flipped out. That thinking was a lot of thinking. Days went by slow but fast. Thinking about you. Thinking about her. Thinking about how the Marek ranch was my one chance to set out the life I had always wanted and you ruined it. I wasn’t like you, Roman. I didn’t grow up in it. I grew up in Charleston, dreaming about living out on a farm and one day having my own. When I got that job, I was sixteen. I was the luckiest kid in the world. The Marek ranch hired me. A dropout. A nobody. I didn’t have a family like you. I didn’t have anybody, except you guys. Except Natalie.”

“You never had Natalie, you psycho,” Roman grumbled.

Travis smiled.

“I don’t need her if I’ve got you,” he said.

Travis turned on his heel and started sorting through a duffel bag. He pulled out several pill bottles, more zip ties, and plastic jars of nuclear-looking liquid.

“Because now she’ll know… now she’ll know that none of that was my fault…” Travis muttered and poured some of the pills into the palm of his hand. He approached Roman and forced him to swallow some. He could barely resist. Anything that he had left had been knocked out by whatever Travis had given him earlier. And despite the numbing effect of the pills, there was a great pain developing at the front of his head, thumping with every step that Travis took around the barn.

He took out something else from the bag: a notebook with a pen sticking out of its spiral.

He picked up a soft gun case next to the duffel bag and let it slide off to reveal Roman’s shotgun. He knew right away it was his. A break-action Browning BT99. One of the best on the market.

“I thought the one guy would do it…” Travis started again, letting the shotgun hang by his leg. “It was really just opportune. He was skunk-drunk. Mad. Trying to fight anyone who looked at him the wrong way. Thought if I dragged him up and left him on your doorstep, who the hell wouldn’t look at you for it? Guess I didn’t get him close enough though. Diana was taking forever. She was always the original plan. It just made sense that a selfish asshole like you would kill his ex-fiancée because… what? She cheated on you, right?”

Roman didn’t answer. There was a tingling in his fingers and cheeks. There had to be something here to help him. The chains on some of the cattle rattled. The horses across huffed with impatience. There was an old saw by the door. There was also a small office by the west door where there was a mini fridge with vaccines, a computer, an old squeaky chair. A stapler would be the closest thing to a weapon. Despite the pain, the thumping, the cloud, Roman’s training was kicking in. The only weapon here was the one in Travis’ hand.

He shifted against the zip ties.

“I thought so,” Travis said. “You thought you were untouchable but all it took was a woman with a pretty smile.”

Roman didn’t want to admit that that was still true.

“Everyone’s going to know now though… how weak you are…” Travis tossed the notebook in front of Roman’s knees. “You’re going to write all about it.”

With one hand still on the shotgun, Travis used his other hand to pull a pocketknife out of his back hand. Second weapon. Third weapon if you were counting the saw. He sawed at Roman’s zip ties around his wrist and released his hands.

All of Roman’s weight dove forward and he ended up on the side of his face, breathing into the stale hay-scattered ground. He took a deep breath in. The notebook was at his eyes; the metal spiral and ballpoint pen looked like a medieval torture device from this angle and Roman imagined Travis sticking the pen into his neck and letting him bleed out on the barn floor. This could not be how things ended. After all he had done to chase this new beginning, Roman did not want this to be the conclusion. He had to stay alive.

Travis pointed the shotgun at his forehead. Roman could smell the ripe metal, the leftover gunpowder.

“Write your suicide note,” he said. Simply. Plainly.

“She won’t believe it,” Roman said into the floor.

“Who? Natalie? She will. I know her,” Travis said.

“The sheriff,” Roman replied.

“Who?”

“Sheriff Wicker.”

“Oh yeah.” Travis laughed. “Yeah, I met her. You mean she’s going to investigate this? For sure, yeah… she doesn’t seem stupid… cute though. Seems like your type. Maybe I’ll pay her a visit and turn myself in… or maybe… I’ll already be long gone, and you’ll already be long dead.”
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

The Red Rock was dead at this time of day. In Eve’s initial survey, it was only Dill behind the bar when she walked in and a senior trucker playing the video lottery slots at the back. In the morning light, the dive was dingier than usual, a layer of grime and alcohol on everything. Dill was good at maintaining the booths though. She remembered him telling her that the driftwood had not been cheap, and they were all handmade so he was planning on keeping them for as long as he and the bar both lived.

“Sheriff!” Dill was digging through supplies and popped up from behind the bar. “Coming in for breakfast? I could get Jake to fix you some eggs.”

“No. Business,” Eve said, trying not to show how much of a rush she was in. She didn’t want to make him nervous but she also didn’t want to waste time. “You seen Roman Marek go by this morning?”

“The big mountain guy?”

“Yes.”

“In his truck?”

“ATV.”

“No. Nah. I would’ve remembered that for sure. No ATVs this morning.”

“How about last night?”

He thought. “Nope. Don’t think so.”

“Think? I thought this window here was foolproof.”

“The window might be but my memory isn’t.”

Eve sighed. She leaned on the bar.

“What about Portokalos? I saw his car here last night.”

“A.J.’s not doing so hot. Think he realized that no matter how much of a pain Duncan was… he kept him busy. Gave him an outlet.”

“What about Travis Wate?”

Dill responded with a blank expression.

“He drives a blue truck. Texas plates.”

“Oh! That guy. Oh sure. He’s been in here all the time lately,” he said. “Loves the rotating tap, but surprisingly, a vodka guy.”

“Was he here last night?”

“No, actually… which is weird for him. He’s been quite consistent. I did see him go back and forth a couple of times though. I don’t miss that truck.”

“Does he work?” Eve asked.

“Not yet… he’s been bothering me for work but there’s something a little… I don’t know.”

“What?”

“Off. He’s off.”

Eve nodded.

“He’s been bothering Ken Turnbull over there quite a bit.” Dill nodded to one of the booths facing away from them.

Ken was sitting at the booth with a coffee and a beer. He had a laptop out in front of him and he was quietly talking on the phone with someone.

Eve sauntered over and nodded at him.

“I understand… Well, I was just wondering. Right. Okay. No. Sorry. I’ll call you back, okay? Right. Yes, I know. I’ll call you back.” He hung up and gave her a smile. “Sheriff! Good morning. What brings you here so early?”

“Could ask you the very same,” she replied.

“Well, I like to work here sometimes… plus… Well…”

“Sharon told you where Georgia is?” Eve raised an eyebrow.

“Not so much told as implied,” he said. He gestured to the seat across from him and Eve sat down at the booth.

“I’m not confident yet that she’s not in danger,” Eve said.

“Hey. I get it,” Ken said. “I feel better knowing you’re the one looking out for her.”

Eve smiled. “I appreciate that.”

“I was actually just talking to a lawyer in Denver about Georgia’s situation. Getting some advice. She might have a case to take Cohen to court,” he said and sipped on his coffee. He leaned on one arm like he was trying to hide the side of breakfast beer.

“I don’t have enough to charge him,” Eve said. “But if you get more evidence or if you can convince Georgia, you let me know. I’m not done with him either. I just have had to prioritize.”

“Roman,” Ken said.

Eve nodded and added, “Diana.”

Ken grimaced and looked down at the table. “How’s he doing?”

“I hoped you would know,” she said. “He was upset yesterday but said he had to do some work.”

“Not surprising,” he replied. “Work is where he’s at his best. Probably like you. Not that you’re like not good outside of the uniform… not saying that… just that, you’re both hard workers.”

“He doesn’t run from it.”

“He never did,” he said. “When I was back at the Marek ranch, none of those boys did. They were up at the crack of dawn, strapping, feeding, riding. Every single day. Didn’t matter.”

“How long did you work there?”

“I worked there five summers in a row in my twenties,” he said. “Roman and I are the same age. We got up to all sorts of trouble.” He grinned, drifting into memories. “After he got back from the Marines, he met Diana and we were all a bit of a squad for a while. Roman, Diana, me, my girlfriend at the time, Jules, Natalie, and sometimes Arthur. Jules and Arthur are Roman’s younger brothers. Natalie’s his sister. We loved Friday nights at dives just like this...”

“Do you remember a Travis Wate?” Eve asked.

“Travis? Oh yeah. He’s in town now, been sniffing around for a job at the ranch. He’s a leech, that guy. Hates Roman. Don’t know why he wants to work for him if he hates him so much, but it’s one of those like borderline obsession things. Every time I see him here, he just talks my ear off about how bad Roman’s life is going. I try to shut him down and he just keeps going, especially if he’s been drinking. He gets all weird and hard to follow sometimes. He’s a weirdo. He had a thing for Natalie too. When he worked at the ranch. We had a summer where we overlapped, and he was a lazy shit. He always had his eyes on her. He would stare at her and it creeped her out. I tried to put him in his place and when he didn’t listen to me, Natalie told Roman and that was it. He was out the door.”

“Do you think he followed Roman here?” Eve asked.

“I didn’t really think about it like that, but probably,” Ken said. “He said that he’s had a hard time holding down a job. Think he feels like Roman ‘owes’ him or something. He just needs help or to go on welfare, if you ask me. He’s not stable enough to be working with people. I saw him go off on the ranch, kicking fences and cattle when he thought we weren’t looking.”

“Have you seen him today?”

“No… I thought maybe I’d seen him driving. He’s been spending a lot of time staking out the ranch, I think. Trying to trap Roman into hiring him or something.”

Trying to trap him. Period.

Eve thought but didn’t say it. She got up from the booth and said, “Thanks, Ken.”

She needed to move.

“Hey. Before you go…” Ken started, making to grab her wrist but then second-guessing it and wrapping his hand around the lip of the table. “My sister’s going to be okay, right?”

“It’s going to be okay,” Eve said. “She’s strong.”

Ken gave her a weak smile. “Stronger than me. I thought I was going to break when she disappeared. I was all Mom had… I’m so thankful I had Roman. He bought that cabin for me. I know he says otherwise… that he moved here because it’s good ranching country and he was already renting so what was the harm in making an investment? But, no. He saw me. He saw Mom. He stayed to help us. He brought us food. He took Mom to her appointments in Monument while I sat at home, stuck to my bed, dru—” Ken looked up. The same tears welled in his eyes that she had seen in Georgia’s and Kim’s. His stare wasn’t quite as intense as his sister’s. It was softer and understanding. A pinch of shame in it too. He sighed and said, “Roman is a good man.”

Eve squeezed one of his shoulders and he was comforted by it, putting a hand over hers and patting it.

“I know he is,” she said. And she believed it. Finally, there was a release. Maybe it was saying it out loud. Maybe it was the panic or the reveal of why he was actually here in town. Maybe it was the messages between him and Diana, his pain radiating through the screen like bright sunlight through a clean window. Eve trusted Roman. She trusted what he had told her. She trusted that he was not a murderer. Though that may have seemed simple to a layman, it was much more complex for Eve. People lied to her all the time. People tried to trick her, escape her, and make her think that they were something that they weren’t. Roman had never done that. He had played himself down. On the outside, huge, aggressive, and intimidating. On the inside, softly broken with an overwhelming kindness.

On her way out, her phone rang. She took the call when she was out of earshot of any patrons.

“Sheriff Wicker,” she said.

“Hi… Hi. It’s Dylan Hackett,” a voice said. “The park ranger…”

“Oh. Hi. What can I do for you?”

She didn’t have time for this.

“I wanted to let you know… Well, first of all I wanted to thank you. Thanks for understanding my situation and trying to help. And… And I wanted to let you know. Well since our conversation, you kinda inspired me. I’ve been trying to be really on top of my rounds, you know? Other than that storm on Saturday. That kept me inside. But. Last night.”

“Go on, Hackett,” Eve said.

“I saw someone last night,” she said.

“Who? Roman?”

“I’m not sure. They were pretty tall but maybe not that tall. They were definitely heading in that direction. I saw them go up maybe around eleven. Way too late to just be on a hike, plus with all the mud and snow slides it’s not a good idea.”

“You’re telling me,” Eve muttered, still feeling the physical effects of the snowslide she had gotten caught in.

“Right. I saw him come back down around midnight. I was watching for him.”

“Too far away to make out any details?” Eve asked.

“Too dark too. But I did see something that I thought… I don’t know… I thought it seemed important.”

“Tell me,” Eve said.

“He was carrying a gun. A big gun. A shotgun, maybe?”

Roman’s shotgun.

Eve thought.

“Anything else?” Eve asked.

“A duffel bag or something? It was hard to make out. I was pretty much gone all day yesterday but I heard what happened with the other body… You guys sorting it out?”

“Trying to.”

Eve thanked Hackett and half-ran to the car where Pearl was waiting for her. She almost just wanted to keep running, to sprint to the ranch because maybe it would be faster to run straight through the trees and streets and backyards. She had to be diligent about this though. Controlled. She couldn’t put him in more danger than he was already in, so Eve and Pearl took the Tahoe to the ranch and that was where they saw Roman’s discarded ATV and Travis Wate’s blue pickup truck.
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The ATV was pulled up haphazardly inside the locked gates. The truck was in the parking lot on the outside. Eve pulled up next to it. As soon as she and Pearl got out of the SUV, they both could hear a dog barking. It was distant, muffled and tired, like he was saving his voice. It must have been Karu.

Eve circled the blue truck and Pearl joined her despite being pulled by the sounds of the other dog. The seats were empty, but the cab was filled with garbage: fast food wrappers, candy, dirty clothes, baseball hats. There was a tarp over some items in the back of the truck. Pearl was sniffing at the back tires when Eve saw the blood. There was a small pool at the edge of the cab, like somebody had been holding something that was dripping. It was enough. Eve reached over the side and pulled off the tarp.

At first, she was just thankful that it wasn’t another body. It was a shovel. Dom had been right. One edge was covered in blood. A flat blunt instrument. Was this what had hit Duncan? Diana? It was a short, well-used steel shovel with a solid wood handle. It would be effective against anyone.

Eve paged Sharon.

“Here, Sheriff,” Sharon replied right away.

“I’ve got a potential 245 here. The new Marek ranch. Definitely possession.12020.”

“Roger,” she said. “Monument guys should be here around noon.”

“Not quick enough,” Eve replied. “I’m going in.”

“Heard. Be care—”

A gun went off.

Eve ducked instinctively. Pearl started barking while Karu went silent.

She ran to the fence and squinted into the ranch. It seemed like it had come from the farthest barn. Eve made her way to the gate and squeezed in through and under the chain. It seemed like whoever had been here before her had done the same. If she and Roman both got out of this alive, they would have to have a serious talk about his security.

“10-57 here,” she called into the walkie. “Tell that backup to hurry the hell up!”

“On it,” Sharon replied from Eve’s belt and clicked off.

Eve sprinted across the field, her boots picking up mud and snow. Pearl pulled out ahead but barely. They kept pace. As they went by the office building, Karu went off like an alarm, barking like crazy at the sound and smell of them. Pearl eased up, wanting to stop and help her friend.

“Come on, girl!” Eve whisper-shouted. “We’ll come back for him, I promise!”

Pearl whined but kept trudging forward, scrambling to catch up.

From closer up, Eve could see the top of the barn was smoking. It was a massive building with a wide roof and windows along the top. One side was open to the outside where the cattle were standing shoulder to shoulder. Some of them were chained and some were roaming freely in their stables but all of them, collectively, were disturbed. They were slamming their hooves against the hay, exhaling and flaring their nostrils, pulling against their chains to try and get away from whatever was inside.

There were voices inside but she couldn’t make them out over all the noise of the animals.

Eve banged on the door.

“Sheriff! Open up!”

Someone inside screamed, “No!”

Eve banged again and then threw her whole body against it. The door creaked but she wasn’t big enough. Her weight barely made a dent in the double wood doors that were probably latched from the inside.

Pearl barked and led her around to the stables. She wriggled her way under the fence, and the cow inside moved out of the way to let her pass as she barked at the stable door. Eve hopped over top. She muttered an apology to the cow. The stable doors were almost taller than she was. But they were just the right height for her to see over top, for her to make direct eye contact with an ice-blue stare.
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Eve flicked the latch and kicked open the stable door. Only the top half opened because the bottom half of the door was blocked by a wooden feeding trough that was filled with hay.

There was a fresh hole in the ceiling above the man’s head. The gunshot. There had been some kind of struggle. Roman was on the ground. He looked terrible. One side of his face was covered in blood. His eyes were glazed. His hands were up by his shoulders because the man with the ice-blue eyes had a shotgun trained at his chest.

Eve snapped out her gun from her belt and pointed it at the man.

“Drop your weapon,” she demanded.

He licked his lips. He looked from her to Roman.

She recognized him. What had he said his name was? Phillip? He had lied right to her face at the Red Rock. This was Travis Wate. This was the man that had been trying to set Roman up, who saw violence and murder as a solution and response to his problems.

“Drop your weapon now,” she said again. “I will shoot.”

Travis laughed a little and said to Roman, “She’s feisty. I see why you like her.”

Roman strained to look at her. Eve tried not to but she could feel his eyes on her, like the warmth from the woodstove coming over her entire body. Instead, she analyzed the barn. Both doors were latched shut with wooden beams. There were discarded zip ties on the ground. Clearly not enough to hold a man as strong as Roman, even in his state.

“You’re making this more complicated than it needs to be, sweetie,” Travis said. “You could just walk away now and nobody would have to worry. Nobody’s gonna get hurt except for him.”

“You don’t have to do this, Travis,” she replied.

“Yes, I do!” he suddenly screamed. His voice flattened in the barn. “You don’t know! You don’t know anything! She saw everything. She saw it all. She saw me landing in the mud and I’m sure she thought ‘Travis is a loser.’ That’s what they all thought! He made them think that. He put me there. Anyone who calls the Marek ranch knows about me… they’ve been spreading lies about me to everyone and anyone they know. They’ve been making sure that I stay down and under their boot. ‘Cause that’s where they like their people. That’s where you’re gonna end up if I don’t take care of this. Under his boot. Is that what you want, Sheriff? To be a bug on the bottom of his foot? Because that’s where you’re headed. He uses people. He doesn’t care.”

“Put the gun down and let’s talk about this,” Eve said.

He lowered the shotgun a little.

“I can come around,” she said. “Open up that door there.”

Travis looked at the barred doors. It seemed to make him realize how trapped he was. Eve’s gun pointed at his neck. The cattle in a loud line. Roman, untethered. Even under the influence of whatever drugs he had given him, Roman was twice his size and capability. Roman could barely lift his head though. Travis had beat him, drugged him and there was a ripped paper at his knees, like he had tried to get him to write something.

Travis kept the shotgun on Roman as he backed up toward the barn door. He took a moment to grab a duffel bag and put it over his shoulder. He pushed up the wood latch and it thunked over to the other side with another noise that put the already disturbed cattle into a frenzy.

Eve knew from his body language and the look on his face: he was about to run.

But first, he cocked the shotgun.

“No!” Eve yelled. She tried to clamber over the stable door blocking her from the main barn area but it was too high.

“It wasn’t the way I wanted things to go,” Travis said, speaking to Roman. “And you have her to thank for it.”

Eve ran. She opened the fence door and let the cow and Pearl out with her. They both sprinted out. She opened the fence door next to her too, and then pop, pop, pop, pop. She shot off the latches on the other stable doors, letting the cattle go in a wave of upset hooves. Furiously, she sprinted around to the barn doors, just as the gun went off for a second time.

She kicked open the door. It swung and hit something hard.

There was a grunt in response.

Then, she was on the ground. Someone was on top of her. A shotgun was pressed horizontally against her neck. Travis pushed it against her as he growled, “You bitch. You ruined everything.”

The running of the cattle caused the ground to tremble as Eve felt the breath leave her body, the weight of him on her chest and the weight of the barrel on her throat. Blood dripped onto her face from his mouth. Something had hit him square in the teeth and his gums were stained with red.

She kicked up, grabbed him by the shoulders and pushed him up and over her head. He went flying. The shotgun went tumbling into the snow, grass and mud. Eve was on her feet, surveying the barn.

Please don’t be dead. Please, Roman.

A stream of blood escaped under the open door. He was behind it.

“Roman,” she crouched down by his body and quickly checked his pulse. It was there. The wound was on his left arm. His shirt and muscle underneath were covered in pellet scrapes on the side, but it was mild. Travis must have missed or Roman had been on him too fast. There was some blood, but it didn’t seem like a major injury. The shotgun blast had scattered hay and wood everywhere too; the feeding trough had a hole blasted through it right where Roman had been laying. She hadn’t really saved him. He had saved himself.

Roman grabbed her by the neck and pulled her close.

He said, “Thank you.”

“You’re going to be okay,” she said. “I’ll be back.”

“Let him go,” he said and tried to stand.

“No,” she said.

Eve stood and placed herself in the open doorway. The field was a mess. Cattle streamed everywhere in panic; it had served the purpose she wanted it to—slowing Travis down. He was trying to weave through them, huffing with the duffel bag over his shoulder back towards the fence. Eve went after him but Pearl was closer. Pearl grabbed him by the pant leg, then the ankle. He screamed in pain. He slipped and tried to kick at her. He turned around and managed to get his other foot on the side of her body and boot her off. Pearl yelped. Eve took a shot. It ripped across the field and hit the mud on his left. Travis threw up his hands and kept limping for the fence.

Pearl was on him again.

Eve realized that he wasn’t going for the truck. He was going for the ATV. Damn Roman probably left the keys, considering his track record. The man was too small town, too farmboy, and he was paying the consequences left, right and center.

“Pearl!” Eve called. She was the closest. She had to slow him down.

As Eve went by the office, she shot the door handle. Karu immediately came barreling out.

Travis looked over his shoulder as the barking behind him got louder and more ferocious. The German shepherd, the border collie and Eve were all headed right for him. He pulled something out of his pocket and Eve saw the shine of a knife in the midmorning sun.

“Stop!” Eve yelled. “Karu! Pearl!”

Pearl got to him first, jumping right onto his chest and taking him to the ground. Karu got to his ankles and started yanking him back towards the office and barn. The cries from Pearl were like an ice-cold knife in Eve’s ears, over and over again.

“Heel, girl! Here, Pearl!” she screamed.

Her white fur was turning red, but Karu gave a strong rip and Travis’ entire body jerked, causing him to lose his grip on Pearl and for her to roll off. She laid in the snow and mud, trying to get up but unable to.

Karu was shaking Travis’ body and Travis started to scream as Karu got his jowls around his thigh.

But then there was another yelp and Karu was thrown. He rolled until he was a pile of fur by the tires of the ATV. The rage of Travis was radiating off like the humidity off a highway on a sweltering day.

Eve didn’t slow. She had almost closed the distance. The gun was out in front of her as she yelled, “Get on the ground!”

Travis got to his feet. The knife was in his hand, dripping with blood. The crazed look in his eye was one that Eve had seen before; it was an all or nothing type of look. He was on his last chance to get out of this and she was the only thing standing in his way. The cool spring air surrounded them. Sirens wailed in the distance.

“Travis Wate,” Eve said between breaths. “You’re under arrest.”

She took two steps towards him with the M9 pointed between his eyes.

“Drop the knife,” she demanded. “Get on the ground now.”

Travis’ eyes went over her shoulder. The cattle were scattered around the field but they were caught intently on something else. She didn’t want to look. She was not taking her eyes off this man now that she had him. So she watched him pull back his arm and flick the knife right at her.

She pressed the trigger.

The knife hit her in the stomach.

The shot hit Travis in the chest.

It didn’t stop her. She kept moving towards him, the stain on her uniform growing by the second as he went down to the ground, clutching one hand over his collar bone. He was bleeding more than she was. She stood over him, knife sticking out of her torso, and in that moment, she saw how young he was, how lost he was, how vulnerable he was. That’s where this had all come from; insecurity. Anger. An inability to process emotions and a spiraling that happened from years of resentment.

She went for the cuffs on her belt.

Karu was getting back up.

“Travis Wate,” she said. “You have the right to-”

It wasn’t the time for sympathy, and Eve paid the price. He reached up suddenly, grabbing her arm that held the gun and pulling her to the ground with him. The pain shot up through Eve’s stomach and into her head and shoulders. He pinned one of her arms and the gun in her hand down with his knee.

His face was pale and his lips were gray.

He said, “I didn’t want this. I didn’t want any of this.”

He pulled the knife out of her stomach. Eve felt like he had ripped out one of her organs, her entire body lurching, taking in a sharp, painful breath. The blade floated above her in the air as he moved it so it was directly over her heart. All of his weight was crushing her arm. She used her other arm to reach over and grab at his clothes.

“D-don’t…” she managed.

He pulled the knife back and it all happened very fast. His chest straightened up, the bullet wound pumping out blood like a mountain stream. Both of his arms came back to get the most strength into his blow, and then he was gone. He was on his back, ripped apart. The crack of the shotgun filled up all the space in the field. The hooves of the cattle stomped to one edge of it, trying to get away from the mess by the gate.

Her ears were ringing.

She heard Roman’s voice say, “Eve.”

Her one arm felt like it was melded with the earth. Her stomach was on fire. Her eyes were stinging with wind and tears.

“Eve,” Roman said again and then he was in view. His bloodied and bruised face looked down at her with the most worry she had ever seen on him. He grabbed at her face with his good arm and turned her side to side.

“Please be okay,” he said. He moved his hands down to her stomach, checking on the wound there. “Please be okay, Eve.”

“I’m okay,” she said

He pulled her into his chest. She could smell the sweat, the blood, his Old Spice deodorant.

“Are you?” she asked as he pulled back, holding her shoulders. “Are you… okay?”

“Just a few bruises. You came for me,” he said. “I knew you would.”

“You needed me,” she said.

She smiled and he did too as he said, “I did.”

He leaned down and pressed his lips to her forehead. He trailed down and she tilted her chin towards him. He kissed her. She wrapped her good arm around the back of his neck and pulled him in towards her, getting their wounded bodies as close as possible.

“I’m so sorry,” he said into the air between them.

“Don’t,” she whispered. “He was trying to hurt you.”

“Yes. All of this was targeted…” he started. “Travis was trying to frame me. He was trying to set this all up. Duncan. Diana.”

“I know,” she said quietly.

Karu came over and licked Roman’s hand. Eve rolled over and out of Roman’s hands, grimacing but sitting up at least.

“Pearl,” she muttered and reached out to her. The collie whined, not able to meet her hand, barely able to lift her head.

Roman went to her and scooped up the white dog into his arms. He whispered something to her in Estonian. He said, “We have to get her help.”

“There’s a vet… just outside of town… I’ll go…” Eve said.

“We’ll go,” Roman said.

He bent down so Eve could use his massive body to help herself to her feet. The first Monument squad car pulled up, followed by another and another, lighting up the streets of Chesapeake Valley with red and blue.

Roman had his eyes on the oncoming officers as he said, “I hope you know how much you mean to me now.”

She looked at him. Her hair trailed behind her in the wind.

“I hope you believe it,” he added.

Eve said, “I trust you.”

And it was true and valid and relieving and terrifying. Eve could have been dead without him. He would have been dead without her.

She eyed Travis’ body but she didn’t want to look in too much detail. He was in pieces. There would be a serious investigation into this and she knew already that she would have to advocate for the truth, for Roman. But that was her job. It was her responsibility. Not only to protect him but to protect the story of what happened here with Travis Wate. She would. As she’d done. As she would always do. As Mom had done. She would kick down the door and be the flashlight searching for innocent people that needed to be saved. And a part of her wished she’d had more time with Travis, that she could have been his flashlight too.
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The vets had to remove one of Pearl’s front legs. Travis had done a number on her with the knife, but it was better than losing her entirely. She had been just as brave as Eve, and Eve felt like she needed Pearl more than she needed most people now. Plus, the three legs suited her. She wore it with honor, hopping up the front steps of the church where Pastor Bill Greeley bent down to scratch her under the chin. He gave both Pearl and Eve a big smile and said, “Our town hero!”

“You did a pretty good job too, Sheriff,” he added with a chuckle.

Eve shook his hand with a wide grin.

“Thanks for joining us,” he said. “I know the Springers will appreciate you being here.”

She nodded and said, “I wouldn’t miss it.”

Though it appeared as if she had a choice, if Eve hadn’t shown up to Duncan Springer’s funeral after all that had happened, there would have been too much talk and speculation. Besides, Eve did want to be there. She wanted to support the town and the family. It wasn’t often that funerals were a point of respite, but all Eve could think as she took a seat at the back of the pews was how thankful she was to be able to sit for an hour. But the stitches in her stomach protested. The sling over her shoulder made it difficult to get comfortable as well. Her wrist was fractured from Travis’ knee. She had lost a lot of blood from the knife wound in her stomach as well, but she had refused to stay in the hospital longer than a day. In her opinion, Pearl had been in worse condition than her. Eve didn’t lose any limbs.

Sharon arrived about five minutes after Eve and she could hear her conversation with the pastor at the steps.

“Deputy!” Pastor Greeley exclaimed. “Sharon, you look well.”

“Thanks, Mr. Greeley,” she said. “It hasn’t been easy…”

“I’m sure… quite a ghastly thing that happened. You’re lucky to have made it out without a scratch.”

“Not physically.” Sharon laughed and the pastor joined in.

“Thank you for coming,” he said.

Sharon came to join Eve with Pearl sitting between their knees.

“Hey,” she whispered. “How you feeling?”

Eve said, “Pretty good.”

“What’s happening with Roman?”

“He should be in front of the judge soon,” she said.

“There’s no way he’s going to get charged?”

“No way. Everything was in self-defense. It’s just due process.”

“Are you going to join the fun?”

Eve said, “Depends how long we’re here.”

“I have a feeling it’s going to be a long one,” she said. She lowered her voice even more to say, “You know how Greeley can go on…”

And Sharon was right. It was over an hour of Greeley reading several bible passages that were way too long and borderline inappropriate for the scenario. He brought it back around near the end, though. He talked about the strength of community and how Chesapeake Valley can and would only grow stronger from the visiting devil in the form of a lost, disgruntled farm boy from West Virginia. He emphasized the importance of supporting each other in times like these because this wasn’t just grief, it was a collective wound. A ripped hole in a blanket that now they had to stitch back together to make a quilt instead. There was a large greyscale photo of Duncan at the front of the church and white flowers surrounding the legs of the metal stand.

“As that is the foundation of togetherness… a collection of patches. All different. Added at different times for different occasions to form a blanket as colorful as Joseph’s coat. When we lost Duncan, there was an attempt to turn our blanket back into thread. But the glory of that is that even if we were to unravel, there is always an opportunity to mend. To sew. Even if the colors clash and it doesn’t quite go together. It is sewn with love and support. With community. From Colossians 3:14, ‘And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity.’”

There was the sniffle of tears through the crowd as Athina took to the podium. Eve had a good view of Lynn Springer, Duncan’s mother, at the front. Her face was beet red from all the weeping, and a look of nerves crossed her face when Athina cleared her throat. Lynn exchanged glances with her remaining child, Denise, and raised her eyebrows like she was very nervous or skeptical.

“Thank you sincerely, Pastor Greeley. That was lovely,” she said. “And thank you to everyone for coming today. Thank you for supporting my family and my late husband…” she took a breath. You could tell she was working against her face’s natural disposition. “Duncan was a simple man. He loved his children. He loved his work. He loved a drink or two…”

There was light laughter.

“But mostly… he loved this town. He loved how close we were to the mountains and the way the air smells here. Though it wasn’t great for business, he always said the tap water was the best in the world in Chesapeake Valley. It was the cleanest and the sweetest. He used to tell me that when he drank the water here he would always think of me and Rachel, our little girl. It reminded him of us. How sweet she is. And she gets that all from him…” Another chuckle trickled from the church, and she smiled a little. “No matter what he was doing, what trouble he was up to, he had a sip of our town’s water and he was brought… peace.”

She looked up at the ceiling, stopping herself from crying. The afternoon sun spilled in through the windows behind her, over-exposing her dark hair and lithe figure, cascading down the white wood floors until it reached the second row of pews.

“Duncan wasn’t perfect. But he was a man of this town. He was a husband. A friend. A father. The guy you called when your hot water tank blew in the middle of the night. He would be there. No matter his state. No matter what he had. He always came back. He always… he was always there… and it’s been really hard without him. My babies miss their dad. And it’s not fair that one man. One boy. Decided that it was his time. It was not for him to decide that was only the right of God.”

She dabbed at her face with a tissue from her blazer pocket.

“I think about him every day…” The crowd was a mess of sniffles. “I think about my husband every single day and all the things I could have done differently that night just to bring him home. But I realize… or at least I’m starting to… that there was nothing I could have changed. I couldn’t have stopped Travis Wate from picking up that shovel even if I was right in front of him. No. That was all out of my control. Out of Duncan’s control as well. And I guess I’ve found some peace in the idea that it’s in somebody else’s hands…” she looked up again. “It feels easier and sweeter. Like drinking tap water.”

“Thank you,” she said softly and the front pews got up to embrace her on her way down. But when she got to the end of the stairs, she hurried back up. She took a moment for the audience to give a confused applause and to snort her nose into the tissue.

“I’m sorry… I forgot to mention that there’ll be sandwiches and juice at the Kingman Funeral Home after this for anybody who’d like to join us. And… I’d like to… my apologies… I’d like to thank Sheriff Eve Wicker.”

Some of the people turned around as Athina gestured to Eve and Sharon near the back corner. Mr. and Mrs. Redding in the third row beamed at her. A.J. stood up from his pew to get a better look at where she was. Dill nodded at her from the seventh row and Ken Turnbull waved. Kim Turnbull was weeping into a lumpy wad of tissues. Georgia was on her phone.

“Without her, Duncan wouldn’t have been able to find rest, and I’m eternally grateful to her and Deputy Garcia for protecting our town,” she said.

Eve smiled awkwardly and nodded her head as the pews gave another polite, slightly less confused applause. She hoped nobody was expecting a speech. She didn’t like public speaking. This was why she preferred one on one. Interrogations. Small groups. All of this attention made her face hot.

Eventually, Athina took her seat, the funeral wrapped up with a final prayer, and Sharon squeezed Eve’s leg.

She said, “No Cohen.”

“No Benson either,” Eve replied.

“They knew him didn’t they?”

“I think he was his best customer…” Eve got up and made to lead Pearl outside before the crowd.

“It seems like a guy like him would make an appearance at a place like this,” Sharon said, following close behind.

“I agree. He’s all about keeping up appearances. I thought he would be here,” Eve said.

“That guy loves attention…” Sharon murmured. “I saw him in a silk giraffe-print shirt once.”

When they got to the steps, Roman was outside. He was standing by a tree out front, casting a massive shadow. It was nice weather that day. The snow was almost gone. It was above 55 and clouds were forming in lazy puffs across a perfect sky blue. He was in a suit but the tie was loosened haphazardly around his neck and one sleeve was rolled up for the bandage still around his arm. There was a yellow-purple bruise on his forehead that disappeared into his mop of thick pushed-back hair. His dark beard was trimmed and he looked so handsome. When he smiled right at Eve, she stopped dead in her tracks. Pearl went straight ahead though, not letting the hobble slow her down as she went to greet Roman’s shins. He bent down and gave her a pat.

“You okay?” Sharon whispered. “You need some help?”

“No… yeah…” Eve looked behind her where a line was gathering. A woman that she didn’t recognize, somebody that was friends with Grace (she was pretty sure), came up to shake her hand and say, “You did such a good job, Sheriff. I’m so happy you dealt with things so quickly. You’re a real superstar, honey.”

“T-thank you,” Eve said and forced a smile. “Excuse me.”

She went to meet Roman and he pulled her into a hug that she couldn’t have even tried to stop. He put a finger on her chin and she did stop that. She didn’t want to kiss in front of anyone yet. It was evident how he felt and that he felt no shame in it, and though they’d solved a crime together, Eve wasn’t ready. Not in public and barely in private.

He sensed her hesitation, cooled his jets, and stepped back a little.

“How did it go?” Eve asked.

“All good to go on my end,” he said. “All clear.”

“That’s great. You’re going to have all the time in the world to hunt squirrels or whatever now.”

“You think a squirrel would feed me?” he laughed.

“We do have a lot of squirrels here…”

“How was it in there?”

“Long,” Eve said. “But good. No. Really good.”

“Good.”

They smiled. And she saw it in his eyes again. The lock on. That he wanted to kiss her. And it was harder to resist that time. But there was a rip of an engine in the distance that took everyone’s attention from the procession to the street and their attention off of each other.

Pastor Greeley made a point to move out and in front of the people on the steps with a giant scowl on his face, deepening every wrinkle.

It sounded like a truck, and Eve hoped that it wasn’t a vengeful second cousin of Travis out for revenge. It was a Ram with a big black grate at the front and she heard Roman say over her shoulder, “Oh no.”

The man that got out of the truck barely had to step down because he was so tall. Roman was still taller, but he had to be at least 6’3”. He was dressed all in denim and he had dirty blond hair peeking out of a black ten-gallon hat. She assumed he was somewhat what Roman would look like without a beard. His cheeks were rounder and his eyes were bigger, and he wasn’t quite as broad, but he had a sharp chin and jaw that gave Eve hope for a beardless or stubble Roman in the future if he wanted to.

“You son of a bitch!” the man exclaimed, going straight for Roman and pointing a shaking, angry finger at his chest.

Roman glared at him. “Eve… this is my brother, Jules.”

“Are we still brothers, man?” Jules snapped. “Where is she? I want to see her. I want to see her now!”

Eve and Roman exchanged glances. Jules was talking about Diana, who was very much dead and had been shipped back to West Virginia to be buried with her family.

“She’s not here,” Roman said. He pulled him to the side and started speaking to him in a low voice, but Eve had good hearing and she didn’t hide her eavesdropping. She wanted Roman to know that he wasn’t alone.

“You know who did it now, don’t you?” Roman asked.

“It’s your fault. She came here to see you,” Jules snapped, not keeping his voice down.

“Travis Wate told her to come here.”

“To see you.”

“I never saw her. I only saw her after she was already dead.”

Jules’ face twisted.

“I want to see her,” he said again. “You f—”

He exhaled hard and seemingly on an impulse, shoved Roman with all of his strength. With his damaged arm and the concussion, Roman almost went down. He stumbled back and had to lean on the tree to stabilize himself.

“Hey!” Eve said. “Watch yourself, Mr. Marek.”

“Who the hell are you?” he snapped.

“I’m the sheriff and you’re making a scene here. You watch your hands. I understand that you’re hurt.”

She heard Sharon say behind her, “A.J.!”

When Eve turned around, she really wanted to just rip out of the sling. She wanted to put both hands on A.J. Portokalos’ shoulders and stop him but he went flying past her and was up in Jules’ face before she could even say a word.

“Anyone teach you any respect?” A.J. spat. “This is my brother’s funeral, for God’s sake!”

Jules said, “I don’t care. I came here. I drove for over twenty hours to get to this ghost town! I came to see my wife! I don’t believe… she can’t be…”

“She’s not your wife,” Roman said. “And she is.”

Jules let out a cry of anger and went for Roman. A.J. grabbed him first. Despite being only up to his shoulders and half of his weight, A.J. was scrappy and yanked Jules back so firmly that Eve heard his bones pop. Jules socked him. Blood flew out of A.J.’s nose and then they were a flurry of fists and kicks. They were on the ground, wailing on each other as the church crowd watched in horror. Jules’ hat flew off, sandy hair and sweat spraying everywhere. To Eve, she gave them a second. Only a moment. They both needed it. Sometimes, this was how men solved their problems and got all the emotions out that they bottled up inside.

“Alright!” Eve yelled.

Sharon got between them and started pulling on A.J. from under his arms, blood spilling down onto his suit. Roman grabbed at his brother, stopping him from following up; Jules could have killed him with a punch in the right place.

“That’s enough,” Eve snapped. “A.J., go be with your family. They need you and this doesn’t involve you.”

A.J. spat out a tooth and said, “This guy has no respect. Nothing! Get out of town or I’ll find you.”

“Hey now,” Eve said.

“Do it,” Jules replied, ignoring her. “Find me and we can talk this out like men.”

“I’ll show you…” A.J. kicked. “I’ll show you what—”

“That’s enough!” Eve repeated, yelling now and glaring at both of them. “Sharon, take A.J. to cool off.”

Sharon said, “Come on, A.J. This isn’t worth it.”

“That’s right! Not worth my time, cowboy!”

Sharon half-dragged him over to the Springers where Athina was shaking her head with disgust. One of her hands was wrapped around her son’s eyes.

“Roman, get a hold on him,” Eve said. Jules was looking at her like she had murdered Diana herself.

“I’ve been trying my whole life…” Roman murmured and crossed his arms.

“I’m fine,” Jules said. He grabbed his hat from the dirt and pulled it back on.

“You’re not fine,” Eve said. “You don’t just come into my town and start fighting with the locals because you’re upset. I understand that what happened with Diana isn’t and will not be easy, but it doesn’t give you the right to punch whoever you want in the face.”

“Disagree,” he said.

Eve scowled and said, “She’s not here. She’s on a plane back to West Virginia. You must have known that.”

“I turned off my phone,” he said. “I couldn’t deal with it. I just drove when I found out. I just… shit!”

Eve led Jules and Roman away from the crowd and onto the sidewalk. With all the language and the fighting, Pastor Greeley had turned some of the people away as well and started taking the lead to calm everyone down and get them back to their cars. Sharon joined in, throwing Eve concerned looks over her shoulder, keeping tabs on the absolute cowboy wildcard that had just interrupted this beautiful day.

“When’s she gonna be home?” Jules asked.

“By the time you get back, she’ll be there,” Roman said.

Jules shook his head and said, “Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize to me,” Roman said. “Apologize to Eve. To A.J. and all the people you just terrified.”

Chastened, Jules turned to Eve and muttered, “Sorry, Sheriff.”

Eve nodded and said, “This is difficult.”

“But you caught him?” Jules asked. “You caught the guy?”

“You remember him, don’t you?” Roman asked. “You might have been a bit young. Travis?”

“Sorta… I remember him being creepy,” Jules replied.

“He’s dead,” Roman said.

Jules said, “Good.”

“I wish we would have been able to take him in,” Eve said. “These victims… Diana deserved some justice.”

“Death is justice,” Jules stated. “It’s the only justice I see. He killed her. He killed her just for… nothing. He deserved to die. Who did it? You? Or her?”

“Me,” Roman said right away.

Jules nodded. His shoulders relaxed. He took off his hat and wiped the sweat on his brow. He said softly, “She didn’t even tell me she was coming. She just… left. I guess it was what she really wanted. To see you. She hadn’t been very happy with me lately. I’d been working a lot… I pushed her out I think.”

“It’s not your fault, man,” Roman said. “Nobody’s fault but Travis’.”

Eve nodded and added, “He had been texting her for a while. It didn’t happen overnight. It was premeditated.”

“I wish she would’ve talked to me,” he said. “I really wish I could have been better.”

“My mom used to say that the past is a blueprint for the future. We have to make mistakes to know how to be better,” Eve said and put a delicate hand on his arm.

Jules processed that and then said, “Had I known this was the blueprint… I probably wouldn’t have built the damn house.”

They all laughed a little. It was stifled and awkward, but it was better than screaming and yelling, better than blood and fights. Eve had had enough of the violence. Enough of the hostility. For now, she just wanted a cookie. She wanted to lay down and listen to an audiobook. She wanted to be held by a mother who no longer existed. But Jules was a quick, real reminder that she would never really be out of it. No matter the place or time, Eve had a responsibility to the people around her, even the ones that hated her.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Eve was at the office doing some paperwork. She did, on a regular basis, keep up with it, but life had been so crazy that she had let it pile up. Crazy wasn’t the right word. Terrifying. Chaotic. Too much talking. It was a good afternoon to do it. Roman had taken Jules out for lunch, and the sun had clouded over, rain building.

She had been seeing Travis’ death in her head, wondering if she could have prevented it. It had somehow grown her closer, yet further from Roman at the same time. It had been jarring to see him shoot. The look on his face was that of a trained soldier. Blank. Dead in the eyes. He didn’t hesitate when Travis went to hurt her. Not for a second. But still—she had watched him kill a man. Not exactly a traditional start to a relationship, and she didn’t know if she had the courage to pursue something that started on such vulgar grounds. He didn’t seem like he was giving up anytime soon though. She wouldn’t not give him a chance because of it, she decided then, distracting herself entirely from the work in front of her.

She didn’t even hear the tires pull up, just the door slam. It pulled her out of her thoughts and she saw Ken Turnbull getting out of a Jeep. He didn’t look good again. The man fluctuated like Christian Bale. He looked tired and stressed out. His hair was unwashed and he had deep lines under his eyes. He pushed back his mop of brown hair and waved at Eve through the window when he saw her staring.

Georgia stepped out of the passenger’s side. Her hair was freshly dyed, a bright cherry red. She was holding an orange folder in one hand and gestured to Ken with it. They started communicating with frustrated hand movements. Georgia ended it with a whack on Ken’s shoulder with the folder and then bursting through the glass doors.

“Sheriff!” she yelled.

“Right here,” Eve said, slowly standing from her chair.

“Oh!” she said. “Oh, right. You’re still in that thing.”

“Probably another two weeks,” she said.

“Well, that’s fine because it’s just your ears I need, not your hands.”

Eve laughed and asked, “What can I do for you, Georgia?”

“Here.”

She passed over the folder. “It’s emails. Ledgers. Cohen knew my real name. He knew who I was. He slipped up more than once. He loves espresso martinis and he would send me those. Late at night.”

“Oh…”

Ken opened the door and wiped his shoes on the front mat as he said, “Sorry, Eve.”

“For what?” Eve asked.

“Yeah, Ken! For what?” Georgia mimicked.

“Seriously, Georgia. Cut it out.”

“What’s going on?” Eve interrupted before it escalated further.

“Go ahead, Ken!” Georgia crossed her arms and pursed her lips.

Ken sighed. “Nothing! It’s not anything. I just was…”

“He was trying to tell me not to submit all of them because some of them have nudes in them—”

“Nudes?” Eve asked. She opened the folder and started going through it. There were several printed out copies of a Gmail chain, back and forth between Cohen and Georgia. It was about halfway through that Georgia started sending an occasional cleavage or bathtub shot, where it was not only evident that Cohen knew her by not only “Georgia” but also “Spicy Pepper”.

“Ah…” Eve said. “This is evidence. You should have shared it before. Nudes or no nudes.”

“Right! That’s what I said!” Georgia exclaimed. “Plus, I look good.”

Ken rolled his eyes. “Sorry. I didn’t mean… oh, whatever! I’m sorry, okay?”

He did seem genuinely apologetic and like he had made some offhand comment that had gotten out of control on the ride over. Eve gave him an empathetic smile and he returned it.

“Do you think this’ll get him locked up?” Ken asked.

“I’ve got to look in more detail,” Eve said.

“Yeah. Okay… that makes sense.”

“You’ll get him though?” Georgia asked.

“I’m going to try. You said there are ledgers?” Eve continued flipping through the papers.

“Near the end there,” she said, pointing with an ombre pink nail.

There was an email chain that went off the deep end. It started with communication without Georgia—Cohen speaking to some unknown about delivery times—but it was the attachment that made Eve pause. It was a list of volumes, dates, and product codes. Surely, nothing legal. If she could identify what the products were, it would be a huge break. Even without it, Cohen had hired a known missing person and worked with her, flirted with her, coerced her. It was at least enough to bring him in for questioning again. Probably not enough for a warrant.

“This is good. You made the right choice bringing this in,” Eve said.

“See,” Ken said.

“Really? You’re going to take credit for it? After all that?”

“Well! I told you to do it,” he said.

“I went through it, Ken. Come down to earth. Seriously.”

“I just want you to be safe, Georgia. Stop turning this on me,” he said.

They shared a deep stare that Eve was sure communicated a lot, nonverbally, through some type of sibling energy. She couldn’t make it out and didn’t really want to.

“What made you change your mind?” Eve asked.

“Well…” Georgia sighed. “Ken did help me. Despite how annoying he is, he did help me to get the… I don’t know… the courage to bring it in. I know I could have helped you earlier. I should have probably, but I just… I don’t know. I don’t want to die, Eve. You’re going to make sure they don’t get me, right? These guys are… big. I think they’re bigger than you think.”

“I’ll make sure,” she said. “How big? How many people did you meet while working with him?”

“Oh, dozens. But not by name. Cohen kept me on the outside as much as he could. I was just like a pack mule and a pretty face to bring along. But they have connections all over. We went all over the country. Not just Colorado and Arizona.”

This was bigger than Eve thought and wanted it to be. She didn’t want this case snatched out of her hands right away. The DEA and FBI would want to know about it. They would leap at the opportunity to digest trafficking information like that, if it was drugs the “product volume” was referring to. Theoretically, Cohen could have been moving any type of product across state lines.

“Oh. The betting’s in there too…” Georgia said. “He talks about it in a few of the emails about the college teams losing or whatever so they’re going to have a big payout from clients. You know what that’s about.”

“You got it all,” Eve said. “You weren’t expecting to leave…”

Georgia blinked and said, “No… I mean… No, I guess I just wasn’t expecting to come back.”

She looked over her shoulder at the streets escaping back into the suburban homes behind them. Bright red hairs fluttered to the tile as she flipped it to one side and gave Eve a fake smile.

“I’m glad I did though.”

That was a lie. Eve had some concern around Georgia’s state of mind, but at least, the evidence was in hand. It was enough for progress and she wouldn’t let that be the enemy of perfection, like Mom used to say.

“Anything else?” Eve asked.

Georgia shook her head. Ken wrapped an arm around her shoulder and said, “I’m proud of you.”

She gave him another fake smile.
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The clinic and Cohen’s shop were only a few blocks east from the station, but Eve took the Tahoe regardless. If she was going to be arresting Cohen again, she wanted to make sure she had a place to shove him. She wanted it to be official. But most importantly, she wanted to be sure. She could be nicer this time and follow closer to the book. Just at least to get what she wanted out of him.

It was late afternoon and the parking lot only had a few cars. Someone walked out of the Subway, saw Eve’s Tahoe and hurried to their car. After Travis Wate, everyone was a bit more cautious in Chesapeake Valley. It wasn’t as easy to just run to the shop and get a six-inch sub without that worry in the back of your mind that you were about to be walloped by a shovel. It wasn’t as easy to go on a hike without thinking of Georgia Turnbull, Duncan Springer, and Diana Greer. There was a stain on the town that Eve would have to try and scrub out.

She went around to the back again. There was no classic rock coming from a radio on the back patio, but Dom was at the backdoor of the clinic smoking a cigarette when Eve came around the corner.

“Sheriff!” Dom was surprised, like a high school student caught smoking in the theater room. She almost put it out before laughing a bit at herself and asking, “What brings you here?”

“I didn’t know you smoked,” Eve said.

“I know. I know I’m walking irony. Please don’t tell me,” she said. “I just needed it today.”

“I’m not judging,” she said.

There was a constant ka-thunk in the back under the wind. Like a door being shut over and over again.

“Well, maybe you should a little,” Dom replied.

Eve laughed uncomfortably. “Do you want me to?”

She took a deep inhale and asked, “What do you really think, Sheriff?”

“Of what?”

“Of me!”

“Oh… I… uh…”

Eve didn’t know how to answer that. “I think you need to get better at handling your stress,” she finally said. “It’s just when you get escalated that you get kinda…”

“Bitchy?”

“I was gonna say snappy.”

Dom laughed. She ashed the cigarette. “It’s such a selfish question, I know. But you’re quite a hard person to read. I guess that’s why you’re in the job that you’re in. I’m sorry for being so hard on you that day. I should have trusted that you knew what you were doing.”

“You should have,” Eve replied.

Dom nodded. She asked, “Do you think you’re gonna stay here? I remember when you first got here…it really didn’t seem like it. But do you think this case changed things for you?”

“It changed everything,” Eve said.

Dom smiled with bright white teeth. She adjusted and flicked her bangs with her non-cigarette hand and then stomped the cigarette out on the pavement, making a point to pick it up and throw it in the trash can. Eve could see the patio fully with Dom out of the way. The lawn chair wasn’t just empty. It was gone. The radio was gone too. A black outdoor mat that was torn at its corners was the only thing left on the concrete slab that faced the pine trees.

“That wasn’t really an answer. I’ll get something out of you one of these days, Wicker. But I’ve gotta get back to work,” Dom said.

“Me too. Before you go, what happened to your neighbor there?”

Eve pointed.

“The cell shop?”

“Cohen’s place.”

“Don’t know. There was a whole lot of noise coming from there this morning… Plus that damn door. It started up with the wind. I didn’t really think about it. Cohen leaves stuff laying around back there all the time.”

“Thanks.”

Eve jogged up to the patio and investigated. The door was left open. The deadbolt was popped, and it was hitting the steel frame over and over again, bouncing off and then being pushed back in by the wind. She waited for the right timing. She snuck in on the first bounce.

Inside, the place was a mess. A filing cabinet was turned over. Papers and spreadsheet printouts were scattered all over the blue and white speckled tile. Baskets and tangles of electronics filled the shelves. This was a small office space; there was a storeroom to the other side; the tiniest washroom Eve had ever seen; and the storefront. A bunch of cellphones were left behind in the display cases. The cash register was open and emptied out. They had really left in a hurry. They had known she was coming. Who told them? Did Georgia warn them? She had seemed a bit hesitant, escalated, about the whole thing.

She poked at some papers with her boot, the corner of a plastic bag sticking out from underneath. It was right by the desk. There was no computer and all the drawers were open here too. One of them was filled with ziploc bags like the one she was looking at. The bag by her toe was filled with a brown leafy substance, like bits of straw or animal hair. She picked it up. Warrant aside, she needed to know as soon as possible what was inside. This case needed it, and she had a friend at the FBI that could push it through for her.

Before pocketing it, she delicately opened it up and sniffed it. It didn’t smell super strong, but it definitely had a scent. It was like Dom’s cigarette outside. Nicotine. But there was something else. Eve couldn’t place it and she wished that she had brought Pearl. If she could get a warrant, she could search the place properly. She was willing to push the rules a little, not a lot. Her job was too important to her.

She snapped some pictures of the shop so she wouldn’t forget the state it was in.

Cohen was gone. Benson was gone too. She drove past both of their houses on the way back to the station and both of their cars were gone from their driveways. Nobody answered the doors. Eve was swearing to herself as she pulled into the parking lot. She should have trusted her gut. She should have held Cohen. She shouldn’t have let Garcia let him go. If he wouldn’t have walked last Sunday, she may have had the time to build a case against him to hold him, charge him, and stop him from running. She wanted to be mad at Sharon, but she couldn’t be. It wasn’t like they had any legal ground to hold him, but Cohen would have found a way out regardless. Apparently, his lawyer was quite the smooth talker and Eve was thankful she didn’t have to cross paths with that yet. But she was mad that they were gone. Somebody like Cohen could be hiding anywhere. He may have even crossed the border. She had to find him. She had to try. Even if it was fruitless and it took months, Eve was prepared to do whatever she needed to do to help Georgia feel like she was free. She deserved that feeling after all she had been through. She just hoped she was willing to wait, and based on what Eve had seen at the station today, Georgia wasn’t that patient.

She needed to process all of it. Maybe even, she needed a break. It was hard to admit that it was time, but Roman and her father had both helped her see that again, working herself to death wasn’t always the answer to her problems. And it was easy to admit that she really needed a croissant.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Pearl hopped around the front of the bakery and laid down next to Karu underneath one of the tables, licking at his face. Karu hadn’t left her side since the surgery. Their kinship had grown into an armored bond through the violence of Travis Wate.

The sun was setting. It was almost closing time. Francis didn’t really have set hours for the bakery. He would stay open if someone needed him to, if people were catching up and hadn’t looked at their phone in hours. A few months ago, a few girls had been studying for their exams and he had let them stay until almost midnight, giving them cookies and decaf to keep them going. Grace said he was too generous. Eve wished he would slow down, but she could never not encourage his kindness.

Francis rounded the counter and threw both of the dogs pieces of pastry.

“Don’t give them those, Dad,” Eve said. “They’re not good for them.”

“Yes. Give them to me,” Roman cracked.

Francis chuckled and put a plate of goods in between them.

“They d-deserve it!” Francis said.

It had been four days since the death of Travis Wate. Within the span of a week, Chesapeake Valley had gone from almost no homicides to two plus a defensive kill. The town was talking. Even sitting in the bakery now, every person that walked by took a moment to pause and peer into the Wicker’s windows to see if they could get a glance at the sheriff. Most people were happy with how things had been handled. Some weren’t. The closest thing Eve could’ve gotten to a congratulations from her mom was the conversation with Dom so it had made her unexpectedly emotional.

Georgia was living at home. That news had been one of the most talked about in town. Georgia Turnbull was back. She wasn’t dead. She wasn’t buried in the mountains somewhere. She was walking by and through Mountainside Park with her mom again. She had color back in her face and Eve hoped that she finally felt some freedom. Still, there was a look in her piercing eyes. Something that told Eve that she would never be satisfied, even if Cohen was tracked down and put behind bars.

But the most talked about topic throughout Chesapeake Valley was a profound sense of relief: they were protected by Eve Wicker and Roman Marek.

She picked at the croissant in front of her.

Roman asked, “Not hungry?”

She could have scarfed down two already. But, she often confused hunger and stress.

“Not really,” she said. “I’m a bit worried about this thing with Cohen.”

“He’s gone for now,” he said. “There’s not much you can do about it.”

“I know. It’s hard to accept that it’s out of my control…”

“Out of your territory too,” he said.

“Well, that doesn’t matter to me.”

“International super-spy Eve Wicker…” he laughed.

She raised an eyebrow.

He asked, “What is it?”

“I think I need to ask you something…” she said.

“Oh so we’re not done with the questioning?”

She smiled a little and picked off another flake of pastry.

“Sorry that was a joke,” he said. “Of course. Go ahead.”

“The balcony,” she said. “On the night of Duncan Springer’s death… you said that you heard something from the balcony. Did you really go out for a smoke?”

He sighed and said, “No… I knew you knew.”

“Knew I knew?”

“You knew I wasn’t being… I guess, forthcoming.”

“You lied.”

“I didn’t,” he said firmly. “I told you I needed some air that night and that was true.”

“Well, why did you need some air?”

Roman looked around. Francis was eavesdropping a bit so Eve said, “Dad, can you give us a second?”

“Oh s-sure… in my own business…” he murmured. “If a customer comes in, I can’t do anything about it.”

“We can handle it,” Eve said.

Francis shuffled to the back room and started working on his next batch of tarts.

Roman started, “That night was the anniversary of the night that Diana and I got engaged. Three years ago. I was… having a hard time. I drank a bit. I was thinking about how different things could have been. Not that I wanted it to be… not that I still wanted to be with her. I was just having a hard time processing how things had gone so off the rails, and how much things had changed in such a short amount of time. Where had I gone so wrong? Why had I pushed her away so much? What could I have done to stop it from happening?”

“It wasn’t your fault,” Eve said.

Roman nodded. “I know. But sometimes… some nights… it’s more difficult than others. I couldn’t help but blame myself. She put it all on me.”

“She made choices too,” Eve replied.

“Yeah. Choices that ripped my whole life apart.”

“Everything you had planned…”

“Torn to pieces.”

They looked at each other.

Roman said, “I went out on the balcony that night because I needed air. I was crying.”

Eve was sure the surprise must have shown on her face because Roman quickly and shamefully looked away. Eve had to give him some props for being so honest and upfront about how he felt. She really couldn’t imagine a man like him crying. But it made her heart ache. Not only that he felt that pain but that he had felt like he couldn’t have shared his pain earlier.

She reached out a hand and cupped his forearm. He grabbed her hand and squeezed it.

“It’s okay,” she said.

He nodded. “I had really felt lost. I thought I knew who I was and thought I knew what I wanted and then it all got taken from me. She was my whole world. I was working so hard because I wanted to build a life for her. She didn’t see it that way.”

“Do you still feel that way?”

“No. Well, not as much. I feel like I found my place here. With you.”

“I’m not ready…”

“I know. I know that. I’m not pressuring you. I won’t ever. I just know that I’m in the right place now.”

Eve smiled and said, “Me too.”

He moved his hand up from hers and tucked it under her chin, holding her face. They both lifted and kissed across the table. Somehow, they got around it and their bodies were up against each other. He had to bend way down but it didn’t feel like that. It felt natural. Like they were the only ones on this plane.

Something dropped onto the counter that made them both jump and Pearl bark.

Francis had a metal baking tray and was taking out pie shells, placing them onto parchment paper. He pretended like he wasn’t watching them, but that interruption had been very intentional—and very Dad.

“You guys want some more coffee?” he asked.

“No. I’m caffeine’d out,” Eve said. Her face was hot.

“That’s borderline blasphemy,” Roman said. “I can help myself, Francis.”

“Sure. Sure,” Francis said, waving one hand, still not looking at them but clearly annoyed that Roman was making out with his daughter in his shop.

Eve took a breath and sat back down. She ate one of the croissants in front of her in three bites and with her mouth full, her phone buzzed in her pocket.

It was a Washington number. It couldn’t be the results that fast. She had just let Marnie know a few hours ago that she was sending what she had found at Cohen’s shop. No way the USPS was that quick even if it was expedited.

“Hello?” she answered.

“Is this Eve Wicker?” a man’s voice on the other side asked.

“Speaking…” she swallowed down the pastry.

There was a familiarity in the voice but she couldn’t place it.

“It’s Heyner Castro,” he paused, letting that sink in but Eve couldn’t believe it. It had been over eight years since she’d spoken to Heyner. It had been over a decade since he had saved her life.

“Heyner,” she said. “I... wow.”

“Sorry to just call you out of the blue like this…” he said. “How you doing?”

“Oh well… good.”

She didn’t know what else to say. She had gotten so used to not telling anyone any details which became especially relevant when her adrenaline was going.

“I hear you’re a sheriff now… following in my footsteps…” she could almost hear his signature grin on the other side.

“Yeah. Yeah, I did. I am. I’m up where you left us… Chesapeake Valley. You remember?”

“Of course. I remember everything about your case, Eve,” he said.

“Is that what this is about?” she asked

He sighed. “I moved to the Feds. I’ve been working as an agent for the past couple years here. Lo and behold, I see your name crossing the desk of one of our drug examiners.”

“Marnie?”

“Yup. She’s a close colleague of mine too. She said you guys used to cross paths when you were in the NSA?”

“We did. She did a lot of good work for us.”

“She’s the best there is.”

“Sorry, Sheriff… Uh… Heyner? I’m going to need more than that. If you’re just calling to catch up then that’s great too but it doesn’t seem like it,” she said.

“Well, I did want to see how you’re doing. It’s been a while now. What? Five years since that all went down?”

“Eight.”

“Wow. Days go by… I feel old as dirt.”

“You are old as dirt.”

They both laughed a little. Roman sat back down across from Eve with a fresh coffee and a curious look on his face.

“Well, what you submitted is still being tested, but if it’s what I think it is, that little town of yours is way more nefarious than we thought.”

“We just had a double homicide here. It’s not that innocent.”

“Wow! Really? Your first case like that?”

“Yes. It was a… learning experience.”

“You catch the guy?”

“In some ways. He’s dead.”

“Ah. Sorry to hear that. Doesn’t quite feel the same as locking them up.”

He was the first person to understand Eve’s perspective on that. Most said that he was better off dead, but she vehemently wished that Travis Wate had survived long enough to go to prison for his crimes.

“At least the town is safe,” she said.

“Well… maybe not… Where is the guy who had this? Still in town?”

“Gone. Skipped town as soon as I was going to take him in on new evidence.”

“Any leads?”

“Arizona, maybe. Not a lot. Left in a hurry. Barely took anything with him.”

“I need some time. I want to bring you in on this though, Sheriff Wicker.”

“On what exactly?”

“The Elijah Stern case.”

Eve took in a sharp breath that made Roman straighten up. She waved him off. She was okay. She had to be okay. This was what she had wanted. Really, in the long run, this was the end game: capture the man who killed her mother in cold blood.

“That stuff I sent is connected to Stern?” she asked.

“Time will tell. I’ll get you some details when I can. But it runs a lot deeper than small town murder. Sure you’re ready for it?”

“I don’t want to leave Chesapeake Valley.”

“Oh… well…” he hesitated.

“I can do all I can from here.”

“For now,” he said. “To take down the big boys, you gotta be a big boy.”

“This town needs me for the next little while,” she said. “Besides, they had a connection here. I’m closer to Arizona than you are.”

“Sure… Sure… okay let me think about it and run it up the pole,” he said. “I do think you’d be an incredible asset.”

“I appreciate that. I think I would too. I want to do it,” she said.

“Good, Eve. You’re just like your mom,” he said.

“Don’t tell my dad,” she replied.

Heyner chuckled. “How’s he doing? Still baking?”

“Oh yeah. You’ll have to come visit. He’s got the bakery fully up and running here now. One of the most popular places in town.”

“Of the two places to choose from?”

“You’re just a true city slicker,” she said.

“You were one too,” he said. “I’m surprised a small town like that isn’t driving you crazy. Aren’t you dying to get out?”

“No… I mean at first maybe, but it’s… it’s nice to walk down the street and know everyone. Your reputation matters in a different way here. How you treat people matters. Plus, have you seen the Rockies? It’s so scenic here. It’s like living in a postcard.”

“Much prettier than Maryland…I do remember it being nice there,” he said. “I’ll have to come for a visit.”

“Let me think about this a bit more,” she said.

He said, “Sure but not too long. I’ll be in touch.”

“Absolutely.”

They hung up and the bakery was quiet. Both Roman and Francis had been listening intently.

“Heyner?” Francis asked “As in Heyner Castro?”

“Yup,” Eve said.

“Why in the hell is he calling you?” Dad was disturbed, borderline mad. Despite his insistence on Eve processing her grief, he hated bringing up the police procedures and the case that they had all gone through.

“He’s an FBI agent now,” she said. “Has something connected to Chesapeake Valley.”

“What’s that then?”

“In process,” Eve said. “Don’t worry, Dad. I’m not going anywhere.”

“You better not,” Roman said. “Also, who?”

Francis and Eve exchanged glances. Her father’s eyes told her ’be careful what you say next’ but also ‘I trust him if you trust him.’ She tried to settle herself into her chair as comfortably as possible. This wouldn’t be an easy thing to share. It had been years since she had told anyone this story. Maybe the last time had been Anthony. Her ex. And he hadn’t taken it well.

“This stays here… Not even your family, okay?” Eve said.

Roman nodded, looking as serious as possible.

“My mom was a cop. I’m not sure if I talked about that a little already but—”

“You’ve refused to tell me pretty much anything about you.”

“Well, I’m doing it now.”

“Right. Sorry.”

“My mom was a cop and a really good one. I grew up in Maryland.”

“Not San Francisco?”

She shook her head. “She had a bit of a reputation in her district for drug busts. She recovered thousands and thousands in product over the years. She was good at noticing things that other people didn’t and over time, she got a promotion and another promotion until she was made detective. She was young. I was maybe four at the time when she started working the Elijah Stern case. He was a major drug smuggler on the east coast at that time. Every cop was looking to pin him with something, but he was really good at diverting business to fall guys and EINs. He was a lawyer and he knew the law and how to circumvent it. But he wasn’t perfect. Mom went undercover. She was under a false identity for over a year while Dad stayed home and took care of me. She… went in as a stripper at a local bar that Stern frequented. Eventually, she gained his trust. She got him drunk. She wore a wire for months straight before she got the confession, but it worked. They finally had enough to take him in and it was huge. One of the biggest cases for Baltimore PD in years. Stern was sitting on millions of dollars of product, and Mom had just found exactly where he was hiding it. They arrested him. They were able to recover almost all of the product and… I remember that night… Mom came home drunk. She almost never drank. But she was so happy… She was wearing this purple dress and it had a big stain on the front but she didn’t care. She came home and crawled into bed with me…” Eve smiled a little. “She held me all night and whispered stories and how much better things were going to be now that it was over.

“But it wasn’t. They charged him and held him without bail. About a month before his trial, Mom started getting super busy again. They were calling her every day to sort out her testimony. They wanted to make sure Stern went away for decades, not just a few years. And then… it all happened. We had planned this girl’s day… it was either the second or third time we’d done that, and they were my absolute favorite days. We went to the spa. I remember the smell of the lavender and the massage oil and feeling like I was just so fancy… we got home and…”

Eve took a deep breath. Pearl came over and sat next to her.

“We got home and we were attacked. Stern’s guys decided that they needed to keep Mom from testifying and they took me too. We were held for almost two weeks and they tortured her. It didn’t really matter though. They just wanted to keep her away from the bench. They were going to kill us. I blocked a lot of it out. Darkness and concrete mostly. But I remember the day they found us. I remember Sheriff Castro breaking down the door and shining the flashlight in and thinking that he was going to be the guy to kill us. But he got us out of there. He risked everything and spent days and hours hunting us down to get me and Mom out. He was a county sheriff and the municipal police were annoyed that he had even gotten involved. But he had a brother that had gotten involved with Stern and… I don’t know… you know when things become personal… for Stern, and Mom too, that was definitely the case. I really think he loved her as much as he hated her. He didn’t want to kill her or he would have done it right away instead of questioning her about her testimony and how she infiltrated for two weeks while they fed me corn and Wonderbread.

“They put us in witness protection. All of us. At first, we went to Florida. We stayed there for maybe ten years? Mom couldn’t testify, but they had enough with her wire to charge and prosecute. It killed her to not be there though. It killed her to not be a cop anymore too. She had to parade as a government Safety Officer and every night she came home a little bit sadder than the last. It was hard. We all struggled. I didn’t have any friends because they all thought I was weird for not telling them anything about where I came from.

“I told them all I was from San Francisco and then one of them started asking all these questions and I just went quiet and didn’t really talk to anyone after that. I was too scared. When I turned eighteen, Mom got a letter. She knew right away it was from him. And God, she wasn’t scared or sad. She was ecstatic. She wanted to be back in it, even though the letter was laced with threats that Stern knew where she was and as soon as he got out, he was coming for her. Dad called it in even though Mom told him not to. They moved us here. Nobody, not even Elijah Stern, would find us in Chesapeake Valley. And it was good for a little while. Mom liked it a lot better here than she did Florida. She started helping out at the school and found a love for coaching sports there. I went off to college and then the NSA. Got the job in my last year of school and actually had to do all my classes remotely. Mom was living through me and she absolutely loved hearing about my job. We would have these long talks on the phone. She told me that I was doing everything right and she would always have some type of mindful quote that fit whatever I was going through…

“And then…” Eve had to stop. Pearl nudged her hand and she gave her a pat. Roman had not dropped his gaze once. His brown eyes were locked onto her, and he was listening even to the spaces between her words.

“And then, eight years ago, I got a call. Stern had found her on the soccer field. Not him… but one of his guys picked her up in a van outside. They killed her and dropped her body outside of town. Just like that. There was no torture that time. Stern had gotten out of prison a year before that. I don’t know how he found her. They don’t really know how he killed her. They made it seem like an OD when she had never touched a drug in her life…”

“Jesus,” Roman muttered.

“I didn’t know what to do. Dad was all alone. Mom was… I was working out of Washington but had just gotten that contract to go to Dubai. Dad wanted me to go. He said it would be good to get away from all of this for a while so I did. I avoided all of it. I didn’t want to… I couldn’t deal with it. After everything had finally been sorted, after everything had finally been okay again, he just took it all back. He killed her because he wanted to. He could have just gone on doing… but he had to find her. He couldn’t let her be happy.”

Eve pushed through the tears. She couldn’t remember the last time she had told the story in full or if she ever actually had. Witness protection kept her quiet for years and she didn’t mind it. She had never been good at talking about herself and it had given her the perfect excuse. But she trusted Roman. In some ways, she felt like she needed him. He was a big part of the reason she wanted to stay there. Despite all the paranoia working inside her, she trusted the man across the bistro table.

He was processing, still nodding even though she had stopped talking.

“The p-p-past is the past,” Francis said. He was leaning on the counter with his head down so they were just looking at his hat.

“It’s not,” Eve said. “You should have moved after that happened with Mom. They told you to.”

“He got what he wanted,” Francis replied.

“He didn’t get me,” Eve said.

“If h-he… he’s not going to, Eve,” he said.

“You don’t know that, Dad,” she said. “He’s incredibly dangerous and well-connected. He takes things personally. He hunted down Mom after seventeen years!”

She stood and faced him.

“B-b... because! Because she wanted him to!”

“Dad. Don’t say that.”

“You don’t know the whole story.”

“Tell me then.”

“N-No. The past should stay where it is. There’s no use in us dwelling on it.”

“She’s my mother.” Eve shook her head. “I deserve to know.”

“No. You only want to know because you c-can’t stand not knowing but trust me, Evie, you are better off,” he said.

Eve rolled her eyes. She wanted to pick up a plate and smash it. She had just exposed everything about her life and her father was telling her it had holes that he wouldn’t, even though he knew how, fill in. He was firm. He had that same look on his face that he had when she was a kid. The decision was made. It was final. Push it and you’re grounded.

“I’m a full-grown woman,” she said. “We’ve always had different perspectives on this.”

“I never wanted you to stay in that,” he said. “It’s too dangerous. And Heyner… knows that. I… I can’t believe he called you. You should really think about w-what you want to do next.”

She said, “I will.”

She started gathering her things in a huff. “Come on, Pearl.”

Since when had her father had insider information about this case? And why had he never mentioned it before? It was his own way of protecting her, but Eve wasn’t there when her mother died. Maybe there was more to it. Maybe somebody in this town knew if Dad wasn’t going to tell her.

“So… he knows where you are?” Roman asked, half-frozen in his chair.

“Who?”

“This Stern guy,” he said.

“I don’t know,” she said. “He knew she was here.”

“It wouldn’t be hard for him to find out and know that you’re the sheriff. That’s public record.”

“Exactly,” she said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked.

“I ran for sheriff because I wanted to help Chesapeake Valley.”

“And because it puts a target on your head?”

“I’m not scared of Elijah Stern,” she said.

Francis sighed and huffed. He turned away from both of them.

She said, “You don’t understand.”

“I’m trying to,” Roman said. He stood up and made to grab her arm but second-guessed it. “I want you to be safe.”

“I am,” she said.

“I’m here,” he said. “I’m here for you. No matter what.”

Eve nodded. She didn’t show it on her face or in her body, but that phrase did put her somewhat at ease. She hated to admit that she needed help or protection but they were right. Elijah Stern did know where she was and she had been banking on that. A huge ex-military guy in her corner was of more use to her than just being a great kisser. Plus, he wasn’t running away. He seemed to actually care, and care even more after telling him where she came from. She put out a hand and squeezed his forearm.

She said, “Thank you.”

Roman tucked one of her hairs behind her ears and said, “We will fix this.”

She took a breath, looked out the window to Main Street, and said, “Yes, I will.”
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Elijah Stern

It was a sweltering day. The warehouse wasn’t air conditioned. He had asked several times for more fans to be brought in, but nearly everyone around him was slow and incompetent. They had a few box fans set up by the doors and windows, attempting to blow the hot air out. They clinked with every rotation so he had set up a Bluetooth speaker to blast some oldies. Frankie Valli and the Four Seasons. One of his favorites. His mother had loved it. He remembered that New York apartment when she had cracked open cans of beans for breakfast, singing along to “Who Loves You” off the neighbor’s radio. He whistled to it now, making the best of the situation, like she would have done.

“Where’s the shipment from Ohio?” he asked. His feet were up on the desk and he clicked a pen onto a stack of papers.

“They’re delayed. Big storm up there,” Liza said. “Should be here on Thursday.”

“Where’s it headed after that?”

“Washington,” she said.

“Good. They need it up there. I’ve been getting way too many calls,” he said. “Calls I shouldn’t be getting. Calls that you should be answering. I don’t know when I became my own secretary.”

“I’ll make sure it gets taken care of,” she said. Liza almost never smiled. She had to have a severe looking face to get by in their business, as a woman. She had clearly been young and beautiful once, but she had come over from Romania and left that behind. She wore no makeup except red lipstick on her lips. Elijah speculated that that was her power move, reminding those around her that she had sexual prowess if she wanted to use it. She had been working with Elijah for six years and she had been incredibly useful and reliable. Organized. Efficient. Nice body. She had proved herself time and time again.

“Good girl,” he said. Just to bring her down a peg.

Liza nodded firmly, not letting it show on her face that what he said bothered her, but he knew it had.

Elijah grinned.

He was dabbing at the sweat on his forehead when he heard voices at the side door. Sounded like Jeremy was arguing with someone. It took a couple of moments before a large bald man and a man with slicked black hair and a wide grin pushed into the warehouse with Jeremy at their heels.

“Cleveland Cohen…” Jeremy said. “And…”

“Benson,” Cohen said. “Jim Benson.”

“I remember,” Elijah said.

“Geez. Temperature in here?” Cohen asked. “How do you guys survive?”

“Very effectively,” he replied.

“Can’t be good for the product…”

“It’s a dry heat. This is West Texas, son. Nothing for you to worry about.”

“Lots for me to worry about actually…”

“Right. What the hell are you doing here, Cleveland?”

Cohen stopped in front of the desk so he could admire the bottom of Elijah’s boots. Benson stepped up next to him and crossed his arms, peering over his shoulder at Jeremy, daring him to make a move. As if they didn’t have enough semi-automatics to put Benson and Cohen on the ground in seconds.

“We… Well…” Cohen stuttered. He didn’t look good. On the few times Elijah had interacted with him, he had usually been in some sort of ostentatious shirt and it had at least been pressed. Today, it was stained with sweat and the bottoms of his pants were ladened with mud.

“What happened?” Elijah asked. “Spit it out.”

“Eve Wicker happened.”

Elijah scowled.

“Jane Petrov’s kid?”

Cohen said, “I think so.”

“Should’ve killed her when we had the chance…” Elijah said.

“She’s run us out of town,” Cohen continued. “You remember that redhead I hired last year? She was running some product for us across state lines. Crazy eyes? A bit of an attitude problem.”

“Not really…”

“She’s turned in a bunch of internal documents…”

“Excuse me?”

“Ledgers.”

“Our ledgers?”

“Some of my sports bets too.”

Elijah sighed, smirked and shook his head. “What exactly do you want me to do about this?”

“Well, we… we don’t have any place to go now, sir. We couldn’t have stayed in Chesapeake Valley. She would’ve taken us in and we’d be in custody right now if it wasn’t for the tip.”

“Tip?”

“Georgia isn’t all the way out.”

“Who?”

“The redhead.”

Elijah dropped his feet from the desk.

“I don’t care, Cleveland,” he said and stood up. “I really don’t care.”

He came around the desk. Benson straightened up. For a moment, Elijah thought that he was about to put himself between Cohen and him, but he looked him over and side-stepped instead. Elijah barely came up to the man’s shoulder. Cohen was taller than him too but a skinnier, piddly worm. Plus, neither of them was packing. They wouldn’t have come into his warehouse with weapons on them. Jeremy would have made sure, and if he hadn’t, it was all of their heads.

He tapped his pen on the palm of his hand and said, “What do you expect me to do about your mistakes?”

“We just need a place to stay for a little while. Lay low and then… and then we’ll take on whatever jobs you need. We can transport or I can set up a betting center here… start bringing in some more income.”

“More income? You think your loss even makes a dent?” Elijah laughed. “You were stupid, trusting a girl like that with that much information. You should’ve let yourself get caught.”

“She helped us too!”

“She helped an officer open an active case on us with my name on it.”

“Not your name directly…” Cleveland murmured.

That was it. This man had come into his property, begging for what? Clemency? Housing? The audacity of it made Elijah laugh but below the surface, he couldn’t believe the indignation of the man standing in front of him. What did he expect? A comforting pat on the shoulder and cash for a hotel and taxi? Elijah flipped the pen in his hand and before Benson could even unwrap his hands, he stabbed the pen into Cohen’s shoulder.

Cohen breathed in sharply. Elijah twisted the pen and pushed it farther in, the squish of skin and blood.

“You may have exposed all of us,” Elijah leaned in, “put us all in danger for the sake of some dispensable girl.”

He pushed the pen in until the cap popped off and hit the cement ground. Cohen’s face had gone white and his mouth was hanging open, gurgling and trying to find words through the pain.

“If you let love rule your life, you lose all control. It takes over everything, including your judgment. It’s never worth it. Women listen so well. I know. They listen with such intent and curiosity and when you let those walls down, you feel comforted. Like you’ve always wanted to feel. You finally have a place to lay down your head. But then they slip away and your head smashes onto the concrete below. What do you have left? A concussion. Regret. And a loss of control caused only by you. Because she didn’t tell you to lay your head down. You just did because you felt safe. And as soon as you feel safe, that’s the time that you’re most in danger, Cleveland. A lonely heart is a safe one.”

Elijah grabbed Cohen’s neck and pulled him to the ground with one hand.

Liza watched on with a nonchalant stare. Benson was frozen, watching his boss taken to his knees, a trail of blood making its way down Cohen’s arm and dripping off his finger.

“I’ll keep him,” Elijah said, nodding at Benson. “We need some more muscle around here.”

“You, Cleveland,” he continued. “Find yourself a nice hotel and use up your savings while you think about your actions.”

“P-please…” Cohen struggled. “I don’t know what you want.”

“When a snake is threatened, they don’t always bare fangs and attack. Sometimes, they vomit. It’s easier for them to run away if they’re not digesting. Fix this. Get that oversized value meal out of your stomach because it’s stopping you from running.”

Elijah kicked Cohen in the torso and he let out a hiss of pain before falling onto his side.

“Get him out of here,” Elijah murmured.

Liza snapped at Jeremy and Jeremy dragged Cleveland Cohen out, his shirt pulling up and exposing his back, scrapping it along the concrete. Elijah really felt like he had barely touched him. He needed to eat some protein or hit some weights. He was too weak. He supposed that was why he was more of a bookkeeper, but he had brought in some good business. He had organized some effective supply lines but everyone became useless eventually. Still, there had been a surprise in this visit; Jane’s daughter had finally revealed herself.

“Liza,” Elijah called as he sat back down. She was speaking to Benson in a hushed voice, orienting him. Stand by the door. Look as big as possible. Don’t talk out of turn and don’t make mistakes unless you want office supplies stuck in you.

Her heels clicked over to the desk.

“Jeremy took him to his car,” she said. “He had the plates swapped.”

“So he’s not going to lead anyone here?”

“Unlikely,” she said. “But not impossible. We should clear out as soon as possible.”

“Get us a room somewhere. Somewhere nice. I’m tired of the drab cement… Somewhere with a spa. I need a massage.”

She nodded.

“And do me another favor, darling,” he said. “Find out all you can about Sheriff Eve Wicker.”

“Did I hear you right? Jane Petrov’s daughter?”

“How would you know anything about that? Before you were working with us, surely…”

“I did my research on you.”

“Well, that’s flattering.”

She smiled. He could tell she was being withholding.

He asked, “And? What did you find out?”

“Detective Jane Petrov put you in prison.”

“Put me? Put me?” he laughed. “No. She dressed up in a bedazzled push-up bra and thong and got me drunk, is what she did. She whispered to me on late nights in a private booth and twirled her blonde hair… fluttered her eyelashes… until she got what she needed. I allowed them to arrest me because my lawyer assured me that whatever she had on tape wouldn’t hold up in court. But like Cleveland, what an utter disappointment.”

“You spent almost sixteen years in prison…” she said.

“Thank you very much for the reminder.” He pulled a cigarette out of his pocket and lit it. The sweat was soaking through his clothes. He needed a shower. He hated the feeling of being dirty.

“And when you got out, you went after her,” she continued. “You never forgot about her.”

“Of course not. How could I?”

“She was a small piece in the entire case,” she replied.

“She wasn’t. She was the whole damn pie.”

Liza nodded and straightened up. She pulled out her phone, looked at the screen, put it down, looked at it again.

“You seem like you want to ask something else…” he murmured. “Just spit it out, Liza.”

“Two things… that redhead Cohen was talking about. She sounds like a major liability. Should I send someone up to Chesapeake Valley to check it out?”

“Good idea. Yes. Send someone up to that piddly little mountain town and see what they can do about her.”

“Noted,” she said, tapping on her phone.

“What’s the other thing?”

“Well… it’s more of a curiosity…” She trailed off, her eastern European accent coming through on the last word.

Elijah waited.

She looked at him with a deep stare and asked, “Were you in love with her?”

How easy it would have been to lie. Honesty wasn’t the best policy. The question was innocuous. What did it matter how he had felt? Or how he still felt? That Jane had been the only woman that had ever made him nervous, that had seen through his words and into his core. The only woman that had ever made him feel like there was even a possibility to lay his head down.

“Of course,” he said. “Of course I was.”
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Roman Marek

Jules leaned on the gate. It squeaked and he pulled on the chain connecting the two sides.

“No wonder he got through here.” He jangled the chain. “This needs twice the reinforcement. You need to bring the poles closer together now.”

“It’s on the list…”

Roman showed him the barn too, including the hole in the ceiling and in the feeding trough. That was an easy fix. A bit of wood and nails. It wouldn’t take long.

“Well, you got the supplies?” Jules asked.

“In the shed,” Roman said. “Probably have enough.”

Jules walked between the cattle and gave a heifer a pat on the snout. “Let’s get down to it then.”

“I know you got to get going,” Roman said. “I got some work to do at the house too.”

“Well, let’s do what’s in front of us first.”

He pointed up to the hole through which they could clearly see wispy clouds passing through a blue sky.

Jules worked on the trough and Roman got the ladder to work on the ceiling. As expected, it didn’t take them long. They had spent days and weeks patching the house and barn back home. Once the trough was fixed, Roman could move the cattle back to their appropriate stables and they were thankful for it, piling back mouthfuls of hay after over an hour of grazing.

“What else?” Jules stood up. He had taken his shirt off despite the cool spring wind and Roman couldn’t help but be a bit jealous of his young, easy body. It had been easy to keep in shape back then. Now, everything hurt.

“My backdoor lock,” Roman said.

Jules laughed. “I noticed that. I mean who needs locks up in the mountains?”

“Me, apparently.”

“You had a target on your head.”

Roman nodded. “You seem in better spirits today.”

“I thought of all the things I was gonna say. All the heads I was gonna smash on that drive over here. I thought about it so much that it just lit a fire inside so hot… I didn’t even know why it was burning anymore. I was just mad. Mad that I lost her in this way. I’m still mad.”

“You’ll learn to control it. It won’t go away. It’ll be there. But you’ll learn how to not punch random people in the face at some point.”

“Oh good…” Jules murmured. “I don’t remember you getting mad. Like ever.”

“Sure, I did. But again, I controlled it. The Marines taught me that.”

“Maybe it’s my turn then…”

“What?”

“To enlist.”

Roman raised an eyebrow. He rubbed his hands on his jeans and said, “Really?”

“Well, what else am I going to do now? It’d be a good distraction.”

Roman thought of Eve and her mother. The way she had escaped to Dubai after her death. It seemed like she had put off her grief for years, like she was still putting it off.

“Don’t avoid how you feel.” Roman clamped a hand on his shoulder. “You’d be one fine soldier, Jules. But don’t run away from what happened here.”

“I won’t if you don’t.”

“I’m not.”

“Come on. You’re burying yourself with distractions too…”

Roman lowered his gaze.

“That sheriff seems to be keeping you mighty distracted,” Jules added.

“Shut up,” Roman said.

“I don’t blame you. She is a looker. She looks like Blake Lively.”

“She’s also incredibly smart and perceptive.”

“Every man loves a ‘perceptive’ woman.”

“I do.”

“Diana wasn’t perceptive.”

“No. She wasn’t.”

Jules sighed and looked down at his boots. He bit down on his lip to stop it from trembling. Roman grabbed him again and pulled him into a hug. His brother patted his back and there was a slight damp spot on Roman’s shirt when he pulled away.

“It’ll get easier,” Roman said.

“Let’s go do that damn lock.”

Despite Jules body and overall shape, he clearly hadn’t been doing enough cardio because he struggled with the hike up to Roman’s cabin. He had been staying over and Roman had let him use the ATV, but this time, they parked the trucks at the bottom and went on foot. Roman had to slow his pace several times to allow Jules to catch up, breathing heavily, sweat dripping.

“Good God,” he said when they reached the park ranger cabin. “How much farther?”

“Not much. But more elevation.”

“My quads, man.”

“Push it, Marek. We got places to be.”

He smacked his brother on the back, a bit too hard, and kept pushing up. That motivated Jules enough to jog up next to him and work his way through the damp ground until they got to the edge of the property. The A-frame cabin sat waiting for them and Roman couldn’t help it. He had to do a perimeter. He had always done this because of his military training but now, he had to do it, searching for the shadows of Travis Wate and his victims.

Jules took a moment to stand at the edge of the dropoff, overseeing the pine trees and the town below.

He yelled out, “I see why you like it here!”

Roman let Karu out of his kennel and he came bounding out, nearly tackling Jules.

“Suur Karu!” he shouted.

Great Bear.

Jules rough-housed the German Shepherd and they both went to the ground. They got covered in mud and grass. Karu nipped at Jules and Jules got him in a soft headlock, rustling his ears and fur. It would have been hard to guess that Jules had lost his girlfriend days ago. He was masking it well, as most of the Marek boys had been taught to do. Jules had said that he had never seen Roman angry when Roman had been the most furious living at home, weaving between the drunken escapades of their father. But he had always kept it underneath. Even still, he was probably one of the best of their family at expressing himself. He couldn’t remember ever seeing Martin crack a smile, let alone laugh.

Diana, in many ways, had taught him how to open up, and he was thankful to her for that. She would say, “Just say what you feel.” As if it was that easy. And though he couldn’t do that with his sadness, with his anger, he felt capable of doing it with love and affection. He wondered if Jules had expressed those things to her. But it was best not to wonder. The resentment was there, underneath all those thoughts, and he didn’t want to bring that back up and into his brother’s face right now. Because when Jules had first gone behind his back with his fiancée, Roman could have killed him.

They both pushed it all away to work together. Roman worked on the inside of the door and Jules worked on the outside. Karu napped in a sunny spot nearby, occasionally lifting his head to smell the wind, and to watch their calloused hands labor in the new lock and knobs.

They tested it. Roman closed the door. Jules yanked on it with all of his strength. Roman yelled, “Good?” through the wood and Jules replied, “Firm!”

As they sat at the kitchen table and drank from two ceramic mugs, Roman could smell the stink emanating from both of them.

“You should shower before you go,” Roman said. “You’re gonna pass out in an enclosed space.”

Jules chuckled. “I’ll take a rinse if you’re okay with it.”

“There’s a stream nearby I like to dip in to but it’d be too cold still.”

“You got a real good thing going here…”

“Aside from the murders on my property… yeah…”

“Well if that hadn’t happened, you wouldn’t have met that g—the sheriff.”

“Are you ‘everything happens for a reason’-ing me?”

“No. I don’t think I really believe in that. Mom didn’t believe in that either. Things happen as a result of our actions and choices.”

“Right. If I hadn’t thrown Travis out all those years ago, he probably would have found someone else to hyperfixate on.”

“If he hadn’t been so weird to Nat…”

“How is she doing? Does she know?”

“You should call her,” Jules said.

“You guys talk?”

“Sure. Sometimes. She stays away from the ranch nowadays…”

“She could run that place but she doesn’t want to.”

“I know.”

They both sipped their coffee. Jules drained his cup and stood up from his stool.

“It’s about that time,” he said.

“You going to be okay?” Roman asked.

“Yeah… Yeah, I think so.”

That was the most he would get, and it was enough. Jules would get through this. Roman would get through this. They were on the other side now. Well, at least Jules was. Roman wasn’t sure what was to come next with Eve and with this town and he could accept that predictability was out of his power.

After Jules rinsed off the sweat and the mud, Karu came to lick his fingers and Roman brought him in for another hug.

“You want a ride down the mountain?” Roman asked.

“No. It’s good for me. It’s a nice day. Long drive ahead.”

“You tell everyone I say hello.”

Jules twisted his face and said, “Come visit us, Roman. Mom misses you.”

He replied, “When things settle down here, I will.”

“You know that won’t happen. Now that you’re twisted up with a cop.”

Roman laughed. “I like it that way.”

He watched Jules go until he was nothing but a dark spot on the mountain pass. Karu sat next to him and nudged at his hand when he didn’t move for several moments. He was thinking of the story that Eve had told him and all she and her family had been through. What had happened in the past week seemed to pale in comparison to the chaos they had gone through at the hands of that felon. He had lost an ex to murder, but to lose a mother in that way… Roman didn’t know how he would process such a thing. And based on what he had learned, Eve was antagonizing the man. It seemed like she wanted him to find her. He wouldn’t put it past her because if he was in her shoes, he would do the exact same thing.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

The bow string pulled back. The arrow flew forward. Schink. It pierced the aluminum can and stuck it to a tree behind the stump it was sitting on. Another came flying right after. It hit the next can. This one fell to the muddy ground. One more. The arrow sailed and hit the last can. Not one falter.

“Wow…” Eve said. “You’re pretty good at that.”

Roman shrugged and said, “It’s just a lot of practice.”

“Karu!” he whistled.

The German Shepherd barked and barreled towards the discarded cans. He picked one up in his mouth and returned it to Roman’s feet, the arrow sticking out of the metal. Pearl trailed behind him, trying to figure out the game that they were playing but a little hesitant around the bow and arrows.

“Everything’s clear,” Eve said.

“With Travis? The case?”

“Yup. It’s closed,” she said.

“I’m scot-free?”

“Of course you are. You had me on your side,” she said.

“Of course!” He grinned. “That means it’s your turn.”

He gestured the bow to her.

“Uh no…” she said. “I prefer guns. Besides, I just got out of the sling. Probably not good for a fractured wrist.”

“Oh come on…” he said. “You’ll be fine. If it hurts, we can stop.”

“You go one more time,” she said.

“Don’t you use your charisma tactics on me,” he muttered.

She laughed. “Tactics? You ever think maybe I’m just charismatic?”

“Everything’s a tactic when you’re a cop.”

“Is that really how you think of me?”

“What, that you’re a hot cop?”

“Wow so much better…” she crossed her arms. “Can Karu stack the cans too?”

“That I have yet to teach him…” he said.

They reset with new cans and gathered the arrows. Pearl managed to get a can in her mouth but then immediately spat it back out. Eve picked up the broken can and tossed it into a large bin at the side of Roman’s cabin. It was a damp day but the sun had tried to break through several times. The ground was thick with moisture but almost all of the snow and ice was gone. The crime tape where Diana Greer’s body had once been was removed and the blood had soaked back into the foothills.

This time, Roman set up five cans and knocked them all down so fast that Eve would have missed it if she didn’t have her eyes tracking him. Every movement was refined and trained. Every muscle moved like it was meant to. When he pulled back the bow, his whole shoulder seemed to ripple under his dampened t-shirt. But she saw in his face that same expression she had seen before he had shot Travis Wate. The stoic bearing of a soldier. Prepared to take orders. Prepared to do anything to protect his country.

It made her heart race and her mind go quiet.

“You okay?” he asked as he huffed back towards her with this crop of arrows gathered in his fist.

“Yeah… you just get a little intense when you do that,” she said.

“Right. My commander always used to say that too. He called it ‘Marek Mode.’”

“Oh I like that.”

“Your face always manages to stay beautiful,” he said. “I could just watch you think for hours.”

Eve laughed and blushed. “Should I be worried about you watching me sleep?”

“If you would stay over, yeah probably,” he said.

“You know I want to take things slow.”

“I know. I get it. I do. I just…” he looked out at the cabin. “When I bought this place, I knew it was going to force me to be alone. Just me and Karu and the trees. I never thought I would even have the opportunity to share this place with someone. It’s so overwhelmingly beautiful. And to share it with someone who is not only as overwhelmingly beautiful as the mountains but who’s twice as smart as me and sees me for who I am… I can’t help but think about it. About watching you sleep. Watching you drink coffee. Helping you work through all of those thoughts that are working the gears behind your eyes. After Diana, I thought I was going to be alone and I wanted it to be that way. I didn’t want to be bothered and I didn’t want to bother anyone.”

“What changed?”

“You did. As soon as I saw you, I wasn’t worried about what I was being accused of… of whose body was on my mountain… I wasn’t even worried about being alone. I was only worried about you and your safety. I wanted to keep you safe. I want to keep you safe.”

“You can’t, Roman…” Eve said softly. “In my job, it’s impossible.”

“I will do everything in my power. If there’s a wall in your way, I’ll tear it down. If someone comes at you, I’ll come at them tenfold. If you tell me you’re tired, I’ll find you a pillow. I’m not going away, Eve.”

“I know…”

They were just words. Romantic words but just words. He had shown her with his actions that he meant what he said, but how could she just let herself become a puddle in his arms? He was ready to not be alone anymore, but she wasn’t sure if she was. Her job and her family had been her only focus for so long.

“I believe you,” she said. “I don’t want you to go anywhere.”

He pulled her into his chest. She could feel the coolness of the bow against her back and the warmth of his heartbeat on her cheek.

“No one’s gonna hurt you,” he said.

And she wanted to believe him so badly about that too. But she couldn’t. Not just her but this entire town was in danger. But in that moment, she let herself sink into him. She wrapped both arms around his huge frame and settled into his chest for several moments. The wind moved through the trees. The smell of pine and sap filled the air. A light spatter of rain hit their skin but they didn’t budge. The dogs barked but they held each other tighter and tighter, both knowing that safety was a bubble, an illusion outside of their feelings. But they could be safe, in that moment. They could lean into each other. Eve hadn’t felt that before. True safety with another person. Normally, she was sure it would have scared her, but she felt so calm. She never wanted to let him go. Letting him go meant back to reality, back to Chesapeake Valley, back to phone calls and interrogations, back to runaways, liars and violence. Letting him go would pop the bubble, and she wanted to stay in that bubble for a little while longer.

“Okay…” he whispered. He looked down at her and grabbed her chin. “Your turn.”

“Fine.”

She opened up her hand and he passed her the bow. It was much heavier than she expected. He showed her the proper stance first and where to put her hands and fingers. Pulling back the string was like lifting a barbell. It was way too heavy for her and Roman had to adjust the bow’s drawback weight. He stood behind her and helped her pull back the string and let it go. Again. No arrow. Pull it back. Let it go. Feel the string in your fingers. Anchor up. Shoulders back. The string should almost scrape your skin.

“Good…” Roman whispered in her ear from behind. “Just like that.”

It sent a shiver through her entire body.

He left her there and stacked the cans for her. They started closer up and she missed the first one. The arrow stuck in the dirt about six feet from where she’d shot.

She laughed. “Was that right?”

“You dropped your shoulder. Reset,” he said.

“Okay, coach.”

She took a step back. She listened to his advice and settled down. She breathed in. Visualize success, he had said. She let it all go. Schink. The arrow pierced the can so hard that the aluminum almost split all the way in two.

“Ha!” Eve exclaimed.

“You’re a natural!” Roman jogged over to the can and arrow and held them both up and over his head. “Eve Wicker, destroyer of cans!”

Eve laughed and dropped the weight of the bow. Her arms were already tired. He had made this whole thing look so effortless. Not just the bow but the way he treated her, the way he had just known immediately how he felt and what he wanted from her. It was terrifying and exciting. But being loved wasn’t the same as being understood and though every day she felt they were getting closer, sharing her story with him had helped, she didn’t feel grasped by him yet. She hadn’t felt grasped by anyone. If he was willing to be patient and keep trying, she would let him. She would try too. To let her walls down. To be vulnerable. To tell him how she really felt. To come out of the darkness and into a light that wasn’t just her own but that belonged to the people around her. Eve realized that she could put trust in others. Not most, but her father, Sharon, Roman. Pearl. She had to try. Because when Elijah Stern came, she would need the ones she could rely on. She would need to put her ego and vengeance aside to see the path forward, one that led to true justice for Mom.

“I want to show you something,” Roman said.

He pointed to a tree near the dropoff, and then to a tree stand about 15 feet up.

“You gotta check out the view,” he said. “You can see all of the town from there.”

“And how exactly do I get up there?”

“You climb. You can shoot a bow now. You can climb a tree.”

Eve said, “But do I want to climb a tree?”

“Yes, you do. Trust me, it’s worth it.”

Eve sighed and thought: Eat your internal words.

She braced herself at the bottom of the pine and got her boot on the first branch. Roman helped stabilize her at the bottom. It took her several minutes to get out of his reach. With his height, he could support her until she was halfway up. The protection of the trees fell away and it was much cooler, the wind pushing at her back and arms. It was a test of her upper body strength on the last pull as she gathered herself on to the handmade tree stand. It was sturdy but narrow and she wondered just how well Roman fit on this thing.

But Roman was right, it was worth it.

She could see everything from the tree stand. The mountain trails going down to the parking lot, the park ranger station along the way. She could see the highway, curving around to the Red Rock Inn and all of its red-roofed buildings. On the other end, it looped to the industrial area and Roman’s ranch. The movie theater and the church steeple both hovered above the town and off to the west, alongside the abandoned scaffolding that had once belonged to the mines. The Kingman Funeral Home stood out with its bright pastels and the sun came out to illuminate the Easter yellow trim. She could even make out the chess tables at Mountainside Park. She pushed herself to get to her feet and to stand on the seat.

“Careful!” Roman called from below.

But Eve stood against the wind and stared out over Chesapeake Valley. And in that moment, it didn’t feel like she was the sheriff, responsible for the sixteen even streets of the town below. She belonged to it and it to her. It was responsible for her, just like it had been responsible for her father and her mother. It would not fail her this time. She would do everything she could to protect and be protected. This was an ebb and flow. If the town didn’t feel safe, she wouldn’t either. Maybe that was why she had felt that bubble earlier, with Roman, because at least temporarily, the town was safe. She knew that the struggle would now be to keep it that way. But one step at a time, case by case, suspect by suspect, enemy by enemy, Eve would find a way. She had to. There was no other choice but to fight back and stand strong in the face of absolute fear. Because even standing now, she was terrified. It wasn’t just the idea of a new relationship but the idea of old ones that scared her. It wasn’t just the wind but the cold that enveloped her chest and neck. It wasn’t just the paths in the foothills carved out below but the spaces between them, waiting to be trekked. But if she was fearful, she would do as Mom always used to say. Do it scared. Do it nervous. Do it worried. Because if something as intangible as fear could stop her, anything could.
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First off, a huge thank you for diving into THE GIRL IN TOWN and sticking with me all the way to the end. I’ve been dreaming up this book for months, and let me tell you, I had so much fun mapping out every nook and cranny of Chesapeake Valley—literally! I even sketched out the town’s layout, right down to the streets, just to make sure everything felt as real and lived-in as possible.

When it came to the story, I couldn’t resist weaving in some of my favorite elements: the cozy small-town vibes, the sparks of a romance that starts with a little friction, and the thrill of a mystery with danger lurking in the shadows. I hope you enjoyed it all and are craving for even more.

There's always more happening in the Valley, and I’m excited to give you a peek into what’s coming next! The next book, THE LOST CHILDREN, takes you even deeper into Eve Wicker’s world as she faces one of the most haunting cases yet. When a foster home is tragically burned to the ground with no survivors, Eve is thrown into a mystery that hits far too close to home. With the town reeling from the horrific act, and Eve’s own past demons resurfacing, she’ll have to navigate false leads, a house full of lies, and confront the darkest sides of humanity. THE LOST CHILDREN will be out very soon, and I hope you’ll join me for this next adventure!

I’m so grateful for your support, which allows me to keep writing every day. As an indie author, I rely on readers like you to help spread the word. If you enjoyed this book, it would mean the world to me if you could take a moment to leave a review or recommend it to a fellow book lover. Your feedback and recommendations make it possible for me to keep telling these stories and reaching new readers. Every review, whether it’s a few words or a longer reflection, makes a huge difference. So, thank you in advance for your support!

Just a few seconds of your time is all it takes!

By the way, if you find any typos or want to reach out to me, feel free to email me at egray@ellegraybooks.com

Yours truly,

Elle Gray
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Loved the book? Don't miss out on future reads! Join my newsletter and receive updates on my latest releases, insider content, and exclusive promos. Plus, as a thank you for joining, you'll get a FREE copy of my book Deadly Pursuit!

Deadly Pursuit follows the story of Paxton Arrington, a police officer in Seattle who uncovers corruption within his own precinct. With his career and reputation on the line, he enlists the help of his FBI friend Blake Wilder to bring down the corrupt Strike Team. But the stakes are high, and Paxton must decide whether he's willing to risk everything to do the right thing.

Claiming your freebie is easy! Click HERE and sign up with your email!

Want more ways to stay connected? Follow me on Facebook and Instagram or sign up for text notifications by texting "blake" to 844-552-1368. Thanks for your support and happy reading!
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