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Tom Lacy

Tom had just touched down on planet Zorion. No way he was here right now. This was his favorite planet from his favorite video game. There were massive craters of spattered green rock with machine guns affixed to the side of them. Metal rods were screwed into the outside of the crater, reaching up high into a pale red sky. It was one of the Union Federation’s scaffolding watchtowers. Tom expected these would be everywhere if he was actually on Zorion and not dreaming. The ground shifted. Like an earthquake had hit. Tom tried to get the attention of a fully armed soldier who didn’t seem to have the ability to see him. He could see the treetops of the distant jungle where the Zaergytes would be hiding in the bushes, waiting to ambush U.F. soldiers on sight. Maybe he could go there. He tried to run, but he didn’t go anywhere.

He smelled smoke.

He turned around.

Nothing was on fire. Not yet. No Zaergytes were attacking.

Tom sniffed. He looked up into the sky. There were seven moons. The sky was painted with a rainbow cloud of stars. He wanted to live here. He wanted to scale one of the craters, slide into it, and bury himself in the darkness at the bottom.

“Tom!”

His brother’s voice whispered.

“Tom!”

The rainbow clouds split into Easton’s face. He was shaking Tom’s shoulders, gripping him so hard that he left red marks.

“Ouch!” Tom said as he sat up and looked at his arm. He immediately started to cough.

“Shush!” Easton put a hand over his mouth. Tom could feel his eyes immediately start to water, and his cheeks swelling. The cough was going to explode out of him. The whole ceiling was covered in a layer of black. Something was burning. It wasn’t Zaergytes. Tom wasn’t on Zorion. He was in his foster home, and it was on fire.

Tom tried to stifle the burning in his throat, and Easton slowly lowered his hand.

“We’re gonna go, but we don’t want to wake them up…” Easton whispered.

“What! We can’t leave them here,” Tom replied.

“They would leave us here.”

“No… Mac wouldn’t! Mrs. Redding?”

Easton shook his head and yanked Tom’s arm. “Stop it. We have to go. It’s just you and me. You know that! You promised me, Tom. God damn you. You promised me!”

“Okay! Okay!” Tom said.

He didn’t want Easton to be mad at him. Last time, he hadn’t spoken to him for almost two months, and it had been actual torture. That’s why he had been dreaming about Fallgate. It was all he did nowadays. It was all he had to do.

“What about Charlie?” Tom asked.

“She’s downstairs. Waiting,” Easton said. “We gotta be quiet so they don’t wake up.”

“This feels really wrong,” Tom said.

Easton tossed a glare over his shoulder. He was getting bigger by the day, growing like crazy. He was almost two heads taller than Tom now, and his fingers were practically down to his knees. His hair was way too long and greasy. His brown eyes were threatening. This was Tom’s last chance.

Easton motioned for Tom to crouch down as they got to the hallway. Tom wanted to grab at least something as they went past his bookshelf: soccer ball? Homework? A sweater? For some reason, Tom questioned this a lot later, so he grabbed a band-aid. He knew that he had one saved away on the top shelf from a few years ago when he was eight. He had already taken it with him to two group homes, and Easton had nagged that he was never going to use it when he kept putting it back in his backpack. He grabbed it, put it in his pocket, and crouched at his knees to follow his brother.

The hallways were carpeted, with a white railing that led all the way to the staircase. The staircase was also carpeted and emptied out by the front door.

Mac and Orla’s room was completely in flames.

Tom paused.

Easton said, “Come on!”

“I don’t think we’re gonna wake them up…” Tom hissed.

He held back another cough as the smoke billowed out from the master bedroom, and flames licked the wallpaper by the bathroom.

This was one of the nicer foster homes they had been in in a while. They were just getting used to the school. Tom couldn’t believe what was happening. It was all going up in flames again.

Easton grabbed Tom’s shoulder because, apparently, he had frozen in place. Tom could feel himself being dragged down the stairs step-by-step but he was barely aware of it. He heard the sound of the fire popping through the wood and saw the edge of Mac and Orla’s bed surrounded in flames. And the feeling in his lungs. He felt that that so sharply it cut off all other sensations. The cough became too unbearable, and when they got to the bottom of the stairs, Tom let out a dozen hacks.

It didn’t provide any relief. He felt like he couldn’t breathe.

“Tom,” Easton said.

Easton was swaying from side to side. Or maybe Tom was.

Suddenly, Easton put Tom behind him, and he was just looking at his back.

“What are you doing?” Tom heard Easton say.

“Shut up,” somebody said.

Then, Easton was gone. His warmth and the feeling of his t-shirt disappeared. Tom blinked and wiped the tears from his eyes. It was black. Something had been placed over his eyes before he could see what it was. He almost welcomed the darkness. Then somebody or something hit him hard, but the impact made falling asleep come easily; Tom wanted to go back to it, and his body did too. The smoke had gotten inside him and mixed him up. This was his fault. He had coughed and got them caught. Easton was going to be so mad. If he ever spoke to him again, it was going to be just swears and insults.

And he was worried about Charlie, too. She hadn’t been with them that long, and though she was a little weird and annoying, Tom wanted her to be safe just as much as he wanted Easton to be safe. They were walking, and then they were stopped. Their shoes were ripped off, and Tom could feel pavement against the bottoms of his feet. He reached out and somehow found Charlie’s skinny arm. They were all grouped together, being pushed down the road like a rat king, which was something that Tom had read about online that could happen to rats when their tails got tangled up together. It was nice knowing they were there. He could use the bottom of his feet to feel Easton’s pulled-up socks, and he was sure it was Charlie on the other side. He could smell her cupcake body spray. It had to be her tail wrapped in his. Did that mean they were all outside? That the firemen were coming, or maybe they were already here? It didn’t taste like smoke anymore. The air was damp. It all felt cold after the heat.

He wanted to say something, but he was only half-conscious. He wanted to tell Easton and Charlie that he was sorry and that it was going to be okay because she was probably as scared as he was. He couldn’t make his mouth work. The black bag stuck to it every time he tried to open it, even a little.

Eventually, he did let himself fall asleep. Possibly, he got hit again. Tom couldn’t make out the details, but he knew that it did go black again. Maybe it was somewhere along the walk, down the ladder, in the water, in the cool damp belly of the beast, or in the craters of Zorion. Somewhere between the slapping of their bare feet, the hushed whispers of panic, and the distant crackling of a raging fire.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

It was strawberry season, and the fruit tarts laid out in even rows shined with moisture behind the glass. They looked the best she had ever seen them. She couldn’t remember the last time she had seen them so red and juicy-looking. She was just hungry. She could recognize that that was part of this. But her dad knew how to whip together a fruit tart, and he knew how to do it at the times when she both needed and didn’t need it the most.

“I gotta go,” Eve said.

Her father, Francis Wicker, raised an eyebrow at her from behind the counter.

“Can I just have… one… two, please? I’ll bring Sharon one,” she said.

“F-fine,” he said. “I’ve gotta have enough to bring to the s-s…school later.”

“What? Do you think I’m going to eat a dozen?”

He gave her a look.

“Again?” Eve added.

He chuckled and said, “You can have as many as you need, Evie. I can always make more I guess.”

“That’s not exactly slowing down, Dad.”

The ramifications of the stroke still showed in his hands and speech, but he rarely let it stop him from supplying Chesapeake Valley with every type of French pastry they could imagine. The specialty patisserie had really taken off just from Eve’s association with it. Everybody, even out-of-towners, wanted the sheriff’s father’s baked goods after what had happened in the spring. It was a prideful thing to display a box of Wicker desserts in your shop. Eve just wished the people would stop to actually taste them and understand all the skill and flavor that went into each of Dad’s creations. As much as she put into police work, she was sure he put twice into the bakery. At least in effort. Maybe not in time.

Francis put two strawberry tarts in a white box and passed them to Eve.

“If I s-slowed down, you’d… you wouldn’t get these,” he said.

“Probably be better for my overall health…”

Eve patted her stomach.

“Remember, pastries don’t count,” he said.

“I remember,” she replied. “My body doesn’t.”

Her walkie clicked on her belt and Pearl gave a quick bark from her feet. The three-legged white border collie with gray ears was waiting patiently by Eve’s side, but when the walkie went, she knew it was time to work because Pearl loved to keep just as busy as the other Wickers.

“Are you going to be home later?” Francis asked. “Or are you going up… up the mountain?”

“I’ll text you,” Eve said.

Francis pulled down his hat and scowled. He didn’t like that answer. She wasn’t sure that he liked how much time she was spending at Roman’s either. She supposed it was hard to see your only daughter gallivanting up the Rocky foothills with a 6’5” bearded mountain man. But if Roman hadn’t proved himself with all that happened three months ago, Eve didn’t know what would. He was an impressive man. But Francis wasn’t the type to be impressed by military prowess, weaponry, and a cattle ranch. If Roman could hand make a batch of macarons, he could maybe get a nod of approval.

“Good luck,” he said as she went for the door.

“Thanks, Dad.”

Pearl bolted out and went straight for the Tahoe. Eve let her in the backseat and put the tarts in the front.

The fire was on 5th Street, south of Boulder Ave, about seven blocks from the school. Firefighters had been called early in the morning before the sunrise to a complete engulfment of flames at Mrs. Redding’s group home. They were able to keep the fire isolated to just the house and the shed, but both buildings were gone.

Eve pulled up and parked.

It was like somebody had cropped out the house from the neighborhood. It was once a cream-colored two-story with cracks in the foundation and a blue roof. Now, it was a square of ash and burnt wood.

Deputy Sharon Garcia was already there. She was talking to one of the firefighters with a coffee in her hand. Her thick brown hair was pulled into a low bun and her fingers were tapping the styrofoam, like she didn’t like what she was hearing.

“Pearl,” Eve said. “Take a look around.”

Pearl barked and went to sniff the property. She did her best to stay out of all the soot and not stain her white fur. She was moving better than ever with her lost leg. The loss seemed to have barely hindered her, and both she and Eve seemed to forget about it often.

“Sheriff Wicker,” the firefighter said. He was an older man with small eyes. “Nice to meet you.”

“You too.”

“I’m Marshal Harlow. Heard a lot about you and this little town…”

“Really? You from Woodmoor?”

“That’s right. We’ve been following you up there. Those two homicides you had up here were a real doozy.”

“They were…” Eve didn’t know how to handle that kind of understatement.

“You did a great job though! Got a chip on your shoulder, hey?” he laughed.

“No… just doing my job.”

“Right. O’ course. Don’t get all mad at me, now. That was a compliment.”

“What do you think about this fire, Marshal?”

“Welp…” he turned with his hands on his hips. “I’ll tell ya that my first hunch is that it’s burnt to shit.”

“Good hunch,” Sharon said.

“I only say that because it’s going to make it hard to investigate. I’m going to need to call in some extra help. You said this was some type of halfway house, right?”

“It’s a group home. A foster home. There were three kids inside,” Sharon replied.

Marshal Harlow puffed his cheeks and let out a breath. “Very sad. This town’s been getting a lot of that, hey? It’s you all being this close to the mountains. Makes people loopy, I tell ya.”

“Two hours further puts you into the realm of safety?” Eve asked testily.

“Hey, now. Woodmoor and Monument are real towns out there.”

“Are you saying that Chesapeake Valley isn’t real?”

“Well… it’s just not on the same scale, is all. We get fires like this every day in the city.”

“Well, we don’t here,” Eve said.

“I’m gonna call in the DFPC is all I’m gonna say then,” he said. “I’m gonna take some samples to ‘em. I know a guy. He’s real good. He’ll help sort this out.”

“What about remains?”

Marshal Harlow nodded. “It adds up with the occupants of the house so far.”

Eve and Sharon exchanged glances. Eve felt sick knowing that all three foster kids were either missing or much worse, dead. She stepped off the curb, and Pearl rounded back from the house to come to her side.

“What a good pup!” Marshal Harlow scratched her ears. “This is the dog, hey? The one that the guy…?”

“Yes. Anything else we can do for you, Marshal?” Sharon asked.

“No. I’ll be in touch. Nice to meet you, ladies. You let me know if any questions come up, but we’ll be working on this out our way.”

“In the big city where people matter!” Eve shouted after him as he made his way to his truck. He gave an awkward laugh and wave.

“You couldn’t let him go,” Sharon said, shaking her head.

“He made one too many stupid comments,” Eve replied. “Come on.”

They piled into the Tahoe, keeping their eye on the site from the windows. Eve gestured for Sharon to open the white box on the passenger seat. Sharon put it onto her lap, and her face lit up as she flicked back the lid.

“No way!” She picked up a tart and held it in a ray of sun coming in through the windshield. “My favorite time of year!”

“I know you like those.”

“How long do I have before he’s done?”

“He got a big stock from some farm outside of town. But they’ll go fast.”

“Like a week? Two?” Sharon took a bite. “Oh my gosh. Please tell me it’s more than that.”

“He said as long as he’s got the strawberries he’ll keep making them.”

“I’m going to bring your dad strawberries every damn day.”

Eve laughed and picked at the edge of her tart.

They sat back, and Eve listened to Sharon scarf down the strawberries and delicate pastry. They needed moments like this. The black patches of ash across the street were only the beginning. Eve could already tell that there was more to this case. So they had to take advantage of a fruit tart when they could. Sharon was enjoying every bite, but Eve had lost her appetite after the conversation with the Marshal. Her thoughts were whirring.

“Mrs. Redding owned the house?”

Sharon nodded. “Carly Redding, yup.”

“That’s… Lewis’s wife?”

“Yeah, the schoolteacher.”

“The grumpy guy.”

“He wasn’t always like that. Not when I was in school.”

“What was he like then?” Eve asked.

“Well, he loves to teach. I don’t think that’s changed. He’s just one of those guys that gets more and more bitter about the fact that kids are smarter than him now.”

“What about her? Did you know her?”

Sharon took a second to chew and swallow. “A bit. She owns more than just this place in town. Other than the Kingmans, she probably owns the most property in Chesapeake Valley. I think she stayed here sometimes. It was part of her state requirements to be the official caretaker at the home. She had to be sleeping there a minimum number of nights per week. Mac and Orla were technically her employees instead of the foster mom and dad.”

“And what about those two?”

“Mac, I don’t really know. He’s a bit younger. Like twenty-five, twenty-six, maybe? Too young to be a foster dad if you ask me. Orla, I knew her. I knew knew her. We went to school together. We didn’t really get along.”

“Who was the bully?”

“If you asked her, she’d say me.”

“What happened?”

“Nothing much. Her family had lots of money and they helped pay for the school in town. She held that over everybody’s head like they owed her something. And… she was kinda racist.”

Eve winced. “Ah.”

“Said I needed to file for a green card at her school.”

“Geez.”

“I punched her.”

“Sharon!”

“She deserved it and I stand by that.”

“No wonder you ended up a cop…” Sharon shook her head but smiled. “How did she end up here?” Eve asked.

“I would think that her parents finally cut her off. I think they actually moved off to Costa Rica or Barbados or something.”

“Why didn’t she go with them? They didn’t get along?”

“Not really, I don’t think. They never showed up… even when she played Rizzo in Grease. And I hated her but she was damn good in that play. I think it was kinda a mutual distancing. But I’m sure she misses the cushion of rich kid life.”

“Especially now…”

Eve overlooked the site of the fire from the window.

She took a full bite of the fruit tart and then another, processing the information that Sharon had given her.

“What about the…” Eve swallowed. “The kids?”

“Easton and Tom Lacy.” she held up two fingers. “They’re brothers. They got here… about a year ago? And then there’s Charlie Sowerby. She’s only been in the house for three months.”

“How old are they?”

“Easton and Charlie are fifteen. Tom’s eleven.”

Eve stopped eating. She wiped off her fingers and shook her head. Three young unaccounted-for kids in her town. Her stomach lurched again. This was worse than Georgia Turnbull. Her disappearance had shaken the town just before Eve had landed as sheriff, but this would be on a different scale. No parents, though. No one to head the search party and organize the vigils. That was somehow so much worse. Eve had to find them.

Georgia’s disappearance hadn’t been permanent. Maybe that would be the same for them. She had been back for a few months now and was settling back into her life here after spending over a year with Scumbag Loan Shark Cleveland Cohen. Eve couldn’t bring herself to count the degrees of separation between herself and Elijah Stern again. Cohen had been working with him or affiliated with him in some way. Georgia was only a few blocks from where she was parked. There were reminders of her mother’s killer everywhere in this town. Even the school, where she now knew that she would have to go, emanated with Mom’s influence; the soccer field where she had once coached, the field that she had been snatched from before being found dead fifteen miles outside of Chesapeake Valley in a farmer’s field.

“You’ve got thirty seconds,” Sharon said.

Eve blinked. “What?”

“You’ve got thirty seconds to eat the rest of your tart or it’s fair game.”

Eve chuckled, looked down, and passed over the tart on its napkin. “Here.”

Sharon snuck Pearl a piece of pastry and said, “We’ll find out what happened, Eve.”

“We have to,” Eve said. “Quickly.”

She scrutinized the street in front of them. The sidewalks lined with tall green street lamps, two-story homes with chain link fences, and a few new-builds scattered throughout, but mostly older and well-loved. Some of the lawns were overgrown, and there was an apple tree in a front yard halfway down the block that was starting to produce bright green fruit. Mrs. Redding’s foster home was a black hole in a sea of pastels and greenery. To Eve, this seemed purposeful. This was targeted.

Across the street, there was a home that was the near mirror image of the Redding house. It had a wood fence out front and concrete steps leading up to a white metal door. It was two stories with a window on the second level that could oversee the entire street. The curtains were pulled back. There was a pair of bright eyes just above the windowsill, watching Eve and Sharon in the Tahoe.

Eve stared at the eyes. She waited for them to move or blink, but they kept leering.

“Who lives in the place here?” Eve asked and pointed with her chin.

Sharon looked at the house.

“I’m not sure… Can run the address.”

“Yeah. Do it. They would have seen everything from there.”

“Should we check and see if they’re home?”

“They’re home,” Eve said and pointed to the eyes in the window.

They were gone now.

“There was someone there…” Eve explained. “I swore I…”

Eve got out of the car. She opened the fence to the house, went up the steps, and knocked on the door.

“Sheriff’s office,” she called.

There was no answer.

She looked back at Sharon, who had gotten out of the Tahoe to get a better look, too.

“Not home?” Sharon called.

Eve said, “I don’t know.”

She knocked again. She leaned back to try and get a look at the window. She couldn’t see if the eyes were there from this angle, but she knew she had seen them. Whoever was inside could ignore her for now, but she’d be back. This investigation was starting right now. Those kids were more in danger with every second that ticked by, and Eve knew she had to look back and analyze every single pair of eyes that glanced her way now, stare them dead in the face to find out what really happened at the Redding house fire.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

The station was busy. Both Eve and Sharon had been on and off the phone all morning, coordinating with the state, the fire commission, and the National Human Trafficking Hotline. If these kids were alive, Eve wanted to make sure they had a notice out for them as soon as possible. It was too easy for vulnerable kids like that to be forgotten about, to be put aside in place of a kid with stability. But there was nothing the hotline could tell her that she didn’t already know without anything more concrete. As far as they knew, there weren’t any recent trafficking cases in Chesapeake Valley. It happened everywhere. Eve was sure they just weren’t seeing what was right in front of them. She included herself in that. This wasn’t an open-and-shut case, but it felt so blatant. If it was arson then why? Who could profit off of that aside from the owner, Mrs. Redding? Was she in on this?

To make matters even worse, since the foster home received state funds, the state of Colorado had generously informed her they were sending a representative from the Division of Fire Protection and Control to head up the investigation. Eve generally didn’t mind working with state officials who were technically above her jurisdiction. She just didn’t like the attitude they typically brought with them.

Eve fiddled with a plastic bag. It was the substance that she had picked up in Cleveland Cohen’s office a few months ago. She had sent it off to D.C. and just gotten it back in the mail last week. They identified it a while ago, though. It was something called “Nicotaras.” Vince had barely told her anything but the street name and that it was some kind of accelerated nicotine. She had worked with Vince at the NSA, and she didn’t have any reason to distrust him, but he seemed hesitant to tell her the details on the phone. Whatever this was, it was connected to something big. Maybe even bigger than Elijah Stern.

A car turned in quite suddenly to the parking lot. The police station was at the end of 8th Street. The highway was behind it and then there was the mountainside, leading up to the foothills and the Rockies. It could be accessed from either side, but the front parking lot to town was used much more often. Roman was the only one that came in from the back lately, usually on his ATV. The car was small, but the man that got out of it was quite large. It was Lewis Redding. He wasn’t wearing a hat and the top of his head was red with patches of white hair. Eve wasn’t sure if she had ever seen him without a hat. Sharon had told her once that he wore it teaching too. He came storming through the glass doors and said “Hello, Ms. Garcia,” in the most contentious way possible.

“Mr. Redding… hi,” she stood up from behind the desk. “What can I do for you?”

“I want to speak to the—”

“Mr. Redding,” Eve stood up too and stepped out from behind her small desk by the window.

“There you are! What are you doing sitting around? My God. This is exactly what I thought was going to happen. My wife is missing. My wife is… dead. How could you just—” he raised a hand and then put it to his face.

Sharon did a quick circle and got him a chair. She eased him into it and gave Eve a look that she couldn’t decipher.

“Mr. Redding, I’m so sorry about what happened,” Eve said as she pulled up another chair next to him.

“I told her! I told her so many times not to do what she did with those people. That Mac Farwell doesn’t know his left from right! How in the hell could he take care of kids? He was just doing it for the money. Orla was too. And I knew… I just knew that was going to backfire on her… hiring people like that in a situation like… Is… Is she dead? Do you know that yet?”

“We don’t know yet. We’re waiting for the DFPC.”

“The what now?!”

“Division of Fire Protection and Control.”

“I’ll tell you who did it! You don’t need them. Sowerby.”

“Who?” Eve exchanged glances with Sharon. Sharon was leaning on the circle desk behind them with her arms crossed, looking more bemused by Mr. Redding than she probably should have.

“Burt Sowerby!” he yelled. “Charlie’s father. Don’t you know anything at all?”

“I’d love for you to tell me,” Eve said. “Charlie was one of the foster kids, right?”

“Yes. Her father… her dad is fresh out of prison! He said he was gonna come for her. And that’s when I told Carly… it’s time to shut down this little experiment. You’ve owned lots of properties before. Why would you do this? And now?”

“Do you know why?”

“She was bored! Or I don’t know.”

Eve looked at him. She leaned back in the chair, giving him some space.

“I don’t know,” he repeated. “Maybe she did really want kids. Deep down. She said she didn’t but… I saw how her face lit up around my nephews.”

He put his red face in his hands again.

“You think that’s why she owned and stayed in that home, Lewis?” Sharon asked. “She wanted to be close to the kids?”

“Sure. Maybe. I don’t know. They didn’t like her all that much. Why in the world she got teenagers I’ll never know! Well… Tom was a good kid.”

“What about the other two? Easton? And Charlie? Do you teach them?”

“Both of them. Easton’s a popular kid… somehow. He’s got a bit of a bad attitude. Think he’s too good for things. Got potential though. Charlie’s quiet. She’s only been in town a little while. Hasn’t really found her people yet…”

“And what about Tom?”

“I don’t teach him… he’s too young.”

“Yes but…” Eve urged. “What’s he like?”

“He’s a smart kid. Smarter than his brother if you ask me. Athletic. Actually cares about other people! He always made a point to talk to me when I was around the house.”

Eve asked, “How often was that?”

“Not… Orla and I didn’t really get along.”

“Why’s that?”

“I don’t know if she held a grudge against me for bad grades or what… it was obvious that she didn’t like me very much. It was obvious when I taught her too. She never tried. Parents had lots of money. Paid for the damn school so didn’t feel like she needed to. She said to me once ‘I’m kinda like your boss’ and I almost strangled her.”

“Mr. Redding,” Sharon warned.

“Well! I don’t mean, actually! But she did raise my blood pressure, that kid, I tell ya.”

“But she’s not a kid anymore…” Eve said.

“Yeah, no. She’s what? 30’s? Younger than you a bit, maybe…”

Eve pursed her lips, not loving that comment but letting it slide.

“But… I’m telling you. Burt Sowerby. He’s a long-time criminal. You know what he went away for? Armed burglary and arson. AR-SON, Sheriff. You hear that?”

“I hear that,” Eve said. “We’ll look into it. When did she buy that house, Lewis?”

“Almost a decade ago. She was renting it for the longest time before this idea came into her head to make it a foster home,” he said. “She hasn’t worked for a long time. I mean, if you don’t count being a property owner. She was good at acquiring the properties… not always so good at managing them. She was too nice for it. She let people go too long without paying but eventually, she did get on them about it. Money was important to her.”

“Can you tell me a bit more about Mac Farwell?” Eve asked. “He’s from here, right?”

“Not really. He was a foster kid too. He works at Timbers. If you ask me, he’s pretty dumb but I wouldn’t say he’s not hardworking. He was hardly ever home there except to sleep. He liked the gym or whatever too. You know the one in the basement of the school?”

“Isn’t that the only one?”

“How would I know?” he twisted his face. “Do I look like I’ve been hitting the gym, Sheriff?”

Eve stifled a retort.

There was a pause. Eve tried to process all that he was telling her, the profiles building in her head. She had known Orla a bit, but not like Sharon, and she had seen Mac Farwell around town, maybe at the gym once or twice. She didn’t go to that gym often. But he stuck out there because of his skin tone. He was half-white and half-black and Chesapeake Valley was mostly white farm folk.

Lewis asked, “You think… You think she’s alive?”

He took her hand and it took her by surprise. His emotions were all over his face. It was as red as it could be with sweat running down his forehead and tears down his cheeks. He squeezed her hand and asked again, “Do you think she’s alive, Sheriff?”

With the way he looked at her with his wet eyes, Eve knew he couldn’t handle the truth. His wife was probably dead. Eve didn’t want to be the person to tell him that but indelicacy was part of her job.

“Hope for the best,” Eve said softly. “Prepare for the worst.”

Lewis pushed his lips into a somber line and nodded. “Alright…” he coughed and sniffled. “Alright… You’ll let me know everything though?”

“It would be nice if you could give an official statement,” Eve said.

“Absolutely. I’ll tell you everything that you need.”

“Please do.”

“Sharon, will you help Mr. Redding to the interrogation room?” Eve asked.

“I got it!” Mr. Redding got to his feet, but they were slow and shaky.

“Almost summer break, right, Mr. Redding?” Sharon questioned as she wrapped her arm around his.

“Can’t wait to be rid of them.”

Sharon and Eve exchanged glances again. Eve thought that it wouldn’t be probable Lewis Redding could ever burn down a foster home with children inside, but he wasn’t doing himself any favors with the way he talked about his students.

Eve took a moment to stand up and stretch out by the window. She paced back and forth several times before checking her phone. She had several texts from Roman and one from Grace, wishing her luck on the case. Roman sent her updates throughout the day and didn’t care about the fact that she was often too busy to respond. She appreciated that he was thinking about her. This morning, he had caught two large trout out of the stream, and he sent a photo of Karu holding one of them in his mouth. He was always making some upgrade or another to the cabin, making it the best it can be and more recently, making more room for Eve and Pearl. He even got a TV so they could watch movies instead of crowding together in his bed or on the couch with a tablet. She smiled down at the phone.

She texted, “Things are picking up here. I’ll try to get over to you tonight.”

She added, “Nice catch, Karu!”

He texted back right away, “Okay. I want to see you.”

“I know. Me too.”

“Soon?”

“Tonight, I hope.”

“Me too,” he said.

He asked, “How’s the case?”

“Messy,” she said.

“You’ll sort it out.”

She started typing back, but then a truck pulled in from the highway side. It was white and unfamiliar. Not a local. That became more obvious as it turned and the decal on the side showed itself: DFPC.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

The man that got out of the truck had pushed-back red hair and a sharp, clean jawline. He was wearing a simple navy blue uniform, which consisted of a short sleeve button-up tucked into slim trousers. He was fit. Traditionally handsome. He smiled at Eve through the doors as he approached and she thought that his teeth may have been veneers because of how perfect looking they were.

He opened the door.

“Ms. Wicker?” he asked. “Sheriff Wicker?”

“That’s me,” she said.

She reached out to shake his hand and he took it firmly.

“I’m Reg Henson from Fire Protection and Control.”

“Nice to meet you,” she said.

“Absolutely. I came as fast as I could.”

“I appreciate that. You made good time.”

“It seems like a pretty serious thing that happened here…”

“Should I take you down to the site?” she asked. “I’ll show you around.”

“Sounds perfect.”

He smiled again. Bright white. Sunshine on his back. Eve found herself a little distracted as she went to grab her keys.

“I’ll just hop in with you?” he asked.

“Yeah… yeah. Sure. I can take you back here. It’s not like anything’s far in Chesapeake Valley.”

He laughed a little. “It is pretty quaint. I grew up in a small town so I love visiting places like this though.”

“Where’s that?”

“Just outside Baltimore.”

Eve tried not to show the emotion on her face. She had gotten quite good at hiding it after all these years but his distracting good looks didn’t help.

“How’d you end up in Colorado?” she asked him as they made their way outside and she guided him towards the Tahoe.

“Ah… how does any man end up anywhere? Either running away from a girl or running toward one.”

They both got inside the car and said, “Is it that simple?”

“Men are pretty simple.”

“That we can agree on.”

He grinned, and she started them on the path to 5th Street.

“It is a little bigger here than I thought…” he said as they drove. “What is it? Twelve blocks across?”

“Sixteen.”

“Fancy fancy,” he replied. “And you’ve been here all your life?”

“No… No. Not at all. I’ve been in and out in my adult life.”

“You a small-towner like me?”

“No.”

She shut it down there. It was the nicest way she could say, “Stop asking me about my personal life, Reg.” But he seemed the chatty type, and he started discussing the weather, then the mountains, and how one of his bucket list items was to, at least, get to the Everest base camp someday.

When they got closer to the house, Eve tried to reel him back into the professional side of things and asked, “Did you speak to the coroner?”

“I did. On the phone on my way up,” he said.

“They give you the details?”

“Multiple sets of remains but they need to be analyzed. I’ll go check them out after this. They said they had them at the local funeral home for now?”

“Kingman. It’s on Maple.”

“I may need your directions.”

“Google Maps is pretty accurate, too.”

He said, “Right.”

Maybe getting the hint a bit more than Eve had wanted.

They stood on the sidewalk, both looking at the patch of ash in front of them. Reg put his hands on his hips and Eve crossed her arms. The crunch of his boots against the blackened wood and destroyed furniture reminded her of how quickly and menacingly this fire had eaten the Redding group home. She turned away from it. He was taking his time; a detailed kind of guy. Eve respected that, but she was tired of looking at the potential graveyard of several foster kids. Even thinking that made her whole stomach lurch. She wished she would have eaten more strawberry tarts. Still, she helped him look around. She cleared away some piles of ash so he could get a better picture of what had happened here.

The sun was hot on her back and her gaze trailed up to the house across the street.

There they were again. The eyes in the window.

Hovering above the windowsill, they watched every movement she made. She went back to the sidewalk. Just to test it, Eve stepped to one side, then the other. The bright irises followed her like some kind of artificially intelligent camera. She wanted to storm over there and demand answers but Reg put a hand on her shoulder just as she made to step off the curb.

“Nasty fire,” he said. “Burn was very, very hot. They would have had maybe… twenty minutes to get out if anyone did.”

She turned to him.

“You okay?”

“Yeah… Yes. Sorry,” she said, pushing aside the stare across the street.

“So there’s a possibility they could have gotten out?” she asked.

“Sure is,” he said. “Especially if they were the ones to start it.”

“Is that what it seems like?”

“I’ve got some samples to test. We’ll see. I don’t have anything objective yet but soon,” he said.

“Sounds good,” she said. “The faster the better.”

“I’ll stay in town. There’s a hotel or something, right?”

“There’s the Red Rock. Along the highway.”

“Nice. They got food there?”

“There’s a bar.”

“You hungry?”

Eve looked at him. She tossed another glance across the street. The eyes were gone now.

“I’m starving, actually,” she replied.

“Let’s grab some lunch. On me.”

He took his hand off her shoulder. She hadn’t realized it was still there. Despite all the flames and fire, his skin felt cool on her uniform, and when he removed it, the sun’s heat replaced it with a vengeance.

“Alright… but—”

“Quickly. I got it. You don’t take many breaks, do you?”

She smirked and said, “I do my best work when I’m working.”

He laughed, smiling at her with his perfect teeth.

[image: ]

When they walked into the Red Rock Inn, Dill was behind the bar as usual. He waved at Eve, and she waved back.

He yelled out, “Sheriff’s here! Everyone behave.”

“Bar or booth?” he asked as Eve came up to the wooden lip.

“We’ll grab a booth. What’s the soup today, Dill?”

“Potato bacon. I think you liked that one last time.”

“I don’t discriminate. All soups are good.”

“Clam chowder?” Reg asked.

“Have you ever had clam chowder?” she asked. “It’s so delicious.”

“I’ll stick with the potato bacon…” he said.

Eve gestured to the empty driftwood booths. “Why don’t you go find us a seat?”

Reg nodded, picking up on the social cues.

Dill leaned in and said, “That’s a handsome date right there.”

“He’s a fire inspector,” she replied.

“Oh,, about the Redding place… I gotcha. Real sad.”

“I wanted to ask you something…”

“Shoot.”

“Burt Sowerby.”

“Ah.”

Dill’s face went from happy to disgruntled in a matter of seconds.

“What about him?” he asked.

“He been in here a lot?”

“Of course. He got out… what? Like a month ago? He’s here every night… or morning… sometimes morning into the night if it’s a day off.”

“And? Has he caused you in trouble?”

“He’s become an active member in the Friday night flying fists.”

“He starting fights?”

“Yeah. He’s got a mouth on him. Doesn’t let people just walk away. He’s gonna end up back in the slammer if you ask me.”

Eve nodded.

“Why him?”

“What?”

“Why are you asking about him? He connected to that fire?”

“One of the kids in there was his.”

“Oh. That’s right. The girl, right?”

“Yes.”

She didn’t want to tell him anymore and Dill didn’t press. He scratched at his beard, sighed, and said, “Well, I’m sure if you’re looking for him that you’ll find him here eventually.”

“Eventually isn’t fast enough,” she said.

“Eat your lunch, and maybe he’ll show up.”

He grinned, and Eve gave him a light smile in return.

She joined Reg at a booth he had chosen against the wall. Eve noticed Ken and Georgia Turnbull across the lounge. Ken was looking right at her, and he gave her a hesitant wave. Georgia didn’t look up from a plate of barely-eaten chicken Caesar salad. She had been distant since what had happened with Cleveland Cohen and the cell repair shop. Of course, Eve had seen Ken several times. He and Roman were close, and when Eve wasn’t out at the cabin, Ken joined Roman on his various hunting and fishing ventures. She had really grown to like his disposition, but he let things affect him. All of his emotions showed on his face, and right now, he looked confused and a bit melancholy, with a pinch of genuine happiness in seeing Eve.

“So based on what the coroner’s told me, none of the remains look like children,” Reg said, tugging at her attention with talk of the case.

Eve sat up straight.

“Really? You should’ve told me that right away.”

“Well, I’d like to check myself first.”

“The coroner would have a better understanding, no?”

“Despite my bright and lively appearance, I’ve worked with a lot of dead bodies.”

“Ah… well…”

“And I know the coroner. He’s from Denver, and he’s young. Kinda new.”

“I can call the doctor in town to come check them out as well,” Eve said.

“Always good to have a second opinion. You can give me his number?”

“Yeah. I’ll give you her number.”

“Her. Of course. This town is run by strong, beautiful women.”

Eve laughed. “It’s just the people who happen to care about this place.”

“I can tell how much you care,” he said.

Eve nodded.

They ordered their food. Reg got a burger with a beer. Eve got a sandwich and the soup. Eating felt like a waste of time, but her stomach was thankful and the potato bacon dish was well worth it.

“You have any theories building?” Reg leaned back against the booth. “I bet you do.”

“I have a few.”

“You think those kids are alive?”

Eve looked down at the table. She took a big sip of her Diet Pepsi.

“I have to think that.”

“I have to appreciate your optimism…”

“It’s not optimism… it’s hope. They’re different,” she said.

“According to the dictionary?”

“According to me.”

He chuckled. “I really admire your spirit.”

He leaned in. His hazel eyes locked onto her.

She didn’t know what to say so she said nothing. Tossing a glance across the bar, Eve noted that Ken was watching them.

“I heard about the case you had this spring too…” he said. “What a nightmare that must’ve been. You came out the other side though. Seriously impressive work. Sorting that all out.”

“Two innocent people died,” Eve said.

“Right. Of course. I mean, sometimes that can’t be avoided.”

“I don’t like thinking like that. I want to believe that casualties are always avoidable. Even his death was avoidable. Travis’.”

“At the cost of what though? Your life?”

“That’s what I signed up for.”

“You didn’t sign up to die. You signed up to investigate. Don’t get it too twisted, Eve.”

“Sheriff,” she said.

He smirked. “Sheriff.”

“What do I call you? Commissioner?”

“Technically, I’m Fire Inspector.”

“Inspector?”

“Sure. Reg. That’s what most people call me. I don’t get too caught up in those types of labels. The bureaucracy of it drives me nuts actually.”

“Why’s that?”

“I was just always more of an on-the-ground type of guy. I don’t give a shit what they call me as long as I can do my job. I think you should care a little less,” he said.

Eve said, “I don’t really care. But I was elected into my position. It’s a bit different.”

“Go on…” he said, leaning in even further. He was only inches away from her now. If she would’ve sneezed, she could’ve coated him.

“People in this town trust me. But not all of them. Those who don’t should know who I am and what I’m called, just in case. Just in case they need me.”

“What does that have to do with me?”

“Well, I’m just making it fair. Everyone calls me ‘Sheriff’.”

“Even your boyfriend?”

Eve went quiet.

A gruff voice chimed in, “Even her boyfriend.”

They both looked up and leaned away. Roman was at the edge of the booth. He was in full camo, head-to-toe, and his bow bag was thrown over his back.

“Roman,” Eve said. “What are you doing here?”

“Oh… just thought I’d stop… in for some lunch.”

He was a bit out of breath. Had he run here? She peered around the wall of a man to catch Ken still staring but when she caught him, he looked away with nothing but guilt on his face.

“Really?” Eve asked.

“Really.”

They stared at each other. His brown eyes searched her over before drifting to Reg and giving him a full annoyed appraisal.

“I’m Reg Henson,” Reg said, standing up to shake Roman’s hand.

“Roman Marek,” he said. He shook it fast and hard.

“Your Eve’s…?”

“Yes.”

Eve said, “Alright. That’s enough of this. We’ve got work to do. Lunch’s on me, Reg.”

“Oh. I picked it up already,” he said. “I paid for it with the bartender there.”

“That wasn’t necessary,” she said. “Thank you.”

Reg’s eyes darted between Eve and Roman. He cleared his throat and said, “Absolutely. My pleasure. I’ll be in touch. I’ll touch base with that doctor you mentioned. Going to check here about a room.”

“You’re staying?” Roman asked.

“Just need to sort out some things still,” the fire inspector replied.

Roman gave him a stiff nod and then stared down at him until he walked away. Eve went straight for the door, barely looking at Roman but taking a moment to toss Ken a glare. Clearly, he had called Roman to let him know… what? Did they think Eve was on some kind of date when they were both in uniform talking about nothing but business? Well, mostly business. Reg asked lots of questions and that wasn’t on her.

She burst out of the doors and Roman was right on her heels.

“What’s wrong with you?”

“What’s wrong with me?”

Eve threw her things into the backseat of the Tahoe, slammed the door, and turned to him.

“I’m working, Roman,” she said.

“Looked like you were working real hard…”

“He’s a fire inspector from the state. We were talking about the fire on 5th. The one with the foster kids?”

Roman nodded. “You had to get that close to talk about foster kids?”

Eve rolled her eyes. “You’re being ridiculous.”

Karu bounded over to her. He had been waiting by Roman’s ATV. They had both come in in a rush. It was obvious to Eve that Ken had triggered Roman with a text, and he had come flying down in the midst of his hunt to interrupt her and Reg.

She gave Karu a quick pat and he licked her fingers.

“This is my job,” Eve said. “You can’t do this when I’m having lunch with another official. No matter what they look like.”

“What does that mean? You think he’s good-looking?”

“No, I don’t… That’s not what I mean. What if Reg had been a woman? Would you have come storming in like that?”

“Depends on if you were talking that close.”

“We were just talking!”

“Well, we’re just going to be talking. Later. You’re coming over.”

“I’ve got work to do.”

“I need to see you.”

“Can you just take it down?” Eve asked. “Take it down on the possession and aggression. It’s a big turn-off.”

She said that out loud but there was definitely part of her that liked how invested Roman was in her. You couldn’t say that he didn’t know what he wanted. And she had to understand that a lot of this came from his background with Diana when she had cheated on him with his brother. That would have left anyone with some scars.

“Fine.”

He breathed in through his nose.

“Fine,” he said again. “You let me know though if that guy tries anything.”

“He’s a professional.”

Roman scoffed. “I’ve seen that look on so many guys.”

The door to the Red Rock opened, and Reg stood in the doorway with a key hanging from his finger. He froze. He looked between the two of them and then to Karu. He called, “Room 4!”

He jangled the keys as if to prove his innocence to Roman and the German Shepherd at his side.

Eve gave a polite smile, and they both waited for him to walk around the bar to the motel at the back.

“Not very professional,” Roman muttered.

“You need a breather,” Eve replied.

“I hear you, Sheriff. I get it.”

“You’re hearing me. You’re not listening.”

“I’m listening!”

He was close to her now. Her back was up against the car. She could smell the tang of sweat on him and yesterday’s cologne. With two hands on his chest, she pushed him back.

“I’ve got a really big day tomorrow. Maybe I shouldn’t come over tonight,” she said.

Roman’s eyebrows turned in. His weight shifted between his feet. He said, “I’m sorry.”

“Just give me… give me a break,” she said.

“What? What does that mean?”

“It means exactly what I said!” She rounded the car. “You could have at least texted or called me first before just showing up like that. I’ve got too much on my mind right now.”

“Okay… I understand. Tomorrow then?”

“I don’t know. I’ll text you.”

“Don’t be this mad, Eve. Please,” he said. “I just… I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

“Don’t lie to me too. You know that wasn’t the only reason. Do you really think I would do anything behind your back?”

He went quiet as he and Karu chased her around to the other side of the car.

“I’m sorry,” he said again. “I don’t like the way he was looking at you.”

“You don’t need to trust him. You need to trust me,” she said.

“I do trust you.”

She turned around, wishing she had put her hair up as it swept over her shoulder.

Roman grabbed her then. He wrapped one arm around his waist and the bow bag jostled against his back. He pulled her into him and held her there. She could have resisted. She didn’t. It felt good to have his warmth against hers and the stress of time melted away momentarily. The palm of his hand pressed to the back of her neck. He angled down and then in to kiss her. Eve turned her face. He landed his lips on her cheek and another on her neck before stepping back by an inch.

She said quietly, “I’m sure everyone’s watching us from the bar.”

“I don’t care,” he replied.

“I do.”

“Okay.” He nodded. He gave her a full foot of room. “Okay. I’ll leave.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. We’re not done here, Sheriff.”

“I know that…” she said. “Go keep yourself busy, Roman.”
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

The situation at the bar sat on her tongue like she had eaten something sour. She was mad at Roman. Mad at Ken. A bit mad at Reg too for pushing her boundaries. She gripped the steering wheel of the Tahoe as she swung around the house to pick up Pearl.

It was rare for her to be dating someone, and it was especially rare for her to have given her energy to someone like Roman. But the fact that he was different and so impassioned by her was the reason why he was the exception, why she had given him a chance. She didn’t want this to be ruined by something so simple and ugly as jealousy. But she couldn’t shake the feeling, the tart taste in her mouth, even as she turned onto Maple and veered toward the west side of town towards 2nd Street, towards Burt Sowerby’s house.

It was early evening now. She was hoping he would be home from work, but the woodworking factory had three shifts: morning, afternoon and evening, and Sowerby could very well be working well into the night. Eve and Sharon had tried calling Timbers earlier and they had been tight-lipped, not willing to give up any info about their staff and schedule without a warrant. There were rumors that Timbers hired quite a few ex-cons and people with troubled pasts. Eve had to have some respect for that and their protection of their employee’s privacy. Still, they certainly hadn’t made her job easier.

From what she knew of Burt Sowerby and what Dill had said, she was surprised she hadn’t seen him at the Red Rock. He had been in town for less than a month and was already making a name for himself as a drunk and a fighter. It brought her back to Duncan Springer. That type of behavior had gotten Duncan killed, and she hoped that Burt recognized the danger of antagonizing small-towners.

The house was a bungalow. The front steps were concrete but they were crumbling away at the edges. One of the windows was covered with tape and insulation. The front yard was unmowed and divided by knee-high weeds. A discarded bike sat on its side by a thistle-filled garden. And there was trash. Litter. Beer cans. Everywhere. If this was the outside of the house, she couldn’t imagine the inside.

She knocked on the door. It seemed quiet. All the lights were off and there was no movement.

She took a step back and peered around the corner of the house. Eve checked the neighbors too. No eyes in the windows. Nobody watching her right now, it seemed.

“Come on, girl,” Eve whispered to Pearl.

She backed up down the steps, and she and Pearl investigated the property. The border collie went ahead and sniffed through plastic packages and take-out containers. Eve kicked at an empty Bud Light can. The backyard was somehow in better shape than the front. Maybe from the lack of use. There were two patio chairs on a back deck that was missing its stairs. There was less garbage though, more concentrated piles of stuff, like somebody had semi-tried to organize it.

Pearl barked. She was halfway under the deck, sniffing at something.

“What is it?”

Eve crouched down to join her. She reached forward into the dark damp earth under the deck. Her palm hit something hard, cool and metal. Gently, she slid it out. She had to be careful not to disturb anything as what she was doing right now wasn’t protocol and, in fact, was pretty illegal. But those kids were more important than the law. She was willing to bend the rules to save lives.

The cool, metal thing was a bright yellow bottle of “ultra pure butane fuel.” Eve turned it over in her hands. She checked the nozzle. There were still drips of liquid there, like it had been used recently. She leaned back on her heels and placed the bottle back where she had found it. This was potential evidence. Accelerant. Fuel. Had Burt Sowerby burned down the house to get Charlie back? If that was the case, where were they? Across state lines already? And what about the other kids? Sure, Burt had a criminal background and had addiction issues but would he really be willing to kill two innocent children to get to his daughter?

Pearl sat down next to Eve and nudged her knee.

Eve scratched her behind the ears and said, “Good girl.”

A car door slammed somewhere in the distance, and as fast as she could without full suspiciously sprinting, Eve went back around to the front of the house and through the broken chain-link fence around the property. She and Pearl piled back into the Tahoe but Eve kept her eyes on the home, as if she were waiting for it to move, to burst into flames, to give her some damn answers.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She assumed it was Roman and ignored it for a few seconds. Not that she enjoyed making him squirm but his behavior at the bar had really shown her all of the trauma he was still working through. That scared her. She had enough trauma herself, and now, she didn’t feel convinced that they could lean on each other without one of them falling through the floor and into the crawlspace where all of their past anguish lived.

The phone kept buzzing. She picked it up and there was a number on the screen that she didn’t recognize. Not Roman.

“Sheriff’s office,” she answered.

“Sheriff! It’s Lewis Redding. I’ve been trying to call you,” he said. “Your assistant patched me through twice!”

“Mr. Redding. You know that that’s Sharon. My deputy.”

“Right. Right. Garcia. Whichever!”

“What can I do for you?” she asked.

“Well, I wanted to talk to you about a couple things. What’s your progress?”

“We’re investigating.”

“Tell me something else. Please, Sheriff.”

“The remains are being investigated and identified as we speak.”

“So they don’t know what… whose bodies they are yet?”

“Not yet.”

“Will they be able to know?” he asked.

“It’s hard to say. Everything is pretty burnt up as you know. We can at least get some ideas.”

The sun was going down, disappearing behind the mountains to the west. Eve let Pearl sit up in the front and gave her a scratch under the chin.

Mr. Redding said, “I’ve been paying attention at school, you know?”

“It may have been useful to take some time off while you’re going through all of this…”

“May have, schmay have. I need to work to keep me busy. Especially now. It’s not like Carly was home all the time but I would still see her every day. Every day we’d make a point to see one another somewhere, no matter where our jobs and this town was pulling us to. Without her, it’s just… empty.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Eve said.

“I know you are!”

“Have you learned anything at school? I’m going to head down there. Probably tomorrow at this rate.”

“I’ve learned all sorts of nothing! The kids are talking about all of it though. They’re all affected. It leaves a big hole in a tight knit school like this one. Kids don’t think I notice when they whisper about it behind my back but I do. Just wish my hearing was better… They seem like they know something I don’t and I don’t like that one bit.”

“Who does? Any specifics?”

“Bah. Natalie Rey and her gaggle of girls. They were friends… acquaintances… with Charlie.”

“Natalie Rey…” Eve repeated.

“She’s a senior. Charlie was a sophomore so don’t ask me how they got connected. Ms. Rey seems to have her finger on the buzz though. You should talk to her.”

“I will. Thanks, Lewis.”

“Anything else you can tell me?” Lewis asked. She knew what he was hoping for: an “everything’s going to be okay and your wife is alive.” She couldn’t give him that even though she wanted to. She wanted to reassure him but she couldn’t. She had only more questions after their conversation and after the back and forth with Reg, it was incredibly unlikely that Carly Redding had survived unless she started the fire herself. She wasn’t sure if that would make things easier or harder for Lewis. He seemed like the type of man that would take and support his wife, no matter the extent of arson.

“Not yet,” Eve said.

“Okay… Okay,” he said. “You keep me posted.”

“I’ll do my best.”

They both hung up, and Eve turned the Tahoe to circle around the school. The kids and staff would be out now, but she and Pearl could at least see and scrutinize the grounds.

The school was south of Boulder Ave, stretching from 11th to 14th. It was a long two-story building with simple slats for windows and made up of tan brick. To the east were tennis courts that were missing nets and basketball hoops with uneven chains. On the west side was the parking lot where there was only one car remaining. Eve could only assume that it was Lewis if he was so actively avoiding home and reminders of Carly.

She had to get out of the car to see the south side. It was blanketed in shadow at this time of day, a thick black rectangle cutting the grass in half. It was the soccer field. They also used it for football and other sports sometimes, but the school wasn’t big enough to have full contact sports. In the far corner of the property, before the streets broke into a couple of homes at the edge of town, there was one baseball field with golden dirt too.

Eve did a full investigation of the outside of the school before making her way to the back. It all seemed standard. Quiet.

Pearl was ecstatic when they got around to the south field. She ran the perimeter first, and then looped around towards the inside, leaving no patch of grass unsniffed. Eve planted her feet at the edge of her field, thinking of nothing but her mother. Had she stood where she stood? Where had Stern’s men taken her from? This side? The edge of the baseball field? From the middle? Dragging her through the dirt? Grass stains on her back?

She was sure there had been joy here too. It was the one place that Mom had found some peace after witness protection and running from Stern for years. She had loved being a coach and working with teenagers, and from what Eve had heard, they had loved her too. Eve wished she had been here to see her happy. All the memories that she had of her mother now were those of trauma and stress. If she hadn’t been so focused on her career and the NSA, maybe Eve could have had some recollection of her mother’s smile outside of Facetime. But there was a connection here. On the ground that her mother had walked on, coached on, Eve now searched for clues; every step with her boots, a wave of guilt and curiosity.

Pearl circled around Eve several times and yapped. Eve found a stick and chucked it across the field. Pearl went full speed after it.

There were no signs of Charlie, Easton, or Tom. There were no empty bottles of butane, matches or accelerants to indicate that somebody at Chesapeake Valley School had started the fire on 5th street. But this was far from the first or last place on her list. Since Burt Sowerby hadn’t been home, she would have to try him at work. But she would allow herself one more; one more throw for Pearl and one more moment in wishful memories for Eve.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

The woodworking plant was on the west side of the town in the industrial section. It was close to Marek Ranch where Roman had been held captive, where Pearl had lost a leg, where Eve had hunted Travis Wate down, and where he had been blasted by a shotgun. It was nearing dinner time and it was unlikely that Roman would still be working, but she thought she would swing by regardless. She didn’t like the way they had left things at the Red Rock. He had only sent her one text since instead of the usual baker’s dozen. But the ranch was quiet.

The fence had been repaired out front. The cattle were all put away in the barn. There were no signs of Karu, Roman or his horse, Elvis. He must have been back at the cabin, probably distracting himself from their spat and his feelings with more fishing. She wished that he had been here for a few reasons: to settle things and to drop Pearl off for a babysit.

But Eve was forced to bring Pearl into the lobby of Timbers with her instead. She sniffed at one of the fake plants. There was an empty receptionist desk with a window behind that overlooked the plant. It was large for a town of this size. It employed a lot of the residents, and Eve could see some familiar faces working the line, spitting up saw dust and cranking metal arms. There was no one around and she figured it was after the receptionist’s hours. There was a locked door to the left that was labeled with “TIMBER’S PLANT - AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY,” and then a hallway to the right that was lined with office doors.

Eve peered around the corner. One door was open near the end. She and Pearl headed towards the spilled-out fluorescent light. Outside the door, there was a shiny fake-metal plaque that said “CARTER STEWART - PLANT MANAGER.” Pearl sniffed at the bottom of the door and poked her head inside.

“What the hell!”

Eve stepped into the open doorway; Carter Stewart, she assumed, was sitting at his desk, hunched over a laptop, one finger ready to type, staring daggers at Pearl.

“You can’t bring dogs in here!” he yelled.

“Sorry,” Eve said. “She’s part of the K-9 unit.”

“You got papers for that? Doesn’t she need a vest or something?”

“I do,” Eve said.

Really, Pearl was still in training and she wouldn’t be ready to be an official K-9 unit dog for probably another year or two. Eve had to take her up to Monument to complete her training on the weekends, but she had been forced to prioritize other things lately. She had already had to talk the Board of County Commissions into letting Pearl be a part of the unit, but the border collie had won them over with her charm and good looks.

“And what are the two of you doing here?” Carter asked.

He was an older man with a thick mustache of gray hair but no hair on his head. His nose was bulbous, and his mustache matched its size.

“I was looking to speak to Mr. Sowerby. Burt Sowerby,” Eve said.

“He’s on shift. You can wait until he’s off.”

“He doesn’t get any breaks?”

“He just had one,” Carter said flatly. But he didn’t even look at the clock.

“I’m Sheriff Eve Wicker, by the way. Nice to meet you.”

She took half a step into the office, and Carter hmpfed in her direction.

“I know who you are,” he said. “I just don’t get why you’re here bothering me.”

“Not trying to bother you. Is it Mr. Stewart?”

“Carter’s better.”

“Right. Well, Carter, I’m just looking for some answers.”

“There’s no answers for you in my plant,” he said.

Eve sighed. “I can wait for Sowerby. That’s not a problem. Do you know when he’s off?”

“Sure I do. But that’s none of your business unless you have a warrant.” he grinned. “Do you have one of those, Sheriff?”

“Not at the moment.”

“Just thought you’d sniff around, hey?” he glanced at Pearl who was now sitting patiently at Eve’s feet. “Not on my watch!”

“Again, I’m just looking for a bit of info. I’m not trying to intrude here. I’m not asking for a plant tour or anything. Though it does seem like quite the operation you have here… Pretty impressive.”

“Well…” he cleared his throat. “It’s been a lot of time and money to get us up to snuff here. It wasn’t always like this.”

“What do you mean?”

“None of your business.”

Eve forced a smile. This was a tough egg to crack.

“Of course.” She lifted her hands. “I don’t want to take up too much of your time.”

“I thought you’d be here eventually… I told Melinda you’d be here Tuesday at the latest… look at you. You’re even earlier than that.”

“We’re on a bit of a time crunch here.”

“Aren’t you always?”

“This particular situation involved kids.”

Carter pushed his lips into a line and scratched at his mustache. He slid the laptop away from his hands and folded them in front of him on the desk. He asked, “Those foster kids?”

Eve nodded.

“Mac Farwell’s foster kids?”

She nodded again.

“I understand that he also was an employee of yours,” she said.

“Yes, he was. We’re hurting without him too. Say what you will about him but he was a consistent, hard worker.”

“That’s what I hear. So he never missed a shift?”

“Not until two days ago. He didn’t show up for his night shift. Haven’t seen him since.”

“Any theories?”

“They all got burned up.”

“What makes you say that?”

“I’ve got a friend… he used to be a firefighter down in Santa Fe. Told me that the fire on 5th was absolutely vicious. Hot. Fast. They didn’t make it out alive unless they were the ones to do it.”

“Do you think Mac would be the type of guy that would start a fire like that?”

“Don’t ask me questions like that. I’m not throwing anyone under the bus…”

“Even someone who would start a vicious fire with three kids inside?”

Carter picked at his mustache again. He leaned back in the chair. “Mac had a hard life. I don’t think he would want to put kids through what he went through. But… he was bad with money. Somehow it was always gone and he asked me for an advance more than once. He said it was to pay for the kids but I think he had something else going on… drugs maybe… gambling… When you grow up in a system that doesn’t want you, it becomes way too easy to just accept help wherever you can get it. And unfortunately, Mac was always getting help from the wrong people. People who didn’t really want to help him. Including that Orla chick.”

“Did you know Orla?” Eve asked.

“No. She never came to any work stuff here or anything.”

“What about Carly Redding?”

“Ah well, maybe she was the one person who did actually want to help Mac. I don’t know. As far as I could tell, she was pretty good to him. He had lunch from ‘home.’ And… I know Lewis. That’s a good family there, I think. How’s Lewis doing? You know?”

“He’s doing…” Eve trailed off. “Once we have some answers, it’ll be easier.”

“Well, I just gave you all I know.”

“I appreciate it,” she replied.

He nodded and said, “Now, I’d like you to leave.”

Eve said, “Understood.”

“Cops make our workers nervous. Especially our night shift guys that are gonna be coming in soon.”

Eve made note of the time. 7:35 pm. If the night shift arrived at 8 pm and Mac didn’t show up to his shift on the night of the fire, that gave him plenty of time. But if Mac was so comfortable with Mrs. Redding, what reason would he have to burn down her house? There was some type of influence, big influence, that Orla Cameron had in this. But she didn’t have a place of work to check. The foster home was her work. She didn’t have any kids of her own and the closest thing she had to a husband had been Mac. The only lead that Eve had on Orla was that her rich parents had escaped to Costa Rica about seven years ago. Not much.

Eve said, “Thanks again, Carter. Come on, Pearl.”

Pearl hopped out and ahead of her down the hall where they rounded back in front of the receptionist desk. Carter got up and out of his chair to stand in the doorway and watch her go. Eve couldn’t help but glance back up into the plant window though. The air was filled with dust and almost all of the employees were wearing N95 masks and plastic safety goggles. Except for one. The mask was pulled down over his chin and the goggles were pushed up on thinning brown hair. He had stopped moving lumber through a bandsaw to follow Eve with his eyes. She was almost positive about Burt Sowerby. But it could have very well been a friend of Mac Farwell or someone who just hated the look of her uniform. But Eve had seen Sowerby’s mugshot and though he was older now, she remembered that forcible expression. His face was speckled with freckles and his forearms were super tan, sticking out under a baggy t-shirt. He looked mean. His mouth was turned down into a deep frown, and he was looking at Eve like she had just sucker-punched him in the face.

“What’s the hold up, Sheriff?” Carter called from down the hall and Eve almost jumped. She held it in.

She turned around to wave him off, and when she turned back to the window, the man’s eyes were still locked on to her, even angrier looking now.

“On my way!” Eve called and left Timber’s with the glare on her back.

She decided to stay in the parking lot for a little while, hoping to catch Burt on his way out. But with the minimal employee information she had, it was possible she would be waiting for hours. She watched employees go in and out, almost every one of them clocked the Tahoe in the parking lot so she moved out of the lot and onto the street. It wasn’t as good of a view of people’s faces, but she had a suspicion that Carter would come out to kick her out if she pushed her welcome.

Her eyelids were getting heavy. She would have to sleep eventually.

Not yet.

She forced her legs out of the Tahoe and woke Pearl from her nap in the backseat to help her.

The entire plant was fenced with a ten-foot chain link with barbed wire at the top. The yard was mostly taken up by the tan building but strips of overgrown grass surrounded it on all sides. It continued on the other side of the fence into a field of weeds and rock. There was a footpath from the curb of 3rd Street that walked along the fence so Eve decided to follow that. To the south were suburban homes before hitting Maple Avenue and Main Street. 1st and 2nd Street were cut halfway by the industrial lots down here. This field had maybe been planned for another plant or storage lot someday, but right now, it was flat and undeveloped, an easy spot for any employee of Timber’s to explore.

She and Pearl hiked along the faded path. Eve pulled on the fence occasionally, checking for weak spots and discrepancies. It was solid. A bit too solid for a woodworking plant but it was clear that Carter Stewart valued privacy. Though, she had got him to talk a little and she had to take that small win.

Up ahead, the grass became more like dirt and then more like rock. There was a drop-off that reminded her a bit of the one by Roman’s cabin, though this one wasn’t quite as steep. The field cut off into a rocky outcrop that trickled down into a valley of stone and abandoned tracks. Beyond the tracks was a small black wood building, the gift shop and the tourist center, with modern windows, and it had a large parking lot out front. On the other side of the parking lot, there was the river bed that was usually dried up and Eve was sure today was no exception. They hadn’t had rain in a little bit, and there was not even a peep of a trickle of running water from where she was standing. Behind the riverbed was the 25-foot tall wood scaffold with a red tin roof that had once led to the Chesapeake Valley Gold Mine, now Kingman Mine.

Pearl sniffed at the edge of the grass and the path, wondering why there wasn’t more to follow. She whined a bit and sat down.

Eve looked from Timbers to the mine. They were, maybe, three hundred yards away if you didn’t count the divot of the drop off between them. But it wouldn’t be hard to slide down if somebody needed to.

The shadows of the gift shop stretched out and reached for the rusted tracks. There was even still a cart on one of the tracks. Eve wondered how long it had been since a mine worker had pushed anything down there. She had never done the tour back in the day and she had missed her chance. They shut it down about five years ago after a particularly bad spring of rain that made the tunnels and mines too unsafe for any tourists. The gift shop still did fake gold panning in the river bed and sold trinkets and t-shirts, but she was sure they had been struggling, especially after all that had happened with Georgia Turnbull and the murders only a few months ago. If crime continued at this rate, nobody would even want to live in Chesapeake Valley, let alone visit it.

Eve sighed.

The exterior lights at Timber’s came on all at once, lighting up the building against dusk.

Pearl barked and Eve shushed her.

They walked back along the path and Eve kept her eyes both behind her and at the building. Still no Burt Sowerby. No cars had left the parking lot and from what she could remember, no new ones had been added.

Her phone buzzed.

“Still working?”

It was Roman.

“Just about to finish up,” she replied.

“Coming over?”

He followed up with, “I want to talk to you.”

She gave Timber’s another look. Sowerby’s face had really sunk into her mind; the pure absolute anger on his face. It scared her and it made her want to run to what was safe, right to Roman. But he didn’t feel as safe as usual after his petty behavior.

“I need to relax,” she said. “Not fight.”

“No fighting,” he said. “Massage?”

Eve smiled.

“I want to see you,” he said.

“Okay,” she said. “Alright. I’m coming over.”

She texted her dad to let him know as well. Pearl would be happy. Francis wouldn’t be. Roman would be ecstatic. Eve would be…

She turned the car on.

Right now, all she was, was worried—worried about the fire, about the kids, about Mac Farwell, about Carly Redding, about Orla Cameron. She was worried about how Sharon was doing without her at the station, and how Dad stayed up late when she didn’t come home, and how the results of the remains would likely come tomorrow and they would have something else to worry about. She would take that over the unknowns, the piles of ash, the mysterious paths to nowhere, and the stonewalling.

She collapsed into Roman’s arms and pretended that she wasn’t worried about him, either. She couldn’t let it show or it would all come tumbling out. He sensed it though. She saw it when he did that thing, when he grabbed her chin and forced her to look at him. He did it in the middle of something they were watching on Netflix when Eve was half-asleep. His finger slipped its way under her jaw and to her chin and turned her face on a swivel towards him.

He said, “I’m sorry about today.”

She replied, “I know.”

“I do trust you.”

“You don’t have to do this, Roman. I know how you feel already,” she said.

He pressed his lips to her and then said, barely a breath between them, “Would you believe this is me holding back?”

A light laugh escaped from her. She whispered, “No.”

“I am.”

“You just can’t be that reckless,” she said.

“You make me that way.”

“Don’t you put that on me.”

“I’m not saying it’s your fault… it’s just your magnetism.”

“Well, de-magnetize yourself on occasion, cowboy,” she said and pulled back. He moved his hand from her chin to her collarbone, holding it there over her heart on her chest.

“I’ll be better,” he said. “I’ll try. I am trying.”

“I know you are…” she said. “I’m trying to.”

He looked at her, locking her into his gaze.

He said, “This case is a lot on you, I’m sure. We should sleep.”

Eve nodded and she wanted to collapse into him. She wanted to cry into his lap and tell him how hard this had all been already, but there wasn’t time for that. She did need to sleep. She could cry when she finished the job.
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Tom Lacy

It was very cold and very dark. Somebody was snoring and it echoed off the stone walls, bouncing back and forth until it reached the icy hard rock that Tom was laying on. He wanted to go back to sleep and back to his dreams. He would even take the hostile planet of Zorion if it meant he could be anywhere but here.

There was a constant drip of water coming from somewhere. Maybe back where they had come from or wherever they were going. It was hard to make heads or tails because Tom really had no idea just that it was all stone and uncomfortable. Coming down here had been a nightmare that was all foggy, but he remembered being pushed and carried, the sound of sneakers shuffling and metal squeaking. There weren’t any sleeping bags or pillows for him and his brother, just the uneven grooves beneath them, digging into his ribs. Tom traced one of the grooves with his finger. It was dirty but he must have been dirtier. Something smooth and oily came off on his fingertip, but it could have been anything in the darkness. He rubbed his fingers together. It was comforting. It gave him something to feel aside from fear and cold. A shiver ripped through his body as he turned over on his other side to face the others.

Easton was right next to him. He could hear him breathing. Tom reached forward and touched his brother’s back. He turned around right away so they were face to face.

“Are you sleeping?” Tom whispered.

“Of course not,” Easton replied.

The drip of water continued. There was also a soft whimpering sound; Charlie crying. She hadn’t stopped since they had entered wherever they were now; the tunnels of the Phoenix Queen. There was a world in Fallgate called Arising and it was a planet entirely covered in ash and fire. There was a tunnel system underneath the earth that the locals said belonged to the Phoenix Queen. It was a complex map and it was easy to get turned around without the proper equipment. The walls and floors were thick with silver ash, coating anyone who dared to explore. This place reminded Tom of that. He had struggled with that level. He had played it over and over again and died countless times, never reaching the end, never reaching the supposed Queen.

“Are you okay?” Easton asked.

An outline of his face was starting to form.

“No…” Tom said. “I don’t know.”

“It’s okay, Tom.”

“It’s not. Where are we going?”

“I don’t know…”

“Where are we?”

“I don’t know.”

Charlie’s cries grew louder. Their whispers couldn’t have been that quiet in such an empty space, but at least someone was still asleep, the snores covering some of the sniffling.

“Are you hurt? Bleeding?” Easton asked.

“I don’t think so…” Tom said. As Easton’s face became clearer in the darkness, Tom noticed a mass of dried blood pooled under his nose. He said, “You’re hurt.”

“Yeah I think he broke my nose…” Easton touched it and winced. “Coward.”

“Don’t try and fight him, Easton. It’s not worth it.”

“I know…” Easton paused. “Do you know where this is? You did more exploring of this place than I did.”

“Tunnels of the Phoenix Queen.”

“Tom…” Easton sighed. “No. This is a real place with real danger.”

Tom went quiet. He wanted to cry but he held back the sting of tears.

“It’s okay.”

There was a warmth on Tom’s arm, Easton touching him and pulling him into his chest.

“It’s okay,” Easton repeated. “I’m going to get us out of here. We just have to wait for the right—”

“Shut up!”

The yell echoed through the cave. It made Tom nearly jump out of his skin and goosebumps to tingle up his legs and arms.

“Shut up and go to sleep!”

Easton murmured, “Okay!”

He turned around so Tom was on his back again. Tom pushed up as close to his brother as he could, the echoes of the yell still holding in the air, bouncing all the way to the entrance or the exit or the inescapable nothingness that this place was.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

Sniffle. Sniffle. Sniffle.

But the yell had awoken something else, maybe the Phoenix Queen herself, something far in the distance. It responded with a deep growl. Tom lifted his head. He peered down the tunnel one way and then the other. Another growl. It wasn’t one of a queen unless she was some type of monster. That’s what it sounded like: a beast.

Tom’s mouth had gone dry. The stink of smoke was in the air, covering all of their unwashed clothes and hair. His feet were freezing. The growl sank into Tom’s body and he wanted to run. Everything in him was telling him to sprint, to just go and see what happens. He was probably faster than everyone here. But he didn’t have any shoes and what way was out? He didn’t know how to ensure that he wouldn’t run face first into the snarling monster or something worse. And he could never leave Easton or Charlie.

He missed Mrs. Redding. He missed the house and his bed. He had finally had his own room on 5th Street, and he felt pretty confident he was never going to get that again now. Everything was temporary. He had no idea how much time had passed. It felt like nighttime but nobody could be sure down here.

He had learned that from one of his case workers a few years ago. She had said to him, with her big pink lips and black-framed glasses, “Remember, Tom, in your situation, almost everything is temporary. It’s okay to get comfortable and relax, but you just… you should just keep that in mind.”

And he had. Always. Nothing had ever been permanent. The closest thing he had to that was Easton, and even then, they had been separated once or twice when they hadn’t been able to find homes for them together.

Everything is temporary.

Tom clutched to the back of Easton’s shirt.

Everything is temporary, even this.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Eve was up early. She had dreams of being back in school in Florida, and she had tossed and turned between the horrific memories of trying to skirt around high school bullies and skipping class to go for a run. Because of the witness protection program, she had been quiet with no friends, and on top of that, she was a late bloomer. She really felt like she didn’t learn how to properly interact with people until Chesapeake Valley and college. Running had always been an escape. It was the one thing she could do where she had full control over herself. But she always wanted to get better. She liked rules and instructions, and the more she researched how she could quicken her pace and better her stride, the less escapism it became. It became like everything else in Eve’s life: work.

Eve sat up in bed. She had her tennis shoes here for the hike up. Maybe she could run down. Get out some of the nerves. Try not to get into her head about how fast she was going but rather, focus on the air in her lungs. She needed to go back to when she was a teenager; she needed to run away.

“You okay?”

There was the rustle of blankets behind her. Roman sat up.

It was not that she wanted to escape him. Though, a little piece of Roman’s jealousy had been a big confirmation of what she feared, that he wasn’t ready for her. But he was safe and warm. She felt the fur blanket under the palm of her hands and squeezed.

“Eve,” he said.

She didn’t look at him. He slid out of the bed and came to sit next to her. The loft was open on this side and the pale logs were stacked like monkey bars in front of them, providing some coverage of the huge windows at the front of the A-frame cabin. It was spectacularly green outside. Humidity hung on the edges of pine trees.

“Hello?” Roman put a hand on her thigh.

“I’m okay,” she said. “I just need to get moving.”

“It’s… It’s not even six.”

“I’m going to get a run in.”

“You’re going to burn yourself out. Get back into bed. I’ll make you some coffee.”

“No… No. This time I really need to go…” she stood up and crossed the loft. She started gathering her things and throwing them wherever she could. Pearl stirred downstairs and Karu followed suit, the chorus of jangling collars.

“No time for coffee?”

“Not today,” she said.

Roman stood up. “Eve.”

She grabbed a pair of leggings and pulled them on. She had a tank top and a rain jacket, which had just enough layers. Staring down into the wooden steps, she plopped her bag at the top of the spiral staircase.

“Eve!”

It wasn’t a yell. More of a snap. But it was the loudest Eve had ever heard him. She turned to him.

“What?” she matched his tone.

“What is going on? Please talk to me.”

“I’m just overwhelmed, Roman. That’s it,” she said. It was the best she could describe it. “This fire isn’t like Duncan Springer. It’s not like Diana. Lewis Redding is the closest thing I have to a confidant right now.”

“I’m right here,” he said. “You can talk to me.”

“You know I can’t,” she replied. “You know how hard this is.”

“The Marines weren’t about isolating yourself until you figured things out. It was about teamwork. It was about knowing that there was someone behind you to back you up in case things went wrong.”

“Well, this isn’t the Marines,” she said. “This is Chesapeake Valley and I took on a responsibility to this town. Me. When they put me on that ballot, this town believed that I could do something different here. Or they believed at least that I could keep them safe. And I haven’t been doing that…”

“You are. You saved my life.”

They looked at each other. Roman crossed the loft. He was in his boxer-briefs and his swarthy chest and legs were painted by the morning sun and shadows. He put two hands on her shoulders.

“Travis Wate would have killed me if it wasn’t for you,” he said. “You saved me. You saved Karu. You saved Diana’s and Duncan’s family from unrest and unknowns. And you let Diana and Duncan… and Travis… rest peacefully.”

Eve gazed up at him. She reached out a delicate hand and placed it between his pecs.

“You’re right. I’m sorry…” she said softly. “It’s just not the time to rest. Not for me.”

“No coffee, love?” he whispered.

“Not today.”

“That’s how I know you’re upset…” he smiled and kissed her forehead. “Maybe tomorrow?”

“Maybe tomorrow.”
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Eve and Pearl made their way through the pine trees and down the Rocky foothills at a good pace. It wasn’t exactly the sprint onto an empty, dark highway that Eve was craving, but it provided enough of a sweat and a relief that she was feeling more clear-headed by the time she hit the parking lot. She had passed the park ranger station on the way down and thought of Ranger Dylan Hackett. She wondered if she had ever done what she had told her to and went to her boss in Monument to let them know about her hearing loss. So far as Eve knew, Hackett still had her job, so that was a good sign.

They piled into the Tahoe, changed into uniform, and took off straight for the school. The staff and the kids would be starting to come in soon and Eve wanted enough opportunity to talk to who she wanted to talk to despite the nightmares of last night sitting fresh in her mind. Her grip got tighter on the wheel as they got closer to Boulder Avenue. She pulled into the parking lot and glanced twice at the soccer field before going inside.

The school wasn’t exactly old and it wasn’t exactly new. There was a cream-colored tile that seemed to cover every room, and the halls were lined with clean taupe lockers. No graffiti in sight. No security at the door. Not like Eve’s Florida high school. She rounded immediately to the office where there was a young man seated at a receptionist desk.

He had silvery blonde hair that he flipped to one side as the door opened. His mouth fell open when she came in.

“Police!” he said.

“Sheriff Eve Wicker,” she clarified.

“Oh…” he laughed. “Of course. Right. Yes. Sorry. I know you are. Can I…? Um… did you have a meeting?”

“Not exactly,” she said. “I’m looking for Principal Soto?”

“She’s not in yet… You can take a seat and wait if you like? I can get you a coffee? Water?”

“A coffee would be great. Mind if I take a look around until she gets here?”

“Oh… uh… of course. Right. Yes. No. Should be fine. The dog too? I mean, that’s Pearl, right?”

“Yes, this is Pearl,” she said. “Say hello, girl.”

Pearl barked and the young man let out an excited squeal.

“Amazing!” He lifted a hinged-wooden plank to come out from behind the desk. “Can I pet her? She’s kinda like an icon.”

“Sure…”

Pearl leaned into the attention and enjoyed the scratching behind her ears.

“What was your name?” Eve asked.

“Oh. Right. Duh. I’m Sawyer Kult,” he said.

“How long you been working here, Sawyer?”

“Just this year. I only graduated like last year… I didn’t want to leave though. Love this place so much and I was just like not ready to go to college or anything. No idea what I want to do.”

“That’s smart. Take your time. You got lots of it,” she said.

“Right?! That’s what I said too but I think my parents wanted me to go to Denver or something. TBH, I think they wanted me to go somewhere like California. Really get rid of me!”

“Why would they want to get rid of you?”

“I’ve just got too much pizzazz for those two.” he grinned, flipped his hair to the other side and gave Pearl another pat for good measure. “Is this about Easton Lacy?”

“And Charlie. And Tom.”

“Right. No, of course. And Charlie. And Tom! But he doesn’t go here. He’s in the other part of the building. The middle school. But like, of course you know that.”

Eve nodded. He went to get her a coffee from a small backroom. She leaned on the desk and glanced down at the keyboard.

“Does everyone get a locker here?” she called out.

He replied, “Not the freshmen. There’s not quite enough for those little babies.”

Eve laughed a little. She asked, “Do you know where I can find Easton’s locker? Charlie’s?”

“Oh.” Sawyer came back out with a styrofoam cup in his hand and passed it to her. He looked at the desk and then at Eve. “Well, I should probably wait? For Mrs. Soto, right? But you can’t miss it… it’s on the second floor at the end of the hall. Trust me, Sheriff, you’ll see it.”

“Thank you.”

Eve took a sip, put the coffee back down on the desk, and went back out into the hall. There were a few kids starting to trail in, dropped off early by parents who were forced to by morning work schedules. Most of them stopped to watch Eve and Pearl saunter by, but a few just straight up ignored her, eyes on their phones, doom scrolling. They took a staircase that was covered in student charcoal art projects. They were all over the walls; self-portraits with a borderline disturbing amount of sadness and gloom. Eve remembered a bit what it felt like to be this age. Your world was so small that even if the smallest inconvenience happened, it could be earth-shattering—it could feel like you would never recover.

Eve stopped halfway up the stairs because one of the portraits stood out. It was Charlie Sowerby. She had only had a few photos of reference for her, but Eve was sure it was her. Mousy-thin hair cut into shaggy layers. Full round lips and even rounder eyes, staring back at her, wet with tears. The painting was detailed. One of the best of the lot, and Eve could really tell that Charlie’s portrait was meant to be on the brink of crying. Her lips were slightly agape and moisture was welling in her stare. She had even drawn on a baggy hoodie around her shoulders. It was sad but not like the woe-is-me kind of sad that the other drawings were showing. It was more of a woe-is-you, like how sad it must be for you to see me like this.

A shiver ran down Eve’s spine, and she bounded up the remainder of the steps two at a time.

Sawyer was right. Eve couldn’t have missed Easton’s locker. It was hard to miss Charlie’s as well, but Easton’s was crammed with balloons, flowers, cards and drawings. There were a couple of jerseys and even a deflated football on top of a teddy bear’s head. Cut-out letters were taped on individually on the locker’s front to spell out: “We miss you, Easton.”

Eve took a glance around the hall. There was one kid near the other end, sitting and pretending to read but likely watching Eve in their peripherals.

She tried the locker door. It was open.

She pushed a few of the commemorative items out of the way with her boot to peer inside. There was a selfie of him and a blonde girl taped to the inside of the door. She was kissing his cheek and he was puffing out his lips. A hoodie was hanging on the hook, cleats at the bottom that had left a layer of mud, and several papers and binders scattered around. Eve plucked one out. It was an essay on air pollution and Easton had gotten a D. Pearl sniffed in at her ankles and immediately reeled back at the smell of the cleats. Eve placed the paper back and gently closed the locker, doing her best to leave things exactly as she’d found them.

Charlie’s locker was in the next section, and there was also a small collection of flowers and cards in front of it. No cut-out letters though. No stuffed animals. She tried the door. This one was locked. But Pearl was sniffing at the bottom profusely. She pushed her snout through the cards and a pile of blue streamers to smell at the grate at the bottom of the door. Eve bent down next to her.

“What is it, girl?” she whispered. But she smelled it as soon as she finished asking.

Acetone.

Or, at least, some type of alcohol.

Eve stood up and was surprised when she turned around, and there was a group of three teenage boys watching her every move. They were crowded around Easton’s locker.

One said, “Is that your gun?”

He pointed to her hip.

“Did you find out what happened to Easton?” another one asked.

“Shut up, guys,” the third one interrupted. “Sorry, Sheriff. You’re doing great.”

“Wow wow. Okay, rizzler.”

They all chuckled, choking on their own spit.

Eve said nothing and took a different staircase back down to the first floor.

Principal Soto was near the main entrance of the school. Throngs of students were coming in now, so Eve clicked Pearl’s harness on and kept her close to her knees. Dawn Soto was directing and greeting the students with a wide smile. She was in her forties, maybe fifties, with thick, dark hair that was pulled up into a bun. Wisps of gray and silver broke up the darkness around her hairline. She was wearing a suit and heels that made her almost as tall as Eve but not quite.

“Sheriff!” Soto exclaimed and went for a hug instead of a handshake. Eve let it happen. “Mr. Kult told me that you were here. I’ve been waiting for you to come by. Come on. Let’s go to my office. Hey! Bradley. No. You don’t do that in the water fountain—”

Bradley stopped mid-putting a chewed-up piece of gum over a rubber spout.

Eve followed Principal Soto to her office and said, “Quite the busy place here. How many kids now?”

“Close to four hundred at this point. About a hundred per grade in the high school. The middle school is bigger than us, almost five hundred kids over there.”

“Man, that’s almost half the population of the whole town here…”

“Sure but quite a few come from outside of town and nearby counties. Chesapeake Valley School is the closest thing you can get to city education without actually going into the city.”

They passed Sawyer’s desk, and he smiled at Eve and waved at Pearl. Eve returned the smile and grabbed the coffee she had left.

The principal’s office was small, with one tall window that overlooked Boulder Avenue. There was a desk in the corner that was piled with binders, folders and papers. She didn’t know how Soto organized her things, but it wasn’t in any type of way that made sense to Eve. Soto sat down on the office chair in front of the desk and gestured to a small chair in the corner that Eve pulled in a bit closer. She didn’t need to feel like she was getting disciplined.

“I’m glad you came by,” Soto said. “It’s good to see your beautiful face in our school here. You should come by for career day next year!”

“Depending on schedule, I could,” Eve replied.

“That would be just amazing. The students would love it. I know they would. A few of them are quite… enchanted by you I think. Not just the boys, of course. You’re really showing the girls here that they can do anything. No matter where they come from or what they look like.”

“I’m happy to hear that.”

“I assume…” Soto popped her lips. “I assume this is about the Lacy boys and Charlie Sowerby though.”

“I just wanted to check in with you and some of their teachers.”

“We had a staff meeting yesterday to unpack some of it. Everyone is upset by this. The students are really quite affected by it. We’ll have an assembly today where we’ll give them a chance to process what happened… It’s really so tragic. So unnecessary.”

“I agree,” Eve said. “We’re still uncovering some things as well. The case isn’t closed.”

“What does that mean? That the kids could be alive?”

Eve said, “I can only hope right now.”

“That’s… That’s great news,” Soto said. “I wonder if I should delay the assembly.”

“Well, it’s not any news yet. It’s just that this is still ongoing. Either way, this was a serious, violent event that affected not just the students at this school but some of the teachers too.”

“All of the teachers, I would say,” she stated. “Easton was a very charismatic, well-loved kid. Had a bit of a snip to him but what teenage boy doesn’t? I would think that you’re referring to Lewis Redding though.”

Eve nodded. “How long have you been the principal here?”

“About six years now.”

“So you’ve been working with Lewis that whole time?”

“Oh yes. He’s been here for two decades, if not more than that… he’s… committed, at the very least.”

“Easy to work with?”

Soto smiled. “You’ve met him.”

“He loved his wife very much.”

“I was very sorry to hear about Carly. She actually owned my house when I first moved into town. She was my landlord before I could buy a place up on 14th street.”

“And what was she like?”

“Kind. A bit disorganized and easily stressed. She always seemed to have a thousand things on her plate. She was pretty good with money though, and she helped set me up with an accountant. She knew the value of investment.”

“And she invested in Chesapeake Valley?”

“She did. She loved it here. A lot of people do.”

Eve nodded.

“So Easton was popular… As far as I know about Tom, he was a bit more quiet but active, like his brother. Charlie was new. She was struggling to make connections here. Her closest friend was probably Ms. Hanandod.”

“Who is that?”

“The art teacher. She said Charlie had… has lots of potential but a lot of… sadness.”

“Well, she lost her mom when she was a kid and then her dad went to jail and she’s been in foster care ever since,” Eve said. “I can’t imagine that type of history would lead to a happy-go-lucky kid.”

“Of course. I can understand that. But we all come from circumstances, it all depends on what we do with it and how we treat people.”

“Did she not treat people well?” Eve asked.

“No… No. It wasn’t like that. She just didn’t try that much. I don’t think she really cared that much about making friends. The closest thing she had was that… Natalie Rey’s group.”

Lewis had mentioned that group too. Eve couldn’t help but relate to Charlie based on Soto’s description.

“Do you know where I could find that group?” Eve asked.

“Well, Natalie should be in—” Soto pulled out a tablet and scrolled through it. “—chemistry right now. Room 108. Class starts in about… seventeen minutes. So you should be able to catch her.”

“Mind if I do so?”

“Sure. Sure. Go right ahead and do what you need to do, Sheriff. I want to help you get this sorted,” Soto said with a genuine smile.

“Thank you,” Eve replied. “And I wanted to ask about Charlie’s locker upstairs… Do you think you could help me get in there too?”

“I could,” she said. “Let me check with the county office, but it shouldn’t be a problem.”

“Good. Pearl and I smelled some type of alcohol coming off of it.”

“Really?” Soto palmed at her hair.

“Yes.”

“That surprises me.”

“Why?”

“Well, as I said, Charlie was quiet. She wasn’t one of the party kids. And even those kids struggle to get booze in town because well… everyone in town knows who they are and doesn’t want to upset the parents.”

“I don’t know for sure that it’s booze.”

“What do you think it could be?”

“I don’t want to speculate,” Eve said and stood up. She finished the styrofoam cup of coffee and tossed it into a bin.

“Oh I love that.” Soto smiled and matched Eve’s movement. “You are just so good at this, Sheriff.” Then, she leaned in to whisper, “I’m so glad I voted for you and not Broder. We couldn’t have survived another four years with that guy…”

Eve let out an uncomfortable laugh, said her goodbyes, and left the office. Sawyer was wrapped up in a conversation with a student that had lost their permission slip to something that they were supposed to leave for right away, but he still made a point to wave at her and smile at Pearl as they went out. The friendliness at the school had made Eve’s nightmares seem irrational. Not that her dreams were ever much about rationality. Still, it had been nice to see and hear that she did have people behind her that weren’t just Roman, and now she felt a bit guilty for how she had left things this morning. Maybe she shouldn’t have, literally, run out on him.

Eve had to navigate between groups of students huddled by their lockers to get to room 108. It was next to the gym where a cacophony of squeaky shoes and bouncing balls came through the walls.

Lewis Redding was standing at the door, eyeing every student that made their way inside.

“Sheriff,” he muttered at her. “Heard you were here.”

“Nice to see you, Lewis,” she said.

“Oh always lovely to see the police first thing in the morning…”

Eve ignored the sarcasm. He didn’t look good. His eyes were bloodshot, and though he had his hat back on, wisps of hair seemed to fall out and onto his shoulder every time he moved his head.

“I’m looking for Natalie Rey,” she said.

“Good choice.”

He pointed out to a group of girls standing outside the gym. “That’s her there. The one in the tiny shirt.”

Eve already knew that Natalie was a senior. She was quite short though, and she was wearing a crop top and ripped jeans. She had brown hair with blonde streaks. There was a blonde girl with her that Eve recognized from Easton’s locker. The girls were leaning in and whisper-giggling about whoever they were looking at in the gym.

“Natalie,” Eve said as she approached. They both jumped. “Natalie Rey?”

“Uh… yeah?”

“Wondering if I could talk to you for a minute?”

“I guess so…” she said and exchanged glances with her friend.

“What’s your name?” She turned to the blonde girl.

“I’m... I’m Teagan. Teagan Olaffson.”

“I’d like to talk to you too,” Eve said.

“O-okay…”

The girls followed Eve in nervous silence to the end of the hallway. There was a door, a staircase and then another door so Eve pulled them into the vestibule for a bit more privacy.

Natalie said, “This is so crazy!”

“What do you mean?” Eve asked.

“I mean why are you talking to us?”

“Weren’t you friends with Charlie Sowerby?” She turned to Teagan. “Weren’t you dating Easton Lacy?”

“Okay… Okay… um, friends is a stretch,” Natalie quipped. “And Teagan and Easton weren’t that serious, right?”

Natalie turned to Teagan. She moved her blonde hair in front of her face, but Eve noticed that her eyes and cheeks were red and puffy from crying.

“Is that true, Teagan?” Eve asked.

“Well… I don’t know,” she said. “I really liked him. But we weren’t… together that long. Maybe like a month?”

“Did you see him two nights ago?” Eve asked.

“Yeah. After football practice for a bit…”

“What did you guys do?”

“We just… hung out. I don’t know.”

“At school?”

“Yeah. And then he walked me home.”

“What time did you see him last?”

“Maybe around six? I was home for supper. You can ask my parents!”

“No. No. I believe you,” Eve said. “Did he seem okay that night? Anything unusual?”

“He was normal. He was a little stressed out from school and stuff, but he was excited for summer… for summer together.”

Teagan sniffled.

Eve paused for a group of students to walk by and then turned to Natalie. “What about you?”

“What about me?” she countered.

“Where were you on Wednesday night?”

“I don’t have class on Wednesday afternoons so I was working until like five.”

“Where do you work?”

“Subway…”

Natalie turned away as she said it, and Eve didn’t like the way she completely averted not just her gaze but her whole body. Teagan was also giving her friend this terrified look.

“We weren’t really friends with Charlie,” Natalie said. “She was nice but… we weren’t that close. She wasn’t that close with anyone.”

“But you did talk to her sometimes? Sit with her in class?”

“She’s younger than me. She’s in some of Teagan’s classes.”

“I never sat with her though!” Teagan exclaimed.

“Obviously, it was that crazy lady who lives across the street…” Natalie said, acting casual.

“Who are you talking about?” Eve asked.

“The fire! It was that lady who’s always at the church. She lives right across the street from Easton and Charlie. She’s… like, seriously unwell.”

“What makes you say that?”

“My mom told me she escaped from a mental hospital.”

Eve couldn’t help but let out a little laugh. She said, “You call me if you think of or remember anything else.”

She opened the door for the girls, and they seemed a bit disappointed. Teagan still seemed nervous, but there was a part of them that clearly liked the attention that Eve was bringing them.

“Get that out of my face!” came a yelling voice from the edge of the gym.

“Lewis, for God’s sake, this isn’t personal!”

Eve pushed past a crowd of students to get to the open doorway. Lewis Redding was inches away from what Eve assumed was the gym teacher. He was a tall skinny man with a shaved head. He was shaking his head at Lewis, holding a basketball between his hands.

“It’s right next to my classroom. It’s personal, Gus.”

“We talked about this. What do you want me to do? There’s nothing I can do!”

“How in the hell am I supposed to teach with all of this racket going on? It’s like they’re tossing balls at the wall! I think you’re telling ‘em to do it.”

“Oh come on…”

Lewis snatched the basketball from Gus’ hand. With an impassioned angry throw, he tossed it across the gym and it bounced in between a group of frozen students.

“Alright, Mr. Redding…” Eve stepped forward. “That’s enough.”

“Oh Sheriff! Good! I’m sure you’re getting your job done by coming to talk to the useless gym teacher!”

“Take it down, Lewis. You need a break.”

“I’ll take a goddamn break!”

Lewis ripped through the gym and went out the side door. The door slammed behind him. The gym and the school were momentarily silenced but it was all cut by the bell. It ripped through like an alarm that put the students back in action. Gus shook his head, looking to the door.

“He shouldn’t be here…” Gus said to Eve. “He shouldn’t be at work when he’s like this. I know he’s going through a lot but it’s not an excuse.”

Eve nodded. “I’ll talk to Principal Soto.”

“Thanks, Sheriff.”

He looked like he was about to formally introduce himself, but Eve didn’t have the time so she excused herself and Pearl and made her way back down the hall. She let Soto know about Lewis’ incident and his temper. It seemed like she was leaning to put him on leave until he could sort his emotions out, and Eve supported this decision even though it could mean that he was going to be in her ear even more.

When she left the school, she could see him pacing on the soccer field. He was having some kind of one-sided conversation, throwing his arms up in the air and then collapsing his face into his hands.

It was grief. It was anger. It was a man torn to pieces by the loss of his wife. She wondered if this had been her father eight years ago. She hadn’t been here to see how the loss had affected him, but he wasn’t like Lewis. He didn’t wear his emotions on his sleeves like that. He buried himself in distraction and work instead, not unlike his daughter.

Her phone buzzed, and Eve was thankful for it. It took her away from the school and Lewis Redding. It was not so much a nightmare but a dream, a vision; a band-aid on a bullet wound. It barely covered the hole and blood was seeping out. Every person she talked to seemed to lead her closer and yet farther from answers. The more band-aids she put on it, the more it bled, reminding her that she was running out of time, that there was only so much blood to bleed and only so many band-aids to cover a wound that was hurting not only Eve but the entire town.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

The text had been from Reg Henson. He was asking her to come down to the Kingman Funeral Home because he and Doctor Dom Blanchard had been working all night on the remains and something had finally cropped up. Eve was desperate for something more concrete. She was also desperate for another coffee so she stopped at the gas station at the end of Main Street before heading over to the Kingman Funeral Home on Maple. The coffee wasn’t great. Nothing compared to the cup that Roman could make that she was now regretting not taking him up on. But it was coffee, and it gave her enough pep to rally herself up to see Reg again.

She also decided to drop Pearl off before heading over to the morgue. It was a small enough space, and Eve didn’t want Pearl to freak out Reg or Dom while they were working or freak herself out with all of the smells of death.

She parked on the street and took the path around the side of the house to the crawlspace. The steel doors were closed. If they really had been working all night, Eve assumed they had trying to be respectful of ninety-year-old Mrs. Kingman who still lived upstairs. Eve yanked at the handle and held onto it so it didn’t slam. She didn’t even need to go all the way down to see what was going on below. It was a mess. There were several black tarps laid out on the floor. The silver tables had been moved to the side to make room for an entire plastic cover. On each of the tarps were piles of bones. Some were bigger and more complete than others, it seemed. One was almost fully formed in the corner. Some of the bones had been scrubbed to reveal white underneath but some of them were still dirtied and dark, covered in soot and ash.

Reg was crouched over one of the smaller piles, analyzing what looked like a pelvic bone. Dom was sitting on a chair in the corner, scrolling through a tablet. It was the only chair in the room at the moment. She didn’t even have room to roll it as she heard Eve’s footsteps and tried to stand up, struggling to do so with the lack of space and not wanting to crush any bones with her heels.

“Wicker!” Dom said.

“Hi Dom. How’s… How’s it going?”

Eve scanned the absolute disarray in front of her.

“Well…” Dom looked at Reg. “It’s been a long night.”

“Sheriff.” Reg nodded at her as he clapped off the dust from his hands. “Good to see you again.”

“You too. You guys get any sleep?”

“Nah…” he said. “Who needs it?”

Eve smiled. “So what’s going on?”

They looked at each other again, as if deciding who should explain. Dom took the lead. She used her long lean legs to step over the pile closest to the bottom of the stairs.

“So six victims. Six sets of remains. That adds up. And… Well, that’s about it. That’s about all that adds up,” Dom said. “We think this here is Carly Redding, victim A.”

Dom pointed to the near-full skeleton in the back corner. She went a bit closer to it.

“Female. Mid fifties to early sixties. Medium build. Seems to fit the bill.”

“And the rest of them?” Eve asked.

“We can’t determine who’s who,” Dom said.

“We can’t determine if it’s them at all,” Reg added.

“Why? What makes you say that?”

Reg, not quite as elegantly as Dom, crossed the tarps to point to Mrs. Redding’s skeleton. He knocked on one of the leg bones. It sounded like he was tapping a cereal bowl. “You hear that?”

Eve nodded.

“It’s calcined. That’s what happens when bone burns in a really high intensity fire. Which makes sense. That’s what these should all be, theoretically. If that fire was as bad as they say…”

“It was,” Eve said. She had only caught the tail end of it that morning but she had seen the last remnants of the fire. More importantly, she had seen the look on the local firefighters’ faces. It wasn’t like Reg or like Marshal Harlow. They were just young guys, probably even volunteers, and they showed all of it in their face; nobody was coming out of that fire alive.

“Right so then they should all be—” he knocked on the bone again. “Like this. But they’re not.”

He crossed back to the pile he was working on when Eve came in. He pressed on the leg bone, and it didn’t make a sound this time but it cracked and fell away with dust.

“These bones… they’re much older. Way farther along in decomposition than they should be for the time of death. They’re not as well-preserved as the calcined set either. We haven’t even been able to determine sex on two out of five of them. We’re missing pieces. Now, that could have just been the result of the fire… maybe lost in the rubble. But it’s not likely that it would be this amount.”

“What sexes have you been able to determine?”

“We’ve got two males and a female. And who knows on this one and that one other there. We don’t have enough to go on.”

“Would more time help?” Eve asked.

“Unlikely,” he replied. “We can’t make more bones appear by looking at ‘em.”

“Fair.”

“I tried,” Dom said. “Trust me… I tried.”

Eve laughed a little. “You guys need to sleep. Anything else you can tell me?”

“We found multiple cigarette butts coated in accelerant,” Reg said. “It was arson.”

“Do you have the butts?”

Reg raised an eyebrow.

“Do you?” Eve asked again.

“Uh, yes… They’re in my truck.”

“Good. Can I have a few?”

“I guess. For what?”

“Business,” Eve said.

Reg chuckled. “Police business?”

Dom crossed to join Eve on the stairs and said, “She probably wants to smoke them. Big tobacco fiend, this one.”

Eve gave her a look. Dom grinned at her and said, “I know you’ve never touched a cigarette, Wicker. Don’t look at me like that. Maybe you need some sleep.”

“I made some time for it,” she said.

“At the cabin in the woods?” Dom mused.

Eve gave her another, harder look.

“Okay!” She lifted her hands. “Tell her what else, Henson. The good news. The really good news.”

“Please. I need some of that,” Eve said.

Reg nodded, still looking curiously at Eve, trying to figure her out. He made his way through the tarps so he was standing on the floor and Eve was on the first step. He was much shorter than her this way, but he didn’t seem to mind.

He said, “None of them are kids.” Then he smiled with his stupidly bright teeth.

“Really?”

Eve looked between them, and they both nodded.

“Definitely not,” Dom said. “We have enough to determine that. These are all adults that we’re looking at here.”

“So where are the kids?” Eve asked.

“Beats me. That’s your job, Wicker,” Dom replied. Her smartwatch let out a little beep and she glanced down at it. “Shit. I’ve got to go. I’ve done what I can here, I think, but you call me if you need anything, okay?”

She was talking to both of them, being efficient with her words.

“Sounds good,” Eve said. “You’re heading for a nap?”

“Sure. A nap in the form of an appointment…”

Reg laughed and said, “Thanks for all your help. I really appreciate it.”

“My pleasure,” Dom said and gave him her own signature smile before going for the stairs, the clicks of her loafer heels on the steps following her up.

Reg said, “I gotta clean up here.”

“Yes, you do,” Eve replied.

“Maybe we can grab some… lunch after? Dinner? What time is it?”

“Almost eleven,” she said. “Probably not. I’ve got a lot on my plate right now.”

“Not food though.”

“I’ve got my dad’s bakery…”

“Your dad’s what?”

“Did I not mention it?”

“You didn’t tell me anything about yourself…”

“Oh well, my dad owns a bakery on Maple.”

“What kind of bakery?”

“French. He’s a pâtissier.”

“That sounds too fancy for a place like this.”

“It is. He is. But he loves it. You should stop by.”

“I will. I’m in town for another night, at least.”

“Alright, well… okay… get a croissant sandwich. Or the strawberry tarts.”

“I’m already hungry. Please stop.”

Eve laughed. “You need a break. Can I get those butts from you?”

“Right. Yes, of course. Just give me a second and I’ll meet you by the truck.”
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Eve sat in the Tahoe with a small plastic bag in her lap. There were several cigarette butts inside, but Reg hadn’t given her all of them. They needed to hold some for evidence of arson. She was outside the bakery and before she went inside for some much-needed food, she wanted to scrutinize the bag. It was too hard to tell off the smell alone. It just smelled like fire and smoke. She would have to send it back to Vince again and see if it was that same substance that she had found at Cohen’s. Nicotaras. How many people in town could be affiliated with this new street drug? Was it this rampant right under her nose?

Eve sighed and tossed the bag of butts in the glove box.

The bell tinkled above her head as she entered the bakery. It was the usual suspects inside: Francis at the counter; Grace in the corner with Kim Turnbull; and then Roman on the other side. He was tying rigs on to fishing line, thin transparent wisps draped across the table in front of him. He smiled when she came in. It was an unspoken thing. They had lunch here together a few days a week. Roman had just started showing up more and more often after Eve had saved him. He had been telling her that he was trying to cut his carbs, yet every time she saw him here, he had a fresh plate full of crumbs in front of him.

“Evie,” Dad said. “W...where you comin’ from and where you goin’?”

“Coming from the morgue. Heading to right here. I’m starving,” she said.

“Should’ve had breakfast this morning,” Roman contributed, putting his line down to join her at the counter.

“I should have,” she said.

“And coffee,” he added.

She gave him a slow blink. He really didn’t need to push his luck right now.

How easily the banter had moved back and forth between her and Reg. She found herself making these comparisons naturally, and it annoyed her that she wasn’t as fiercely one-eyed loyal as Roman was. It made her feel like she was failing him. Another part of her knew that was ridiculous and they were hardly in enough of a relationship to even be disloyal. Still, by comparison, she felt like a cheater. She would never, of course. Eve had been cheated on once. By Anthony. The one serious relationship she had had. It had felt like somebody had ripped out her insides, and she would never want to be the cause of anyone to feel that way. Based on Roman’s history too, it would probably break him. She didn’t want to break him.

She sat across from him at the table. Dad brought them both croissant sandwiches with turkey and spinach. She watched Roman take a huge bite.

She really didn’t want to hurt him. In fact—and it was a small part of her again, not her entire being—she wanted to love him. Eve wanted to be capable of doing that for him. But this job. This case. The life that she’d chosen and her mother had chosen. It never made things like this, things like love, easy.

“You okay?” he asked.

Eve bit into her own sandwich and nodded.

“What happened at the funeral home? Anything good?”

“Yes, actually. A bit of a break,” she replied.

“That’s great!”

“I’m sorry I’ve been so… in my head lately.”

“Well, there’s a lot going on in there.”

“Too much,” she said. “We should go camping or something once… once I fix this.”

“We definitely should. That or… I was thinking…” he put his sandwich down.

“I’m allowed to think. You’re not,” she said and laughed.

Roman smirked. “Put me in cuffs. I’ve been doing it a lot.”

“What were you thinking?”

“Maybe this summer we could go visit my family. I could show you the ranch where I grew up. The real Marek ranch.”

“Oh.”

Eve sat up. She put down her sandwich, too. She chewed and swallowed assiduously.

“I would love to,” she said.

His face erupted into a smile. “It’s a bit of a crazy place.”

“I like crazy places.”

“You remember Jules… Take that times twenty with all of my brothers and my sister… and my mom! God. She would love you, Eve. You guys would get along. She’s a great cook. Like your dad.”

“When’s the last time you’ve been back?”

“I haven’t been back since I moved here.”

“Oh wow. That’s almost two years, isn’t it?”

“Something like that.”

“Are you ready to go back?”

“I think with you I can handle it.”

She smiled and they both dug back into their sandwiches. Eve annihilated hers. As she waited for Roman to finish, she got up from the table and crossed the bakery to say hello to her stepmother.

Grace and Kim were in a hushed conversation.

“I’m at a bit of a loss,” Kim said.

“She’ll turn a corner, I’m sure,” Grace replied.

“I don’t think there are any more corners for her to turn in this town…”

“Have faith, Kim.”

“Sheriff.” Kim looked up and locked eyes with Eve. She looked older now than she did three months ago when Eve had helped to recover her daughter Georgia from Cohen’s clutches. And by the bits of conversation she’d overheard, it seemed the girl still had a long road ahead of her. She had seen the somberness on Georgia at Dill’s. She could see the same somberness on the mother in front of her.

“Kim. How are you?” Eve asked.

“I’m doing well, thank you,” she lied.

“I hope so,” Eve said.

Kim gave her a sad nod and looked away and out the window, not wanting Eve to see the remnants of tears in her eyes. The Turnbulls were a family of criers but that didn’t mean it pulled on Eve’s heartstrings any less.

“Do you mind if I steal Grace for a moment?” Eve asked.

“Oh. No. No problem. I’ll actually… make my way out…” Kim took her last sip of her coffee and got up. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Grace.”

“Sounds good,” Grace replied.

The bell went off again as Kim exited, and Eve took her spot across the table from her stepmother. Grace was in her sixties and she had a short stark-white bob. She wore wire-rimmed glasses that covered pearlescent blue eyes. Despite the growing heat outside, she was wearing a thick sweater.

“What’s going on tomorrow?” Eve asked.

“Oh, the Saturday service with Pastor Greeley.”

“Ah… Is that a popular service?”

“Well, not quite as much as Sunday mornings, of course. But, yes. A fair amount of the townsfolk make it out to worship.”

Eve nodded, not exactly sure how to broach the topic she needed. Thankfully, Grace was a no-nonsense saint and recognized this right away.

Grace smiled softly and asked, “What did you need, dear?”

“I was at the school this morning… I was just talking to a few people. Looking around the outside… into the kids’ lockers. I ran into a group of girls that mentioned somebody from the church. I thought you might know who they were talking about.”

“I bet I do,” she said.

“You know how girls can be…” Eve crossed her legs. “They weren’t exactly flattering in their description. They said something about a ‘crazy lady’ who lives across the street from the Redding house.”

“Ah…”

“They said that she was always at the church and that she’s ‘seriously unwell.’”

Grace laughed a little. “Well… I suppose it’s not that inaccurate. Though, you’re right. Not the most flattering. That’s Lydia Weisserman that they’re talking about, I would think. She’s had some… personal struggles.”

Eve looked at her across the table. She could feel Roman’s eyes on her from the other side of the bakery.

“Could you be a bit more specific?”

Eve focused in. This wasn’t the time for politeness and aloofness. She knew Grace’s background was more on the traditional side, but she needed to know about this woman; the eyes in the window.

“She moved here around… 2002… 2003. She came here with her husband, Jackson, and her son. I think his name was Harry, but I can’t be sure. Jackson worked at the Kingman Mine. It was still in operation then. It had slowed down quite a bit though. Lots of those boys had to find other jobs or they had to leave Chesapeake Valley. Lydia volunteered at the school in the library sometimes. She came to the church every Sunday with her little boy. And then… I think it was the spring of 2006. I think it was because that was the year I organized the craft sale. What a disaster that was.” She giggled to herself. “Anyway. It was a terrible spring, Eve. We don’t usually get a lot of rain, but we got a lot that year. The rivers were running over and I remember even streams dripping over the mountainside onto the highway. Jackson had his son at work that day with him. I don’t really know why. He was twelve or thirteen, maybe. Not a place for a boy that age to be. It was at that time that the mine flooded. Now, some people got out. Some people didn’t. It was six or seven people who died. Jackson and his son were among them.”

Eve took out a notepad and started jotting things down.

“Also, Mrs. Harrington’s son was down there too. That was very sad for the town. He was a very nice boy. But Lydia… she pretty much disappeared after that. Nobody saw her for weeks. Months. We brought her casserole dishes, left them on her doorstep. And they would simply rot and attract flies. She didn’t have much for family but eventually, her brother from California came to visit her. He tried to get her out of the house. She refused. I don’t know the details, but I know she attacked him and it was quite… violent. He called the police.”

Eve made a note to check the records.

“I think it was Sheriff Salisbury at the time. He took her in and they sent her to… oh, I’m not sure what they call them nowadays… a psychopathic place? A hospital, really. To get her some help. She was released about four years ago now, and she hasn’t missed a church service since she’s been back. She doesn’t speak much to anyone but herself, but she’s a kind soul who’s been through many hardships. I know that she’s quite heavily medicated so it can be difficult to get straight answers out of her. Pastor Greeley asked me to include her in a lunch one Sunday, and she couldn’t tell me what kind of soup she liked!”

There was a moment when Eve was waiting for her to say more but she didn’t. Grace took a large sip of coffee, put it down and smiled.

Eve said, “Thanks for telling me all that.”

“You’re welcome, dear. I think she is much better than she’s been. She may be able to help you. Maybe she saw something from her house!”

“That’s what I’m thinking too,” Eve said.

Grace nodded. “But she is… oh, I don’t know at the very best, unpredictable. So do watch your step around her, Eve. What she did to her brother was horrifying. Be careful.”

“I will be.”

Eve felt a sense of progress. Lydia’s story was important somehow. Maybe not as important as what they had discovered earlier, but it was tied to this whole thing. But Eve couldn’t help but go back to what Reg and Dom had discovered about the remains earlier. Those kids did not burn up in that fire. They could still be alive. Her instinct had been right and it was pumping her with adrenaline, keeping her on the path, asking the right questions.

Her eyes snapped to Roman. He was standing now, gathering up his fishing stuff, maybe even sensing that Eve was about to move on. The emotional radar on him was attuned to her every movement. Maybe that was why she was feeling so guilty for doing nothing. He really saw her unlike other people did.

Eve thanked Grace, crossed the shop, and gave Roman a peck on the cheek. When she tried to pull away, Roman grabbed her arm and held her there. He pulled her in closer again and she could feel the fishing line slide along her back. The rigs were gathered in his hands, trailing down her back as he embraced her way too tightly.

“Roman,” she squeaked.

“Sorry.”

He loosened his grip.

When they tried to pull apart, Eve almost got tangled in the lines. Roman stopped her, held her there with one hand and used his other hand to unwrap the paper-thin material from her uniform.

“I gotta go,” Eve said as he pulled the last line out of her hair.

On cue, Francis pushed a to-go cup of coffee across the counter with an encouraging nod. “W-W-We’re behind you, Sheriff.”

“I know you are.”

Eve tossed a smile around the bakery. Roman locked his eyes into hers. But she had to go. No more handsome distractions. She had eaten. She had gotten the information that she had come for. Now, she moved.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Everything was going slower than she wanted it to. Even for a county sheriff, putting out a statewide alert on the possibly alive, possibly missing kids seemed to take an eternity. The clerk at the State Patrol office seemed maddeningly slow on the uptake, and Eve had had to explain three times that no, she wasn’t sure if the kids were still alive, but she also couldn’t confirm that they’d been abducted, and they didn’t have to circle in the CBI just to put out an alert, could they do it as a favor? She knew it was a long shot—the prior APB hadn’t turned up much—but it was better than nothing.

Even calling Dom and leaving a message had taken more minutes than Eve seemed to have. She wanted to know if Dom knew anything about Lydia Weisserman. If anyone in this town knew about someone’s mental instability in town, it would be Dom. A town’s doctor held the town’s secrets.

Going through the records to find Lydia’s argument with her brother had also taken longer than Eve expected. This was technically the county office for Chesapeake Valley, but the records room was small and finite because it had once been combined with El Paso. In 2010, Chesapeake Valley had become its own county and it included local farms, a bunch of small mountain towns, as well as some more rural settlements in the foothills themselves. Lots of people in the area had felt like El Paso county hadn’t understood rural needs. But because of this history, Eve was pretty sure that any records she was going to have to hunt down before that time would be at the El Paso County Office all the way out in Colorado Springs. Unless some poor clerk had been assigned the task of separating all the records, that was also unlikely. There likely wasn’t the budget in administration, especially to support now an entirely separate county.

Eve checked her notes from earlier.

Grace had said that the flood had occurred in the spring of 2006. Lydia had disappeared after that and her brother had come to visit her… when? Eve checked under the address on 5th street, but there was nothing. When she checked under Weisserman, there was also nothing.

“Sharon!” Eve called from the records room. She was elbow-deep in a case of folders.

Sharon was in the doorway within seconds. “What’s up, Sheriff?”

“Can you call the county office in Springs? See if they have a record of an altercation… Lydia Weisserman and her brother. I don’t know his name. 2006 to 2008… 9… I’m checking post-2010 here, but I don’t see anything.”

“I’ll check.”

She knocked twice on the wood.

“Thanks.”

Sharon came back fifteen minutes later with a sticky note dangling off her finger. Eve had searched front, back and back again and had not found anything regarding Lydia Weisserman in the Chesapeake Valley records.

“I got something,” she said. “They’re gonna fax it over.”

She passed the sticky note over. It said: Lydia Weisserman, assault, involuntary commitment, December 2009, case # 487290.

“Perfect.”

Eve could breathe a little.

“What time is it?” Eve asked.

“Almost five.”

“What? No,” Eve said. “How did that happen?”

“You’ve been in here for a bit. You were out all morning. Turns out, things take up time…” Sharon quipped.

Eve held back a snip of her own. She wasn’t in the mood for a cynical attitude, on all fronts.

“Why don’t you go home?” Eve suggested. “You need some rest, I’m sure.”

“I could…” she replied. “That fire investigator called here. Good news about the remains, right?”

“That they’re possibly alive, absolutely. Just… where are they?”

“What about Orla and Mac?”

“They could be alive or dead. The kids’ remains for sure weren’t in the bunch. It was harder to tell with the adults. They’re pretty sure that they have Carly.”

“Damn… poor Lewis.”

Eve nodded.

“Did he flirt with you?” Sharon asked.

“What?”

“That Henson guy. Wasn’t he flirting with you? I saw you guys chumming it up when he pulled up in that tight navy jumpsuit…”

“Alright, Deputy. Keep it professional.”

“Okay! I’m just saying… he’s pretty hot.”

“Not professional.”

“Not untrue.”

Eve laughed a little. “He pushed it a little at lunch. Asked me to dinner again today… after a romantic interaction over burnt-to-crisp bodies.”

“Man doesn’t seem to care about professionalism.”

“Well, I do.”

“Okay, Eve! Have a little fun too though. You’re too young and beautiful and smart to not have some fun sometimes,” she said. She was smiling but it seemed like she was being quite serious. “Why wouldn’t you go out with a handsome man like that?”

“Because of Roman!”

“Oh. Well, I didn’t realize you were actually that serious about the cowboy.”

“I like him…” Eve said. “I like him more than I think I do.”

Sharon laughed. “More than I thought you did too.”

“I don’t want to,” Eve explained. “I struggle to feel chemistry with pretty much anyone and it definitely wasn’t there with Reg, anyway. He’s nice. Kinda funny. He looks good. Roman is way more…”

“Ripped?”

“Interesting,” Eve said.

“Right,” Sharon looked away. “It makes sense that someone with depth would want to be with someone with depth. I get that. Just don’t forget to have a little fun, Sheriff. Just a little.”

“I have fun,” Eve brushed past Sharon. She could hear the fax machine revving up in the other room.

Sharon followed behind her. “When?”

“I’m having fun right now!”

“At work?”

“This is why I’m a detective. This is why I’m a sheriff.” Eve yanked the fresh case papers off the fax machine and waved them in the air. “I’m having the time of my life!”

Sharon let out an uncomfortable laugh and leaned against the desk. “Okay. This conversation isn’t over. You’ve got some wrinkles to iron out.”

“Put a pin in it,” Eve said.

“I will. A big fat pin.”

Eve shook her head and laid out the case file in front of her.

Lydia Weisserman: born in 1974 in Illinois. There was a long history of mental illness and several calls made against her back in 2004, seemed like she had pissed off some neighbors but she was let off with warnings. The husband, Jackson, talked the police down. In almost every record, pre-2006, Jackson was at play, saving Lydia from potential charges and fines by advocating for her and her mental health.

“Okay!” Sharon called. “I’m going then!”

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Eve said, barely looking up.

“Huge pin, Sheriff!” she added, “Massive!”

Eve waved her off, pointing her smile only at the case file beneath her.

There were different theories throughout the file. Paranoid schizophrenic. Manic depressive disorder. Dissociative identity. Borderline personality disorder with a touch of psychosis. Nobody could really decide what Lydia’s diagnosis was, only that she was, first and foremost, a victim of her own mind.

December 2009. The case was filed by Gregory Hersys, Lydia’s brother. So he had pushed charges against her despite knowing her history. But the court records showed that he had been sympathetic, just that he wanted her put away. He wanted her: “someplace safe… someplace where she can’t hurt anyone else… including herself.”

Gregory had shown up at Lydia’s door in the late afternoon on December 21st. He was checking in on her after years of trying to get in touch with her after Jackson and Henry’s death. He had tried to call in advance. His wife had been pushing him to get her out to California for Christmas. She needed the break from Chesapeake Valley after all she had been through. But Lydia never answered the phone. She occasionally responded to an email with garbled, punctuation-filled nonsense of which the case file had several examples. Lydia didn’t come to the door when Gregory showed up, so he decided to go around back to try and get inside. Despite his knocking and seeing her eyes in the window, Lydia refused to let him in. She called him a “monster” and that she would never let a beast like him inside. Gregory got frustrated after about an hour of this, according to a neighbor’s testimony, and decided to try and kick the back door in. When that didn’t work, he took a discarded garden spade to the doorknob and pried it off. The back door flew open. Gregory came in with the spade in one hand and the knob in the other.

“Lydia!” he called. “Enough of this!”

There was movement upstairs. Gregory made his way up to the carpeted stairs but he had to weave around piles of papers and boxes to do it. The house was filled with junk. Piles of clothes that would never be worn. Boxes of newspapers that would never be read. Orange bottles of prescription medication were emptied and scattered on every surface. Lydia was waiting for Gregory at the top of the stairs. There was a banister with a loose rung and knowing this, Lydia waited for her brother to grab that piece before knocking it out with her foot, hitting him in the teeth with it. Reeling with pain, Gregory tumbled back down the stairs and Lydia went after him. She wrenched the garden spade from his hand and started to stab him with it.

“Lydia, it’s me!” he cried. “It’s your brother! It’s Gregory.”

She stabbed him seventeen times before he finally got a hold of her. The entire floor and walls were spattered with his blood, and he dripped all over her when he got her pinned on the kitchen floor. According to Gregory, as he held there, they both sobbed. Not the reunion he or Lydia had expected, but he was sure she recognized him near the end. He was adamant that he had seen some light come back into her eyes on that seventeenth stab. Still, he was also adamant that she was dangerous.

The judge recommended Eden Valley Care Facility for Lydia. Eden Valley wasn’t that far from Chesapeake Valley, about fifty minutes to the south along the foothills. It was a perfectly isolated and contained spot for psychiatric patients to find some peace. For Lydia, it was a prison. They put her under involuntary hold in the facility after Gregory’s case against her, and they didn’t let her out until four years ago when she was no longer a danger to herself and the people around her.

A car door slammed.

Eve looked up from the file. She had sat down at her desk while reading, and she had to peer out from behind the wood privacy screen to see who in the hell could be at the station right now. The sun was almost down, casting the streets in gray-green shadows. The even rows of parking spaces were dark and empty aside from one with a rusted half-ton truck. Eve’s Tahoe was on the other side. If she needed to escape out the back door, it was quicker to go that way.

Burt Sowerby was walking up to the doors. He was wearing a baseball hat that covered part of his mean-looking face, but Eve recognized his perpetual scowl sticking out. He yanked on the door. When he realized it was locked, he knocked so hard on the glass that she thought he might crack it.

“Sheriff!” he yelled. “I know you’re here!”

He knocked again.

Eve stood up from the desk and he must have seen her shadow through the glass because he screamed: “Come out here!”

She readjusted her uniform and made sure everything was in place before opening the door. The smell hit her immediately. Burt stank like he had been bathing in whiskey.

“What can I do for you, Mr. Sowerby—”

“Let me in. You wanted to talk. Let me in.”

Eve frowned. “I’d love to have a conversation. Maybe we should wait until tomorrow morning when you’re more… well-rested?”

“I’m well-rested. It’s now or never, Sheriff.”

Eve pushed open the door enough to let him in. He pushed past her, brushing his broad shoulder against hers, trying to trip her up but she held her stance. She immediately showed him to the interrogation room and sat him down in the small space.

“I’ll be right back,” she said.

“What? Sit down! You’re not locking me in here.”

Eve fiddled with the handle. “It’s not locked, Mr. Sowerby. You’re free to leave at any point.”

He hmpfed and crossed his arms.

She closed the door and quickly made a call on the walkie. She let Sharon know that Sowerby was here. It was too much of a risk to take at night, him being under the influence and her being alone. Somebody needed to know where she was and what she was doing. Sharon copied and Eve went back into the room.

As she sat down, Burt said, “I know you’ve been sniffing around my house too. Without a warrant!”

“What makes you say that?”

“I know… I could smell you and that dirty dog of yours.”

“I came by to try and talk to you.”

“I’m allergic to dogs, you know? They make me itch. I was itching like crazy when I came home that night.”

“Okay…” Eve said. “You know what this is all about, right?”

“O’course. My baby girl. Charlie.”

His face was red and splotchy. His freckles trailed all the way down his neck to a thick patch on his shoulder, covered only partially by a stained stretched-out t-shirt.

“I’m sure the fire must have been quite upsetting to hear about…”

“Upsetting?! Jesus Christ. Try gut-wrenching,” he said. “I came here for her… I came here to start over and then… this. This wretched fucking town burnt her and I all the way to the ground. Anything to keep us from each other. Anything to keep me from my baby girl…”

“Well, what initially kept you two from each other?”

“People like you.”

The glare underneath the shadow of his hat sent a shiver through Eve’s entire body.

“What do you mean by that?”

“I got arrested. You know that. You ain’t stupid.”

“Tell me what happened, Mr. Sowerby.”

“Call me Burt,” he said flatly. “The place I hit… it wasn’t a good place. Charlie… I think she was five or six at the time. Her mom had just left us to go do lines in Miami with some rich loser. We were living in New Mexico and I hit this place called ‘Leonardo’s.’ They sold all sorts of crap and really, and I know it, it was front for laundering or whatever. They had a system. They were like a fancy pawn shop. I traded them a guitar once and I never saw a lick of coin from that sale though. They were stand-alone, just off the highway. I knew they had loads of cash. I thought it would be easy. I was naive. I needed Charlie to know I was gonna take care of her. I couldn’t find a job. She needed to go to school. Couldn’t afford a babysitter. I had an ax though, and a lighter, and a can-do type of attitude. So I went into Leo’s and tried to get us a bit of cash to make rent. I didn’t think it through. I threw around some gasoline before I went in, in the front, so they couldn’t chase after me. And then I went in with a mask on but I stupidly started talking about that damn guitar and they knew it was me. I hightailed it out of there, but the damn spark on the lighter wouldn’t light, and then the cops were already there. I was done for. Put away for twelve years for armed robbery and attempted arson. Got out in ten.

“So call me a criminal or whatever. I’m a felon. And I know you know that, Sheriff. But there ain’t no way I did anything half as bad as Mac and Orla. There ain’t no way I did anything worse than burning down a bunch of… kids.”

Burt choked back a wave of sadness and sat up straighter.

“Ain’t no way I did worse than them!” he gripped the edge of the table. “I saw that Mac Farwell at AA. I know I’m not supposed to tell you that either but it’s important. He was well-into all kinds of drugs as a kid and they might make you think he was clean because he was holding down a job or two. But he didn’t fool me. I saw the way he got all twitchy on the line. He didn’t fool me at all. And you know all about Orla Cameron, right? You know what she did?”

“What are you referring to?” Eve asked. “The accident she had a few years back?”

“Accident!” Burt laughed. “She was drunk and hit an old man with her car. That ain’t no accident. There’s a difference between them and me. I’ve got a record, I know. I’m a criminal according to the law. But those two are worse than criminals, they’re destructive. They destroy and hurt people that are in their way. I never hurt nobody. Even at Leo’s, I never hurt anyone.”

“You tried, though,” Eve countered.

Burt rankled. “But I didn’t. And I went away a long time for trying. She cripples a guy, speeding, completely wasted, and what? She’s got to pay off some fees? That’s it?”

“She spent some time,” Eve said. “Not as much as you, but she did go to jail for a bit.”

“Did she?”

Eve flexed her jaw. “How many drinks did you have before you got here?”

Burt slid his eyes up from his white-knuckled fingers. “I’m not wasted.”

The smell of whiskey was there. His eyes were bloodshot, and he wiped at his face like he could get the remnants of booze off with a flick of his hand.

“Willing to do a sobriety test?” Eve asked.

“You’re missing the point!” he yelled. It died in the small room, cushioning into the walls like it was nothing more than eggshell paint.

Eve scowled. “Keep it together, Burt.”

He stood up. A wicked, cynical smile came over his face.

“Keep it together? How would you feel if that was your kid, Sheriff?!” the yell became a scream. “You finally get out! You’re ready to start a life with your baby girl! Finally! She’s been writing you all these letters about school, about this place. A town that she really likes, but you can’t be there because of an ax and a guitar. You finally get out… you get a job… you’re making something for yourself. And then… And then she’s all burnt up. Mac Farwell and Orla Cameron burn down that house for the insurance money so they can make off like bandits and you can sit in those ashes wondering where the hell you went wrong.”

“I understand that this must be difficult…” Eve tried to bring him back in.

He made to get around his chair but tripped on it, and it fell over with a slam. Eve got up from her side of the table, saying, “Burt… I need you to take it down.”

He looked at the overturned chair and then at Eve, squaring herself over it.

“Tell me that they did it! Tell me that you’re gonna arrest them! Tell me something!”

“Why would Mac and Orla burn down a house for insurance money that they don’t even own?”

“What?”

“Mac and Orla didn’t own that house…” Eve said. “They wouldn’t get any insurance money out of burning it.”

“Well… then…” he stammered. “What?! They did it just for the hell of it? To get rid of my baby girl?”

“No. I don’t think that’s what happened either.”

“Tell me!” he screamed. And as Eve went to pick up the chair, he was on her before she had a chance to react. He had both arms on her shoulders and he pinned her up against the door. He had a bit of height on her and a lot of weight. As she pushed back against him, she could barely budge.

“Burt…” she squirmed. “That’s enough.”

He pushed her into the wall.

“You don’t get it…” he cried. His face was beet red. “You don’t get it!”

He shook her violently. Eve’s head smacked against the wall and a buzzing started in her ears. This wasn’t good. She needed help. She needed backup now. She tried to reach her fingers down to her walkie, trying to reach the distress button. She felt through the space. There it was. Without visuals, it was hard to confirm for sure, but she was certain that it was the distress button that she hit because the walkie opened up with a click.

Burt threw her on the ground.

Eve’s back hit the tile floor, but she kept her neck raised so she wouldn’t hit her head again. It took the wind out of her. He straddled over top of her, keeping his hands pressing into her shoulders.

“I just want you to listen!”

“I’m… I’m listening,” Eve strained. “Let’s talk about this—”

“I’m talking! My daughter’s dead because of that kid… because of that stupid kid…”

Eve didn’t know what he was talking about now.

“My baby girl…” he cried. His head collapsed into her chest. All of the smells coming off of him wafted over Eve. The whiskey. The sweat. Freshly cut lumber. She tried to push him off but he had let himself go limp, all of his weight on her.

Eve tried again. She brought her knees up and flipped him over so she was on top. Burt was surprised and she took advantage of that, going for the cuffs on her belt. She needed to get him under control. When she went for the cuffs, he grabbed her arm, locking her into place.

“Let go, Burt,” Eve growled.

“No,” he said. “No. You’re not locking me up.”

He yanked on her arm and, with raw drunken strength, pulled her so he could pin her arm beneath him. A calloused hand came up to her face and then her neck. He felt along with her and said, “You’re not locking me up, Sheriff. I need you to understand me. You’re so beautiful, you know? I heard your mother was beautiful too.”

With his body on her arm and his other hand feeling her, Eve felt momentarily helpless. First and foremost, she was surprised. The mention of Mom. The pure shock of his hands on her and then moving down to her uniform, working on the buttons. With her free arm, Eve went for her gun. She hated him for making her do this. She reached for her belt, unbuttoned the clasp, and wrapped her fingers around the grip.

The door slammed open.

Burt was pulled up by his shirt and pressed against the wall by a pair of biceps underneath a tight navy uniform. It was Reg. He put his arm into Burt’s neck until he was gasping for breath and mercy.

Eve managed to get to her feet, fumbling for the cuffs. She helped Reg get Burt on the ground and get him into the handcuffs. Burt was full-out sobbing. He turned his face, cheek against the floor and screamed, “I want my baby girl!”

Reg grabbed him by the arm and dragged him out of the room.

“Holding cell… to the left…” Eve said, following behind him.

Reg didn’t hesitate. He tossed Burt inside the cell at the back of the station and he rolled in. Reg held the door while Eve locked it.

Finally, he turned to her and said, “You okay?”

Eve nodded instinctively. She stumbled back and out of the back, heading towards her desk, trying to make some space between her and Burt. Lydia’s case file was still open on her desk and she clamped both hands around the papers, trying to catch her breath, trying to make sense of what had just happened.

“Eve…” Reg said from behind her. “Should I call someone?”

Eve shook her head. “It’s okay… I’m okay.”

“What happened?”

“He’s just… drunk… upset…” she replied.

“And you were working alone,” he said.

“Yes. That’s not uncommon out here,” she snapped.

“Okay. Okay. I know. I know. I’m not saying this was your fault. I’m not saying that at all. It wasn’t,” he said. “I got the call. I’m still a first responder.”

“Sharon?” Eve asked.

“I would think she’s on her way too.”

They went quiet. Burt’s sobs filled the empty, dark station. Eve felt bad for him. She felt bad about the entire situation and there was nothing that excused him for behaving like that, but it was clear that he had broken down, working through trauma and grief. She wanted to tell him that Charlie could be alive. They hadn’t found her remains and his baby girl might be out there. But she didn’t want to make him a promise she couldn’t keep, even if it would temporarily ease some of his pain.

But she was certain from that conversation that Burt Sowerby was not responsible for the fire on 5th Street. What motive would he have to burn down that house? Unless he got Charlie out in advance somehow, but that didn’t line up with his emotional display.

“You sure you’re okay?” Reg asked, placing a hand on her shoulder.

Eve pulled away immediately.

“I’m fine,” she said. “I’ve dealt with lots of drunk men in my day.”

He chuckled. “I’m sure you have.”

“Thanks for coming so quickly,” she said.

“Right up the street,” he said. “Waiting by the phone.”

“You that bored?”

“There’s only so much to do in a town like this…”

Maybe the dinner invitation had been more about alleviating his boredom than a romantic thing.

“I guess… thanks for doing that,” she said. She lowered her voice. “I really didn’t want to have to shoot him.”

“You’re stronger than I am… I probably would’ve clocked him.”

She smirked.

“Your, uh… Can I?” Reg reached forward.

Eve looked down at what he was reaching for. Her uniform was open, buttons almost down to her navel with her sports bra and cleavage out.

“Oh… I got it,” she replied, swatting his hand away, and backing them back up one by one.

“That’s not appropriate,” she said as she got to the top one. “In what world do you think it’s okay for you to do up my buttons?”

“Sorry… No. You’re probably right. I just wanted to help…”

Eve sighed. And Burt had just wanted her to listen. She couldn’t hold back her disgust, the discomfort, at the boundary-pushing tendencies of men. They saw what they could get away with first. They always wanted to see how far they could push you before they pushed you all the way. They slammed you against the wall before taking you to the floor.

Eve took in a sharp breath. The squad car sirens came into ear shot, and a few moments later, red and blue lights filled the parking lot.

“Backup,” Reg stated. “I should go.”

“Yes, you should,” Eve said. “Thanks for your help.”

“I’m glad I was close by,” he said.

Eve gave him a curt nod.

“I’m sorry… Sheriff,” he said, trying to pull her attention. She looked at him. “I’m sorry about whatever he tried to do and I’m sorry if I pushed you too much. In all regards. I have to admit I was pretty… enamored by you.”

“Don’t be,” Eve cut him off.

He laughed. “It’s hard not to be.”

“It’s not,” she said. “If I looked like Burt back there, you wouldn’t have thought twice about it.”

“Well, if he had your personality though…”

“Really?”

“That’s a joke.”

“It’s not funny,” Eve said.

“Well… I’m sorry,” Reg said. “Really. I am. I’ll be better.”

“Okay.”

She didn’t know what else to say. Was he expecting another thank you? A medal for not trying to force her into dinner or a date? He wanted her to collapse into his arms as a damsel and him, her hero. But she didn’t need heroes. She needed answers. She didn’t need emotional outbursts. She needed facts. And she really didn’t need Sharon’s little knowing smirk when she rushed into the station and saw Eve and Reg standing chest to chest.
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Tom Lacy

Tom was wandering. It felt like he was nowhere and everywhere. He could go any direction and find absolutely nothing. Everyone else was sleeping and he wasn’t sure, actually, if he was sleeping too. This could have been a dream. That’s what he could hope for: that none of this was real. It didn’t really feel real anyway. Maybe it was because he was constantly thinking of other worlds that weren’t this one.

He was searching for the Phoenix Queen. It made sense in his head when he had gotten to his feet. He was looking for her deep in the belly of her tunnels. Hand streaks had been left in the silver ash on the walls, but he couldn’t see them. It was all just dark and he felt along the rock to guide him until he saw something up ahead. It was a warm glow.

Tom ran towards it. The sound of his bare feet against the ground was so loud in the quiet fear of this place. They had taken his shoes. He couldn’t remember when it was. Time meant nothing down here either. Easton had been getting lippy and they had taken away all of their shoes, which Tom really thought was unfair. Charlie also had barely tried to do anything. She had just kicked off her Converse and thrown them down the tunnel. They said they would go soon too, that they would be moving to where they were supposed to be and then it would all be easier. But Tom didn’t believe it. He didn’t believe anything they had to say anymore. This wasn’t the way it was supposed to be. This wasn’t what Mac had promised.

Something started to come into view. It was a lumpy shadow. Tom slowed as he got closer and when the sound of his footsteps died down, the sound of a light whistle replaced it. It was an old man wrapped in a thick black coat. His hair was as black as his coat and so were his eyes. He stopped whistling and looked up at Tom, encroaching on the light from a bright-yellow lamp.

He smiled. He only had two teeth and they were both brown.

“What’s that? A boy?”

Tom was frozen. His eyes locked on to an open bag of Fritos at the man’s dirty boots. The man picked them up, shook them and reached them out towards him.

“Here,” he said. “Have some. You look hungry.”

He shook the Fritos a second time.

“Come on.”

Tom’s stomach seemed to lurch forward before he did. It was absolutely whining. Dying for a chance to eat something. They had given them a granola bar once. Maybe there was a bit of jerky thrown in one night and a sip of Gatorade. The kids had each been given a water bottle that they were supposed to be able to “make last.” Tom had already drunk the whole thing.

He grabbed a handful of the corn chips and stuffed them into his mouth.

The man giggled. “Heehee! I knew you’d like those. What are you doing down here? No shoes!”

He pointed at his soiled toes.

“What do you think you’re up to?” he asked.

Tom chewed and swallowed. “Can you help me?”

“I just did.”

The man pointed to the Frito dust on his fingers.

“I think… I don’t know what happened,” Tom said. “There was a fire. And now we’re down here. They’re taking us somewhere.”

“That sounds pretty scary,” he replied. “You must be pretty scared…”

The man sat down on a collection of blankets and sweaters and gestured for Tom to sit on a tarp. The set up was clearly temporary but they were at a point in the tunnels where it seemed high and dry. No water and no sound of dripping either. It was a safe spot and this man seemed like he had chosen it on purpose. He knew this place.

“I don’t know.” Tom sat down on the tarp. “I don’t even know what to think.”

“Are you alone?”

“No. No. I just told you…”

“You look alone to me.”

“I’m not!”

“Nobody else around…” his voice echoed off the emptiness of the space.

But distantly, Tom could hear snoring. He could and would make his way back when he needed to. This man didn’t scare him.

“It’s okay,” Tom said. “We’re both here.”

“I guess we are…”

“I’m Tom.”

“Well, I’m Lin.”

“Lin?”

“You got it, young man.”

“What are you doing down here?”

“It’s a dry place to be. Quiet. Nobody bothers me here,” he replied.

“I bet…” Tom muttered.

There was a tiny moment for some gratefulness. Tom could only be thankful that he didn’t live down here, that he wouldn’t be down here forever.

“How long have you been here?” Tom asked.

“I’ve lost track…” Lin replied. “Really, I’m still… exploring. Looking for the real way out.”

“Exploring?”

“Oh yes. There’s lots to discover down here. Many ways out. Many ways in.”

“Too many. I don’t know how you wouldn’t get lost.”

“You do. And you find glory in that,” Lin said and laughed. “Keeps things interesting. That tunnel goes back to the entrance.”

He pointed into the distance and into the dark.

“That one there…” he pointed to nothing again. Rock. Blackness. “That goes to the beast. Stay away from there.”

“The beast?”

“Yes. The queen…”

“The Phoenix Queen?” Tom whispered.

“How should I know? She really runs this place, if you ask me…”

“I knew it…” Tom stood up. “I knew it was her.”

“Off so soon?”

“I need to get my brother,” he said.

“Oh, I understand. You keep your family close, boy,” Lin cooed. “It’s a tough life alone. I know you think you’re strong and grown-up, but things can easily get out of hand if you lose control. Don’t you lose control.”

“I won’t.”

Tom unwrapped his feet from the tarp and emptied out the Fritos.

“Thanks for the chips,” he said. “Sorry I ate them all.”

“That’s alright,” Lin replied. “How old are you?”

“Eleven,” Tom said.

“Life won’t wait for you to grow up, so you better do it quickly.”

“I’m trying.”

Lin nodded. His profile cast a collection of shadows up the stone wall, his nose stretching into a spear as he said, “I hope you escape.”

Tom nodded and said, “You too.”

Lin grinned. “I never will.”

“Do you hear that?” Lin whistled.

Down the cave, in the direction of darkness that Lin had pointed to, there was a low rumbling. It was like what Tom had heard the other night. It was her. He could grab Easton and Charlie. They could follow the silver ash along the walls and defeat the Phoenix Queen and get out of here. Maybe they could even get Lin out too. She was growling. She must have been as starving as they were.

“You must go,” Lin declared. “Get out of here before she smells you.”

Tom didn’t hesitate. He took his bare feet back where he came, following the sounds of the snores and leaving behind the sounds of snarling and the glow of Lin’s electric lamp.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Eve was sitting in the Tahoe, hands clenched around the steering wheel. The steeple of the church looked as if it were piercing the tips of fluffy, slow-rolling clouds in an idyllic blue sky. It was like a Windows background. This town was everything a sheriff could dream of in a lot of ways. Not only did it look like a postcard, but it was small enough to know the people, to keep your eye on things. But it was big enough, too, for wide, dark corners to hide in. Despite all the terrible things that had been happening, the aesthetic of the town was really starting to grow on Eve. She was making friends. She was making enemies too, but Chesapeake Valley was starting to give her a sense of home—something she had never really had before.

Mom had always said that home was a feeling. It didn’t matter how much they moved or how many different apartments they lived in. It depended on who was around you and what you made of it.

The perfect weather could distract her from what happened last night. But the case was an even stronger, more comprehensive distraction. She didn’t want to think about Burt Sowerby. She didn’t want to think about Reg Henson. But she couldn’t help but think about Roman. She had gone to sleep without texting him. He was blowing up her phone. She hadn’t told him a thing. She didn’t want to—she couldn’t—deal with that right now.

People, mostly women, were starting to arrive now. They went up the church steps, clutching cardigans and purses. She saw Principal Soto and Kim Turnbull. Her stepmother Grace guided in a friend with a walker who Eve didn’t know. Lewis Redding showed up too, clutching a notebook under his arm and sporting his hat again. Eve also recognized Catherine Presley who had been friends with Carly Redding and the Kingman family.

She didn’t see Lydia Weisserman. She was sure she would recognize her from her mugshot stringy blonde hair, wiry frame with an upturned nose and her eyes. Eve would have known her eyes from miles away.

When the time started to tick past the service start, Eve got out of her car. Maybe she had missed her. She had been here early enough. Thirty minutes before. Maybe Lydia had decided to skip church today, but based on what Grace had described, she was known for her consistency in Greeley’s congregation.

Eve slipped in through the doors just as Pastor Greeley was beginning his welcomes. He paused, noticed her, nodded and then kept going. It caused some other heads and eyes to turn around, like Lewis Redding, who all-out glared at her presence.

The church inside was about twenty rows of pews with an aisle down the middle and another on the right side where they had added on a kitchen a few years ago. It was quite obvious that it was a renovation. The tile linoleum didn’t line up with the old wood floors and stained glass windows behind the altar. They went all the way to the ceiling; three skinny strips of greens, blues and reds with a grand cross on the one in the middle.

The pastor spoke of temptation and the story of Jesus being tested in the wilderness by the devil in the book of Matthew. Eve found it surprisingly interesting and motivating. She hadn’t been to church much as a kid and it had never been a big part of her life. But Greeley had a way of making it all seem so enigmatic and beguiling.

“He took Christ to the highest mountain so he could see the whole world at his feet. The devil showed him… Look, he said, see all the splendors of the world below us… He showed him great cities. He showed him gold and money. He showed him beautiful women and piles of delicious food. He offered him all of it. The devil said that it could all be his at just a snap of his fingers—” he snapped. “He could have given him anything that he asked for. Anything that he wanted. And do you know what Jesus said? He said ‘Away from me, Satan!’”

The pastor made a big shooing motion with his hands as he said it, raising a ripple of soft chuckles from the congregation.

“He said, ‘I will not be tempted by lavish things. Worship the Lord God and serve him only.’ He slapped the devil in the face. He saw his highest, most lucrative offer and Christ turned away from it. Was it easy? Well, that’s hard to say. Yes, he answered him so easily and with such confidence, but even Christ himself has experienced temptation. We are tempted by beautiful things. It’s normal to feel the pull of gold. But it is important to turn back to love. Turn back to God. Remember that after Christ turned away from the devil, he was attended by angels. You will be rewarded for your resolve, won’t you? I think you will.”

He smiled down at the congregation and said, “I really believe we all will.”

Eve cornered Grace after the service. She found her talking to two other women, planning some kind of lunch and what kind of juice they’ll have next week.

“Sorry, Grace, can I bother you for just a second?” Eve interrupted.

“Oh! Well, of course,” she said. “Betsy. Margaret. This is Francis’ daughter, Eve.”

“Oh, our new sheriff! I know who you are!” Betsy said. “You’re doing a wonderful job, dear.”

“Yes. It’s refreshing to have a woman in charge. Especially after Sheriff Broder,” Margaret said with a persistent scowl. “That man was a nightmare.”

Eve gave a polite smile. This wasn’t the time and place to bad-mouth Sheriff Broder, but she had to agree with Margaret on that one. Sheriff Broder had not cared one bit about this town.

Grace allowed Eve to pull her away slightly and she leaned in when she asked, “Is Lydia Weisserman here? Could you point her out for me?”

“Oh. She must be!” Grace exclaimed. “You know, she may be in the kitchen. She volunteers on Saturdays… really whenever she can, but we’ve had to limit her. She’s not the… best with some of the food preparation.”

That was Grace’s nice way of saying she was a terrible cook, Eve assumed.

Eve thanked her and headed straight for the kitchen. She made it only halfway down the pews before she was accosted by Lewis Redding though.

“What the hell are you doing here?” he crossed his arms in front of her.

“I’m here on business,” Eve said.

“You wasted an hour listening to Greeley ramble!” Lewis snapped. “You could have been out there looking for her right now. What kind of sheriff are you? You should be finding justice for my wife!”

“That’s exactly what I’m trying to do!” Eve snapped back. It came out harder than she expected but he needed to step down. She was not in the mood for this, and he was pushing his luck.

“Right…” he grumbled. “I know. Just—”

“I’ve got to get back to work.”

She brushed past him. He grabbed her arm. She grabbed him back and pinned his arm up against his back in one swift movement. It was more reactive than anything; it was what she should have done last night. Lewis squealed in pain, and Eve let him go.

“Do not touch me, Mr. Redding,” she said.

“Alright! Alright!” he rubbed his arm. “Geesh.”

“You stay out of this case and out of my way,” she continued. “If you continue to get in my way, there will be consequences. I am doing my very best to find exactly what happened to your wife and those kids. I will figure it out, Lewis. I will. I promise you.”

He stared at her and nodded, finally, at a loss for words.

Eve couldn’t imagine what Carly had had to put up with as his wife. No wonder she had spent so much time away from home. She had been more prepared this time. If only she had reacted so quickly yesterday. Maybe things wouldn’t have escalated like they did with Burt and Reg wouldn’t have had to come in that way. They wouldn’t have had to have that weird interaction over her buttons. She shook her head, trying to shake this all off.

Move forward.

Lydia Weisserman was in the kitchen. She was facing away when Eve came in but she knew it was her from the back of her head. Her hair was quite long now, all the way to her waist, and a pale blonde. She had it in a loose ponytail. She was wearing a simple shift dress over a very skinny frame. Her head turned at the sound of Eve’s steps, cast and she had a sharp jaw. The slope of her nose in her profile cast a shadow on the cabinets behind her. She was talking. She was whispering something, talking to herself.

“Lydia Weisserman?” Eve asked.

Lydia put the dish that she was holding down and turned around.

She said, “Yes.”

Her eyes caught Eve right in the chest. They were the eyes from the window. She was confident in that. They were blue, almost a watery gray. The whites of them were a bit yellow and her pupils were so dilated that they looked animated.

“I’m Sheriff Eve Wicker. I was wondering if I could ask you a couple of questions. I’ve been trying to get a hold of you.”

“Why?” she asked.

She was very soft-spoken and still whispered between her words. Eve had to get closer to hear her better.

“I wanted to ask you about the fire that happened across the street from you. Do you remember that?”

“Of course, I remember! It was a tall fire. It reached the stars! It was hot. I could feel it.”

More whispers.

Eve said, “Did you want to talk about this outside? I could give you a ride down to the station?”

“No. No,” Lydia said. “I like it here.”

“Did you hear anything that night? See anything?” Eve asked.

“I saw it all,” she said.

“What happened?”

“It was the shadow that came for them. It came up from underground and swallowed them up. I knew it was going to happen. They wanted it to happen. But those poor children. They didn’t deserve to be eaten like that. Swallowed down into the devil’s stomach.”

With another step, Eve could determine that the whispers in between were Lydia frantically murmuring the Lord’s prayer over and over again.

“What do you mean? Eaten?” Eve asked.

“Consumed!” Lydia hissed. “It’s happened before, hasn’t it? The monster came up from below and took them all. You remember him?”

“Who?”

“I remember him…” her eyes welled with tears. “I remember him so well.”

“Ms. Weisserman…”

“Please don’t call me that…”

“I’m sorry… Lydia…”

“Yes! It could only be the monster.”

“What monster?”

“The monster in the mine! It took the children. It came for them again, didn’t I? I knew it would come again. I knew it was only a matter of time before it would get hungry again… forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us…”

“What monster are you talking about? You mean the Kingman mine?”

“Yes! Yes! That’s right,” Lydia said.

“I don’t want to upset you…” Eve said. “Maybe we can talk about this somewhere else?”

Several eyes were on their back. Not just Lewis Redding, keeping his eyes and ears on her still. Eve could tell her that her push back on him had had an impact. She couldn’t determine if it was more or less respectful.

“It’s all I know,” Lydia said. “All I know is that it is confident. Confident monster. Growling below. Hungry stomach.”

She went to the fridge then. She pulled out a plastic tray of sandwiches and dropped them on the counter. Her long fingernails pulled at the ingredients, organizing them, plopping some pieces of iceberg lettuce and pickles into the sink.

“Lydia?”

She didn’t turn around. She kept her head down and continued her whispering.

She said, “Ate them all. There’s none left now. I can see it all. I saw the burning house.”

“The Redding house?”

“I did.”

Eve felt like they were going in circles. She didn’t want to push Lydia so far that she would escalate. Burt Sowerby was in her mind again. What had she said that had pushed him over the edge? She didn’t want to make those same mistakes.

“I’m going to come to your house. Okay, Lydia?”

“Okay.”

“When I come, you let me in so we can talk about this. Where it’s safe.”

“Yes! Yes. It’s safe there. Only one monster one time. Only the monsters across the street. They’re gone now.”

“That’s right,” Eve said. “I want to know where they went.”

“Down… down the street…” Lydia said.

“Did you see those kids that night?” Eve asked. She was leaning up against the counter, trying to get Lydia to look away from the sandwiches but she was locked in on the folded bread.

“Shadows and flames. Shadows and flames and sneakers,” she said. “It’s the confidence. The walk. I smelled it too.”

“Okay…” Eve replied.

“Forgive yourself,” she said.

“Wh… what?”

“Forgive yourself, Sheriff.”

“I have… I will,” she said.

“Until you forgive yourself, it’ll all smell like smoke. You’ll stink.”

“Okay, Lydia, thanks for your time.”

Eve had to leave it there. They were both distracted and she wasn’t getting much out of this. She couldn’t shake the feeling that everything Lydia was saying was somehow true though. It felt like there was more truth here than with any other witnesses and suspects she’d spoken with so far despite the nonsensical nature of her cadence.

“It’s only the monster,” she continued. “And you cannot forgive the monster. But you can forgive yourself. Yes. Yes, you can.”

“Yes, I can. I will,” Eve said again.

She made her way out of the kitchen. She was accustomed to the stares of the Saturday service churchgoers. Lydia clearly had a reputation and it almost seemed as if she was under the protection of all the people here, watching and ensuring that Eve didn’t escalate her to a point where she would have to be put away again. She was under the care of the church, the care of the town. But then why was she still so terrified? Of all the things Eve noticed in Lydia, the way she moved and spoke, the whispering, all of it seemed to be out of fear.
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Eve met Sharon at the bakery for something to eat before they continued the day and investigation. There was a giant clock, ticking away above Eve’s head. Every second, every minute, another possibility of death. The bell at the door made her turn around and put a hand on her hip.

Francis was scowling at the counter when she turned back around.

It took more than a minute to develop his words but he said, “What’s got you paranoid, Evie?”

“Oh just the grand arsonist that I’ve yet to catch…” she said. “The kids that are still missing.”

She put both hands on the counter and collapsed her head into her chest. Dad reached across a shaky hand and placed it over hers.

“S-something else happen?” he asked.

“Yes. Too much,” she said. “Sharon’s coming.”

“Oh good. I’ll make you guys some… tarts. That’s what she likes, right?”

“She loves the strawberry ones.”

“I’m… on it.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

Francis shuffled to the back and started getting out some premade tart shells. Eve yelled, “Do you know anything about the old mine?”

A bright silver spoon dipped into a bowl of red, sticky strawberries. Francis gave each tart a hefty scoop. “Used to be a gold mine… way back. They haven’t pulled anything out of there aside from rock in a long long time though…” he replied. “It’s the whole reason the town was built here, right? You know your mom and I did that tour when we visited here. It was before the flood, back when they still let you down there…”

“Really? Before you… we moved here?”

“Yup. You were young then. I’m not sure. Your mom really fell in love with this place then. That’s why she asked to get placed here when they needed to… m-move us again.”

“She fell in love with the gold mine?”

Francis chuckled as he slid the filled-to-the-brim tarts into the oven. “She fell in love with the town. The mountains. The smell. Remember?”

“Sorta,” Eve said. “What about the flood? Were you here for that? Grace said it was… ‘06.”

“Was it that long ago?” he pondered and came back up to meet her at the counter so they didn’t have to shout. “No. We weren’t here yet. It’s been… twelve years since I’ve had the bakery.”

“And the mine hasn’t operated since the bakery’s been open?”

“No. And… like I said… They shut down that tour too. It’s just the gift shop now… and…” he took a moment. “And the sounds.”

“Sounds?”

“People say they hear those workers screaming and moaning. Those guys that got caught in the flood.”

“So it’s haunted?”

Francis shrugged. “Something like that.”

Being withholding. Eve thought of that conversation they had had a few months ago. He had known something more about what had happened between Mom and Elijah Stern. She had that feeling, deep in her gut. And she knew it wasn’t because he didn’t trust her or because of anything personal; it was because it hurt him to talk about it. So she hadn’t pushed it. Not yet. Because she had another feeling deep in her gut that whatever he wasn’t telling her was what she most needed to know.

Eve thought of Lydia’s words: the monster in the mine. She really hoped she wasn’t referring to a ghost. Eve didn’t have much of a belief in the paranormal. If she did, that mine would be the last place she would want to check out, when right now it was the first.

Francis took another pause before saying, “That riverbed there was once very fruitful… But it’s dangerous down there now. You should talk to… that park ranger…”

“Hackett?”

He nodded. “She knows a lot about the environment here.”

“I’ll call her.”

Eve started to add, “Do you know Lyd—”

The door opened and Sharon came barreling in. She had a big smile on her face and her long dark hair was down, which was unusual for her.

“You look nice,” Eve said.

“Oh thanks.” Sharon flipped her hair and did a twirl in her uniform. “Dressed up for you.”

“Did you?”

“Well, no. I’m trying to nab myself a fire inspector,” she said.

“What?”

Eve pulled her into a table in the corner, really not wanting her father to hear this conversation. They both sat down.

“Are you talking about Reg?” Eve asked.

“Yeah,” she said. “You said you weren’t interested, right?”

“I’m not. I’m just surprised… he’s your type?”

“Listen I love this town, but it has limited options. He has legs and arms. He’s my type.”

“He doesn’t live here though…”

“Not yet,” she countered.

The smell of the tarts were beginning to waft through the bakery, browning dough, caramelizing strawberries.

“What he did for you last night…” she said. “It was pretty hunky.”

“Doing his job?”

“He saved you. I can’t believe you didn’t just melt at the knees…”

Eve shook her head. “He’s traditionally handsome. But he’s way too… I don’t know… cheeky? He’s really friendly. Maybe you guys would be a good match. I did kinda think he and Dom hit it off though.”

“Nooooo…” Sharon put her head in her hands. “Dom? Doctor sexy? There goes my chance.”

“It’s okay, Sharon,” Eve said. “I’m sure it’s better to hold out for someone that you have a genuine connection with.”

“Like you and Roman?”

“What’s with the attitude there?”

“Sorry… No, you’re right. You said it’s ‘real’ between you guys, right?”

“Yes…” Eve said.

Francis cropped up from behind the glass display of golden pastries, holding a tray with oven mitts. He used to be able to expertly balance a hot pan on one arm while he placed glasses and served goods with the other. Nowadays, he had a cart to roll around the bakery that helped him serve a la carte when he still felt able—and mostly, just for Eve. It wasn’t always fresh for everyone, but he made a point to bake from scratch for her. She had pleaded with him not to on several occasions but he never listened. It wasn’t too much trouble. It was never too much trouble for him.

“Oh, thanks Mr. Wicker. These look amazing,” Sharon said.

Francis smiled. “Absolutely, Sharon. You keeping her… busy?”

“Eve?”

Francis nodded.

“Always,” she said. “This town has a knack for trouble. I think you know that. That’s why you moved here, right?”

She laughed and Francis joined in a bit before starting to move away from the table, saying, “Enjoy the tarts, girls.”

“I gotta make a call,” Eve said, taking a bite of the corner. It was piping hot and she had to put it back down. She burnt her tongue.

“Right now? I put my pin in!”

“We’ve got way more important things going on right now, Deputy,” Eve replied.

“There will always be more important things than this to you, Eve,” Sharon said.

“This? This isn’t usual.”

“No. I mean love. Relationship stuff. You avoid it.”

“I do not avoid it!”

“Have you and Roman talked about being boyfriend and girlfriend yet?”

“Well, not exactly,” she replied. “I know how he feels.”

“And he knows how you feel?”

Eve laughed in disbelief. “Okay. Let’s just… can we not talk about this?”

“Oh look!” Sharon lifted one hand. “Avoiding it.”

“No. I’m just trying to do my job. Our job.”

“That house is still going to be ashes. Those kids are still going to be dead.”

“They’re not dead,” Eve said.

“Sorry… yeah,” she replied. “No. I didn’t mean that. They might still be alive.”

“They are.”

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

“I’m telling you.” Eve stood up from the table. “They are.”
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

The first thing that Eve did when she got back to the Tahoe was text Dylan Hackett. She asked her to meet her where she was heading next: the Kingman Mine on the west side of town. She swung by the house to pick up Pearl, who had just gone for a walk with Grace and was panting heavily while Eve strapped her up for some investigation. She gave her a pat and Pearl gave her an extra sniff and kiss under her chin, like she knew she needed it.

Eve had to almost drive all the way out of town to get to the mine. It was the opposite way of the foothills parking lot and the Red Rock Inn. The entrance off the highway scooped down into a moderate sized parking lot. It had fresh black pavement and yellow lines. The gift shop must have made a bit of money. Enough for the Kingmans to invest in a one-story modern all-black building with lacquered signs and photos of the gold rush. The fact that they offered tourists a chance to pan for actual gold in the riverbed was a big draw to hikers who came to visit in the summertime. Not that they ever found much.

There were a few cars in the parking lot. On a Saturday afternoon in June, Eve was sure that this wasn’t their peak but it was more than she expected, and she worried that she may have had bad timing. But the clock was still ticking; it didn’t matter if it was bad or not. She was here.

At the base of another collection of foothills, there was the scaffold with the red tin roof. It was framed over a square hole in the ground that was surrounded by custom wooden barriers. About half a dozen people were over there right now, taking a tour. They were being led by a guide in a maroon t-shirt; Eve recognized the streaks in her hair. It was Natalie Rey.

Eve and Pearl piled out of the car and approached the group from behind. She had to pass over a small wooden bridge to get over the riverbed. It ran right underneath the gift shop and towards the old entrance of the mine too. They had collapsed in that entrance though. The only way inside now was the elevator shaft that the tourists were peering down into.

“This elevator was actually one of the first in North America to operate off of water and steam power alone,” Natalie explained to the group. “They switched out the mechanism in the eighties, but it was one of the longest running steam-powered elevators in the United States.”

“Does it still work?” a man that was bright red from sunburn threw out

“Yes,” Natalie said. “Yes, it’s still operational in case of emergencies.”

“There are more than fifteen miles of tunnels beneath us here,” she continued. “Some of these tunnels are still used by emergency services today, but not often. It’s hard to say what their condition is like after almost twenty years of limited use. Some tunnels might be collapsed or underwater. It’s quite dangerous down below and that’s why we no longer offer tours down there.”

“Well, you said there was a big accident too?”

“That’s right,” Natalie said. “There was a flood where, unfortunately, we lost seven lives in the mines.”

She continued, “At that time, the mine was hardly turning a profit or harvesting any product that was sellable aside from a limited amount of gold. The Kingmans decided to preserve the mine and the riverbed instead. Forever protecting a big part of Chesapeake Valley's history and people.”

There was a scattered, awkward applause. Natalie’s eyes went to Eve at the back of the group. She shuffled through the tourists to come meet her, using a hand to shield her eyes from the sun.

“Sheriff,” she said. “What are you doing here?”

A few tourists turned at the title and Eve guided Natalie away from the group. Pearl tagging along at their ankles but was overwhelmed by the amount of smells here.

“Why didn’t you tell me you worked here?” Eve asked.

“I don’t know… Does it matter?” Natalie scoffed.

“Yes. Yes, it does.”

“Uh why?”

“Because it’s relevant to the case that I’m investigating.”

“What? You mean… like… what?”

“The Redding house. Your friends, Charlie and Easton.”

“Not really friends, but okay…” she said. “That fire happened at night, Sheriff. We close at 5 on the weekdays.”

“I thought you said you were working at Subway that day?”

“Well…” she looked around and started walking back towards the gift shop. Eve followed right behind her. Over her shoulder, she said, “Well, I didn’t say that exactly.”

“I need you to tell me the whole truth,” Eve said.

She wasn’t doing this. She wasn’t chasing after a teenage girl.

“Hey.”

Natalie turned around and Eve locked into her brown eyes.

“Natalie,” Eve started pointedly. “If you know something about what happened that night, you need to tell me. Charlie, Easton, and Tom’s lives are at stake here. Do you understand that?”

“I...” Natalie pulled in her lips. Her eyes drifted and though she tried to hide it, Eve saw what she was glancing at. Hanging from the edge of the gift shop, there was a security camera. It was hard to tell how big of a scope it may have had, but it could definitely have a view of the riverbed and maybe even the elevator shaft as well.

“Do you have the footage from that night?” Eve asked. “You’ve seen it?”

Natalie said, “I have to ask my manager.”

“I’m asking you.”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know if you’ve seen it or not?”

Natalie’s face went a purplish-pink and she looked at her sneakers.

“I’ve gotta talk to Mrs. Presley…” she murmured.

“No. I’ll talk to her,” Eve said. “Can you give me her number?”

Natalie sighed. “I don’t understand why you’re even here.”

“I don’t need you to understand. I need you to do what I ask. It would really help me out.”

Natalie rolled her eyes and started to walk away.

“Hello?” Eve called after her.

“I’m getting her business card! Just hang on!”

Eve watched her take the walkway back to the gift shop, shaking her head. So much attitude in one short teenager. It was a suspicious amount of attitude. Eve had been right about her suspicions at the school, that Natalie hadn’t been telling her everything, and she still had the feeling that Natalie knew more than she was letting on. She wasn’t stupid and Eve could tell that. Based on records too, she was an active, honor-roll, hardworking student.

The park ranger truck pulled up a few minutes later and Pearl immediately went to greet Ranger Dylan Hackett. She had cut her hair since Eve had last seen her. It was super short and curly but tucked under a hat. Eve was crouched by the riverbed, the stone and mud along the shore sticking under her boots. She waved Hackett over.

“Sheriff!” Dylan slid down the edge to meet her. She almost went ankle-deep into the water so Eve offered an arm to help stabilize her.

“Ranger,” Eve said. “How you doing?”

“Good. Good. Check it out.”

She turned her head and showed off a brand-new hearing aid in one ear. “I can hear! I can hear like a safecracker!”

Despite herself, Eve chuckled. “Not sure that’s the best comparison to make… but it worked out?”

“They’re hoping to do a cochlear implant eventually,” Hackett said. “But this’ll help for now.”

“That’s great,” Eve replied.

“You helped me do it.” Hackett squeezed her arm. “I seriously would’ve just given up if it wasn’t for that day that you helped talk me out of it.”

“I’m glad you’re still here,” Eve said with a smile. “I need your help.”

“Anything you need!”

“This riverbed here… Tell me what you know about it.”

“This one? Well… it connects back up with Cook Creek to the north, goes through the foothills up there. They call it Splendor Creek because it used to be so filled with gold apparently. I think that’s quite a bit of rumor though. I’ve looked at the soil and found no remnants of it. I’m sure it existed at some point but it was quite a while ago and the last time they pulled gold out of here was probably like a century ago.”

“What about the tourist panning?”

“Oh that’s all set up for sure,” she said. “There’s no way they’re actually pulling product out of here.”

“What about down in the mine? Any incentive for someone to pull gold from down there?”

“No. No way. It’s been dry down there too. It wasn’t the only thing they mined out of there though…” Eve started up the shore and helped Hackett up with her as she talked. “They mined lots of coal and feldspar out of there too, but the water table is just way too high over here. It created lots of problems with flooding and it just wasn’t sustainable or profitable for the Kingmans to run it anymore.”

Eve smiled at a couple of tourists as they made their way over to the scaffold and the elevator shaft. On the red tower, faded painted white text read: Chesapeake Valley Gold Mine.

Hackett said, following Eve’s eyes, “They stored some water in there too. It was a water tower for the town back in the forties.”

“Nothing in there now?”

“Dry as a bone.”

A tourist snapped a photo of Eve and Hackett with their phone as they pushed around the wooden barrier so they could get closer to the elevator shaft. It was lattice-worked metal and there was a giant lock and chain on the doors. Eve gave it a light pull and it was sturdy enough. It was a big elevator. It almost took up the entire shaft and when Eve looked over the edge, she started to garner the scale of this place. Despite the small town, this mine was huge. She couldn’t see the bottom. The shadow of the scaffold above. There was nothing but darkness.

“How big is this place?” Eve asked.

“Miles of tunnels below,” Hackett said. “Some of them lead all the way to the highway.”

“Really?”

“Yes,” Hackett nodded. “In the sixties, some workers excavated their own walkways straight to their homes. It messed up the 105 there for a bit. It almost collapsed because it screwed up the integrity and they obviously didn’t do things to code.”

Eve unclipped her flashlight from her belt and shone it in and around the elevator shaft. There was a security ladder on one side. It was locked off with a metal panel at the top but an able person would be able to bypass that. She took the flashlight all the way down the ladder and finally, she caught a glimpse of the ground. It was, maybe, sixty feet down before the gray rock leveled out into the floor.

The flashlight swung over to the other side and Eve swore she saw something move. Maybe it was just shadows but she wanted to trust herself.

“Did you see that?” Eve asked.

“See what?” Hackett peered over. “It’s creepy down there.”

Then, she heard something. Based on the look on her face and her condition, Hackett didn’t hear anything, but Eve threw the light of the flashlight back down searching for the source of a whistle. It was a light melody. Somebody with no concerns. Coming from down in the mine.

Eve said, “Hackett, will you go get the key for one of these? The ladder or the elevator? There’s a girl named Natalie inside. She’ll help you.”

“Uh okay… you’re going down there?”

“I’ve got to,” Eve said. “Somebody’s down there.”

“Oh I’m sure there’s more than just people down there…”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean animals. And like I said, the water table is so high that half of those tunnels have to be in terrible shape. I’ll come with you.”

“Okay. Pearl will stick with us too.”

Hackett smiled down at the border collie and gave her an awkward pat. Despite being so invested in nature and the environment, Hackett had never seemed particularly interested in Pearl or dogs. She jogged over to the gift shop and Eve followed behind her, still keeping her eyes and ears peeled. There wasn’t any more whistling. Somebody was teasing her. Somebody knew she was here.

Hackett returned with a key and a small card that she passed over to Eve.

“She said to give you this.”

It was Catherine Presley’s business card; Eve tucked it into her breast pocket. Natalie was watching them from behind the desk, but she clearly didn’t want to come out and talk again. It was harder to get information out of her than some criminals that Eve had dealt with.

The key was for the elevator shaft. They unlocked and unwrapped the chain and pushed open the folding doors to get inside. Hackett didn’t show much fear, and Eve didn’t even have the time to think about how old this contraption was. Pearl did show her nervousness though, and she braced herself against the metal floor like she was about to get shot out of a cannon.

It was slow and rickety, and from above, the lens of tourist’s cameras caught the shine of the sun, dots from the sky, watching them blend into the darkness.

Hackett whispered, “I’ve never been down here before. This is so cool.”

“Keep your head up,” Eve replied and switched the flashlight back on. Stone was on all sides. The rock was jagged and you could tell the age of the space right away. Nothing was clean cut and everything was covered in dust and detritus. There were some pieces of litter and bottles at the bottom, as well as some discarded or left over supplies. Eve understood. If she had grown up here as a teenager, she was sure this would have been a popular not-so-secret party spot for the vagrants. Is that why Natalie Rey was being so tight-lipped? She didn’t want Eve to know about her weekend underage drinking spot?

There were a few other things that Eve noticed, like the smell of dampness and something underneath that, something rotten and foul. She could hear running water somewhere and then, the whistling. It was back.

They pulled back the doors and shone the light forward. The tunnel immediately forked, to the left or to the right. There was a faded sign in the middle that was no longer legible.

The whistling and the running water were both coming to the left.

“Stick close to me,” Eve whispered.

Hackett nodded, and they stepped out of the elevator and into the mine.
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Roman Marek

His hands were tingling by the time he pulled the ATV in the station parking lot. He had taken the long way around and through some back trails to get here, giving Karu a bit of exercise after working inside for most of the day. Eve had made a comment about the water pressure so he had swapped out the shower head and a couple of the pipes. It was hard to get a lot of pressure up that far in the mountains, but he wanted more than anything for her to be comfortable there. He didn’t want her to have a reason to not come over.

He peeled off his helmet and pushed the sweat from his forehead back into his hair. Karu let out a mean bark and Roman threw him a treat from his pocket, which the German Shepherd caught in one snap.

There was no sign of the Tahoe, though maybe she was parked around front. He had texted her, but as usual, there had been no response.

He walked around the building to the front doors and he could see through the window that Sharon was at the desk, going through paperwork.

“Afternoon, Deputy,” Roman said as he pushed open the door with his shoulder. Karu came barreling in, sniffing for Eve and Pearl. “Karu! Kand!”

Heel.

It took Karu a second. He was desperate for a sniff at Sharon’s pants and he wasn’t quite as well-trained as Pearl. But Roman was staring him down, so he bowed his head and came over to sit at Roman’s large mud-covered shoes.

“Roman! And… Karu? Right?”

“That’s right,” Roman said.

“How’s it going? Beautiful day.”

“It is,” he replied. “Is Eve in?”

“No… No, she’s out on an investigation right now.”

“Know where I could find her?”

“Is it urgent?”

“Does that matter?”

“Sorta. She said that she really needed to stay focused.”

“Well… don’t I matter?”

“I wouldn’t take it personally…”

“Right,” he nodded. “No. I wouldn’t… either. I’m trying not to.”

“I know it’s not easy.”

She gave him a gentle smile. She closed what she was working on and came out from behind the desk.

“I was wondering where you were the other night…”

“What do you mean?”

“With the uh... With the Burt Sowerby situation.”

He frowned. “What Burt Sowerby situation?”

“I thought Eve told you…” she said.

“Tell me.”

“Oh now I feel like I shouldn’t.”

“Sharon. Please.”

“Okay… Okay well, someone showed up late last night and they were a little drunk. Involved with the Redding fire. Got upset. Got handsy with Eve…”

“What?!”

“Yeah… She’s fine. Of course. I mean, at least she says she is… as if she would say otherwise. But, Mr. Henson showed up. The fire inspector that’s in town. He helped her out.”

“That guy?!”

Sharon laughed a little. “Oh so you know him.”

“I… I’ve seen him.”

Her laugh dropped into a smirk and then a long sigh. “You need to talk to Eve about this. Not me.”

“That’s the intention.”

“I know she’s hard to pin down…” Sharon murmured. “You’ve got to force her into it sometimes.”

“Well, I don’t really want to do that,” he replied. “But I might have to at this point.”

“Good. She needs it. I know… like whatever, I get it… we shouldn’t force her to do things she doesn’t want to do but with someone like Eve, who will not focus on anything but what’s in front of her, she needs somebody that’s going to push back.”

“It’s not like I don’t tell her what I think…” Roman said. “I tell her how I feel all the time.”

“Keep doing that. She likes you. A lot.”

“Did she tell you that?”

“In so many words…” Sharon smiled again. “She needs a man who pursues her because she doesn’t have the time to be the one pursuing.”

“I’m pursuing her, all right. She’s driving me crazy.”

“She’s very magnetic… I get it.”

Roman nodded. His head was pounding, like a vein in his forehead was about to burst out. He wanted to sit down and run at the same time. He was pursuing Eve. He was pursuing her as much as she could allow and he didn’t want to push her to the point of fear. He didn’t ever want to scare her. But he hadn’t been here. He hadn’t been here, and she had almost gotten very hurt. Burt Sowerby had… what? Tried to put his hands on her?

Roman’s fist clenched.

“Is this the Sowerby guy that works at the woodworking place? The one who drives that rusty truck? Lives on 2nd, right?

“Why?”

“I want to know.”

“Well, you don’t need to know that, but yes.” She paused. “You didn’t hear that from me.”

“I didn’t… I already knew, didn’t I?”

“You did.”

“Thanks, Sharon.”

“You’re welcome for nothing at all…” she rounded back around the desk. “I’ve got some treats here—”

“No. No more treats for Karu. We’ve got places to be.”

He didn’t. But Roman did. Roman needed to be in one specific place right now: back home in West Virginia. But that wasn’t an option, so he had to take the closest thing he could find in this town.

The ATV rumbled into the Marek Ranch parking lot. Since fixing the fence, it had made getting in and out a lot easier but less convenient and fast. Karu was also anxious to get into the field and get some water. He unlocked the large lock, pushed the gate open and Karu sped forward into the open field of the ranch. The cattle were out too. Roman had let them out this morning to graze, and they were pretty happy so far with the June weather. He focused on the three calves, checking their vitals and ensuring they were latching properly. Everything seemed at peace externally. It was inside Roman’s head that was in a storm.

Not only had this Sowerby guy tried to touch Eve but Reg Henson had to be the guy to save her. How convenient. Roman should have set more clear boundaries when he had walked in on them having lunch; he should have told Reg Henson to screw off.

Of course, Eve would have hated that. But sometimes men like that, men who liked to push boundaries, needed to hear that if they kept pushing walls, they’d get crushed.

Roman got Elvis from the barn, who was snacking on a half-bruised apple. He patted Elvis’s chest, the sheen of his red hair glimmering on his back half that was still in the sun.

“Aeg sõita.”

Time to ride.

Roman took Elvis around for a circle or two before going straight for the gates. The sun was going down but he needed to ride. He needed to ride farther than the fence would allow. In West Virginia, their property had been so much bigger. He could have ridden for miles on Ginger and not reached the edge of anything. But here, it was different. It was smaller and more constricted, and sometimes, it made him feel as if he needed to escape.

He locked the gate behind him. The cattle and Karu watched him go. He took Elvis down 2nd Street, straight into the industrial area. He galloped hard against the pavement; he knew it would be hard on Elvis, but he could also sense that this gelding needed this as bad as he did.

He slowed as he approached Timbers, surveying the parking lot for that rusty truck. There were several trucks and lots of vehicles with rust on them, but he couldn’t be sure if he was looking at Burt Sowerby’s or not. Roman hedged his bets on no. Even though Burt was new to town, he was already a regular at the Red Rock, and Roman went by there often enough to recognize the usual cars. Even if Burt’s truck was there, it didn’t really matter. Roman would find him.

And after he did, he would ride. He would ride out into the country, into the horizon. He would find the answer to an unasked question. Eve had taken up all the space in his mind, and the fact that he wasn’t able to be there, that he wasn’t able to protect her, it wasn’t her that was driving him crazy, it was himself. He regretted saying that to Sharon. Eve had never been the thing driving him crazy. Other than her non-responsiveness via text. That did bother him a bit. He needed to and was forcing himself to recognize that he could only be in charge of his behavior. Until she let him all the way in, he was on the outside, riding around her in circles, waiting for her to tell him to stop, get off and hold her.

Patience was needed, and understanding of her job was essential. He was trying to do both. But in his nature, all he wanted to do was grab her and hide her away from all the hands and eyes trying to hurt her. She would never accept that though, and above all else, he didn’t want to change her. She was changing him but he needed it. He needed to grow to be with a woman like Eve.

But he wasn’t thinking about growth anymore as he sped past Maple and Main and caused a few cars to honk. He was just angry. A furiousness seeped out of him with every pushed canter, every tick-tick of Elvis’ shoes against concrete. He should have waited for it all to seep out before heading to Sowerby’s house. But, he didn’t. It was still very much bubbling in his hands, in his arms and feet, as he pulled into the southern part of town and instantly recognized Sowerby’s truck parked outside his house.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Eve took them towards the sound, to the left. The whistling was echoing off the stone, traveling all the way down the cavern but also somehow sounding like it was coming from behind them. She was pretty confident they were going in the right direction. At least, they were heading to water. The rush of that could only be heard up ahead.

There were several faded signs on the walls about safety and procedure. Most of them were no longer legible, but they were signs of civilization, maybe some of the last things that the workers had seen before they drowned.

Hackett whispered, “Are we walking towards that?”

“Can you hear it now?”

She nodded. “Unfortunately.”

Pearl’s short claws tacked against the rock.

It was almost exactly what Eve had expected down here. Wet and smelling of it. Dark. So dark that the flashlight got swallowed up after only a few feet in front of them. There were discarded tools and more garbage. This place was traveled. Maybe not well-traveled, but people came down here. That was something she hadn’t expected; how perhaps this was somewhat of a thoroughfare, running right underneath her town.

The sound of the running water was coming from a spot up ahead where the tunnel narrowed, and it looked like part of the walkway had fallen apart over the years to reveal clay and rock and then a mine track and a river about forty feet below, to the next level.

“How many levels are there?” Eve whispered.

“From what I’ve read, it goes almost half a mile down.”

“What? That’s insane.”

“Only at its deepest point. When they stopped pulling gold out, they went deeper. I think a lot of the low stuff has been filled in now.” She peered over the drop-off. “I don’t think we could get all the way down.”

The river emptied out into a pool on what looked like another level below, but she couldn’t make it out from where she was standing. But she was almost certain, as she tried to narrow her focus, that’s where the whistling was coming from.

Eve analyzed the area, looking for a way down. There was a half-broken service ladder leading down to the mine track, and she decided to go for it. From the bottom, it would only be about a six-foot drop to what looked like a semi-sturdy plank of rock that had once been a floor. The weather had done a number on this place over the years. It was like an entire half of it had been eroded away, tearing through an industrial effort but one that could never match that of the Rockies.

“Lots of flash floods down here,” Hackett hissed. “Be careful.”

“You stay there,” Eve said. “Pearl, stay.”

Pearl whined.

“Don’t need to tell me twice…” Hackett murmured, sticking to the wall.

Eve strapped her flashlight to her belt and put her boot on the first rung. She tested her weight. The screws in the wall groaned, but they seemed sturdy enough so she took another rung and then the third. On the fourth rung, her boot slipped off and Hackett gasped. The reaction made Eve panic more than she wanted to, gripping the top rung so tightly it felt like her knuckles were going to burst. She re-steadied herself and got to the last rung before the shadowy space beneath her.

She couldn’t see much so all she could was let go and fall into the darkness, hoping that the rock would catch her.

“You’re good,” Hackett said from the edge. “You’re gonna make it.”

Eve ran with that vote of confidence and dropped from the bar.

Cool air rushed up her back but she landed on her feet, crouching into the fall and rolling out and onto the half-floor.

“Nice.”

Hackett was giving her a thumbs up when Eve panned over with the flashlight.

The view was clearer from here. The water was being emptied from a cracked stone up top and it was just a slow stream, but it was hitting a pond and a river that were rushing downward with somewhat of a current. It wouldn’t take much rain to make it bubble over. There was a clear reason why this place had been shut down.

The mine track was another ten feet down and there was a path broken out of the rock. She followed it, the light just ahead of her.

As her boot squeaked along the first mine track, the whistling stopped. There was just a rush of water for a minute. Eve didn’t hesitate long. She continued up the track. It was twisted and broken up ahead. The tracks looked like they had been smashed by something and as Eve approached, she could see a broken cart at the edge of the pond below. She looked up. She could see the shadow of Hackett looking down, clutching her hat, curls sticking out each way. There likely had been another mine track up there on the ledge Hackett stood on, where the smashed cart had fallen from.

She looked down.

At the other edge of the pond, there was a pile of clothes, wrapped in a tarp.

The tarp moved.

Eve whipped up the flashlight. “Hey! Sheriff’s office! Don’t move!”

The tarp shifted again and a man popped out of it. He was in all black. Black hair and a black coat with eyes that captured all the light.

“Hey! We’re here to help!” Eve called.

“The cops! Yeah, right!” he called back.

“I’m coming down.”

“Sure, if you can figure it out!”

Eve swept the flashlight back and forth. If he got down there, there had to be a way.

“What do you want?!” he yelled.

“I...” Eve paused. “Could you help me out here? We can talk about this face to face. Why don’t you come up here?”

“Why would I do that?” he shouted. “I don’t even know who you are!”

“I’m Sheriff Eve Wicker.” She panned the light up. “That’s Park Ranger Dylan Hackett!”

“Hi.”

Hackett waved.

“Okay AND?”

“That’s who we are!” Eve tried to remain patient. “I’d like to help you and I need your help too. What’s your name?”

“Lin.”

“You got I.D. on you, Lin?”

He laughed. “Not in forty-seven years, Sheriff!”

“Who are you then?”

“None of your business!”

“Well, it is. Actually, it very much is,” she said.

She was calculating her odds on surviving the jump from here. It wouldn’t kill her. But it was possible she could break a leg or an ankle, and she couldn’t afford that type of hindrance right now.

“What do I get if I come up there?” he asked.

“We can have a chat. How about a hot coffee?”

“Can I get a tea? Oolong tea. And a Big Mac?”

“Uh…” Eve thought. “Yeah. Sure. We can get you that.”

“And… And a hot bath! And a pineapple!”

“Okay, hot bath, maybe. A whole pineapple?”

“Yes!”

“Alright… okay! Yes!”

He started whistling again and disappeared from view. The flashlight moved back and forth, but there was only the flow of the dark river below and the sound of his stray melody. There were no signs of lost children or monsters, only this man Lin, bathing himself in the water.

A few minutes went by and Hackett eventually called down.

“What’s happening?”

“I don’t know,” Eve replied. “He’s coming up, I think.”

“Yes, I am!” Lin was suddenly above her and had come out somewhere by the ladder that Eve had taken down.

Hackett jumped and Eve could see the nervousness cross her face, that Eve wasn’t close enough to keep her safe if this man was a cave-dwelling psycho. Pearl growled and snapped.

“Easy, doggie!” Lin yelled.

“Pearl, it’s okay,” Eve called up.

She rushed back to the hole in the stone and climbed back up. She had to jump to reach the lowest rung of the ladder and it took her more than one try to activate her back and yank her entire body weight up until she could get a foot on the bottom rung. At the top, a peachy hand reached out to help her with the final steps. Hackett and Eve clutched to one another and Hackett heaved. Eve was breathless but she didn’t break. She got to her feet right away, looking Lin over.

He crouched by the wall and organized his clothes into his tarp.

“I’m ready for a vacation,” he said.

“Have you... Have you seen anyone else down here?” Eve managed.

“You’re gonna need to be more specific.”

“Kids. Teenagers.”

“Lots!”

“Recently?”

“Well… yeah. They come down here all the time.”

“Anyone that seemed lost?”

“All of them!”

Eve sighed.

Please. Don’t let this be fruitless.

If she had to start all over again, if the clock reset, they would all be out of time.

“There was a kid… just I don’t know… yesterday, maybe? He comes wandering over. No shoes! He knew the queen!”

“The queen?”

Eve and Hackett exchanged glances.

“Yeah! He knew exactly who I was talking about… kids don’t usually know about her…”

“Okay… let’s unpack that later. What did he look like?”

“He said he was eleven. Messy brown hair. Pretty skinny and small for his age if you ask me. Smelled like smoke, something awful. He was dirtier than me! Covered in dirt.”

“Not dirt…” Eve muttered.

“Ash,” Hackett said.

“Did this kid tell you his name?”

“Tom,” Lin said.

Eve’s veins filled with ice. Could it be?

Eve nodded. “Alright, Lin. I need to take you down to the station for an official statement here.”

“Can I get my pineapple?” he asked skeptically.

“Sure, we’ll get you your pineapple. Do you think you’d be able to point out where you saw him again?”

“Sure…” he said. “But I’m sure they’ll be long gone by now. This place is pretty big but you’re lucky I’m here. Know it like the back of my hand.”

He held up a hand that was missing two fingers.

The three of them and Pearl followed the path back to the elevator. Hackett stayed far to one side, avoiding standing too close to Lin. It’s not like he was contagious, just a bit different, clearly didn’t have an easy life, not unlike Lydia.

Eve really couldn’t tell his age. He was Asian with heavy, harsh features from years apparently living in the tunnels. His skin was so tarnished in soot and dirt that she could barely see his face. He could have been thirty-five or sixty-five.

Natalie was at the top of the elevator when they got back up. Her face dropped at the sight of their group.

“Lin!” she exclaimed. “We told you to stay out of there!”

He snapped, “I was here before you, girl!”

“Easy,” Eve warned. She said to Natalie, “You know this guy?”

“Yes. He’s here all the time.”

“I live here too!” he yelled. “That monster’s growing hungrier…”

He snapped his jaw and both Natalie and Hackett were startled by it.

“It’s the smell of…” Lin sniffed Natalie as Eve dragged him past her by the arm. “Fresh meat!”

He cackled. Pearl started barking excitedly.

“Stop it,” Eve said. “You’re coming with me.”

“For now, Sheriff. We’ll both be back and you know it!”

The elevator behind them latched with a crunch of metal on metal. Natalie grumbled to herself as she redid the chain and the lock. Her eyes followed Eve, Hackett and Lin all the way back to the parking lot.

She put Lin in the back of the Tahoe.

Hackett said, “Well that was… successful?”

“A witness. That’s huge,” Eve said. “Could have been better but I’ll take it.”

“It wasn’t the kids…” Hackett lowered her voice. “They’re alive?”

“I gotta call this in. We need a team down here stat.”

“Even a big team will take days to search down there.”

“It’s a good place to hide…” Eve said. “But he’s right.”

“Right about what? You took more out of his ramblings than I did…”

“He’s right that we’re going to be back.”

Eve looked out at the faded water tower and the shaft below it. Her gaze drifted to Natalie, who still had a wide-eyed stare fixed on them. This place had existed for more than a century and what mysteries laid beneath their feet would likely never all be uncovered. But Eve just needed to narrow it down, iron out the suspicions, and find out exactly who Lin had seen last night—and why Natalie Rey was so hesitant to talk.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Eve had to put Pearl in the gated trunk because Lin was in her usual spot. He whistled the entire ride and made random comments about how he remembered or didn’t remember spots in town. She gave Sharon a heads up and to meet them at the station. She is also called Reg Henson.

“Hello!” he picked up right away.

“Reg. It’s Eve,” she said.

“Well, I didn’t expect to hear from you again…”

“Why? Aren’t you still on this case?”

“Of course! No. I just... I wasn’t sure.”

“Are you still in town?”

“Yup. Having a beer at the Red Rock right now. Wanna come down?”

“Can’t,” she said. “But I was wondering… Not sure if you can clarify something for me. Did you find any shoes in the remains? Or would that have all been impossible to identify?”

“Let me check the records. I do think I remember something about a pair of Converse in a weird spot.”

“Text me if you can. As soon as you can,” she said.

“On it, Sheriff. And I’m sorry again about the other night.”

Eve hung up. She didn’t have the time for more apologies, especially when she wasn’t even sure what he was apologizing for. The button gesture, she supposed. Not the whole saving her from assault and violence. She could work on repairing that professional relationship later. So far, Reg had been at the bare minimum, useful and at the maximum, inappropriate. There were worse things a person could be.

“Why are you trying to find a pair of shoes?” Lin mused.

“I want to make sure you’re telling me the truth.”

She looked at him in the rearview mirror and he grinned.

“If you get me what I asked, I’ll tell you everything, Sheriff,” he said. “I’m really looking forward to that hot bath.”

Eve locked Lin in the interrogation room with a hot cup of tea. It wasn’t oolong. It was green. She was hoping he wouldn’t notice yet.

“He wants what?” Sharon asked. “Where the hell am I going to get oolong tea in Chesapeake? Plus, the closest McDonald’s is like fifty miles from here…”

“If you go now, you’ll be back before midnight.”

“Oh come on.” Sharon peered through the interrogation room window. “Are we really doing all of this for this guy?”

“I promised him. He promised to talk. He saw Tom Lacy, Sharon.”

“We don’t know that for sure.”

“Why would he lie?”

“To get a burger!”

“I don’t think so…” Eve shook her head. “He knew he didn’t have shoes. He knew he was covered in ash.”

“Anyone could have made that up if they knew what you were looking for.”

“He didn’t, though. He lives in the tunnels! Not exactly getting the rumor mill from around town.”

“Okay. Fine, boss,” she replied. “I’ll go but this guy better be worth it. We don’t have enough to hold him here so let’s make this quick.”

“The sooner you go, the sooner this is dealt with,” she said. “If you want to stay and record the interrogation, I can go.”

“No. No! You’re much better at questioning…” she sighed. “Did Roman catch up to you?”

“No…” Eve replied. She pulled her phone out of her pocket. She had three missed calls from him and over twenty-five missed texts.

“He came by. He was looking for you,” she said. “Sorry, I told him about the Burt Sowerby thing. I didn’t know he didn’t know…”

“Oh God…” Eve skimmed his latest texts. It was a man panicking, doing his best to keep his cool.

“Sharon told me what happened. Why didn’t u tell me?”

“I’ll kill him for touching you.”

“I know where he lives.”

“I won’t do anything arrest-able. Don’t worry.”

“I need to talk to you. I found something.”

“Call me.”

“Eve. Call me now.”

She put the phone back in her pocket.

“Is he freaking out?” Sharon asked.

“Yes,” Eve said. “That tracks though. He’ll be okay.”

“You should’ve seen his face…”

“Was he hurt?”

“That’s not the word I would use… angry, I guess. Marine stoicism though. Like he activated something.”

Eve knew exactly what look she was talking about. She was starting to call it Roman’s Marine Mode. She had seen it when he had shot Travis Wate point blank on his ranch. He put his sensitivities at the back of his mind and only saw forward with the barrel of a gun or a clenched fist.

“Where did he go?” Eve asked.

“I don’t know. He took off to the west, so probably his ranch, right?”

Eve didn’t mention that Sowerby’s house was also that way. She really hoped he hadn’t done anything stupid. He said nothing “arrest-able”, and that was only a little comforting.

“Probably…” Eve said.

“Okay. I’m off. I’ll be back with a cold Big Mac in like… an hour… I’ll try to find the tea too.”

“Thanks, Deputy.”

She squeezed the top of her arm and Sharon put a hand over top of hers to return the pressure. In it together. For better or worse. In Eve’s mind, this was a break in the case. Sharon may have not felt the same way, but Eve greatly appreciated that she was following the streams of her ideas.

“Is backup coming?”

Eve shook her head. “I called. They want to see the statement first. It sounds like they won’t send a team until we have something more concrete.”

Sharon said, “We need a team to search those mines.”

“I know. Based on what Hackett said, it could take days to go through them. We need a search party then. Whatever we can do.”

“I’m sure lots of people would be willing to volunteer tomorrow.”

Sharon glanced at the clock. They were full into Saturday night. Three nights since the fire. That was not the clock in Eve’s head but real time, ticking down right in front of her.

“Okay. Go,” Eve said. “We’ll deal with it when we can.”

“On it, Sheriff!”

“Will you drop Pearl off?” Eve called after her. Pearl lifted her head. She was by Eve’s desk, resting in the darkness.

“Yes, girl, you go with her,” Eve said to the border collie.

“Yup! Come on, Pearl!” Sharon shouted.

Pearl gave Eve a concerned look. She didn’t want to leave her alone. After last night, Eve didn’t want to be left alone either, but they didn’t have a choice.

“Go on, sweetie,” Eve said, soft but hard. “Go with Sharon.”

Stumbling up with her three legs, Pearl followed Sharon out, her disappointment quickly changing to excitement at the idea of a car ride.

“This isn’t oolong,” Lin said as soon as Eve entered the interrogation room and sat down.

“I know,” she said. “It’s green.”

“That’s not what I asked for!”

“I know that. We’re working on your requests…”

“Well, I’m not talking until I got my stuff!”

“It’s going to be a couple of hours. So we can either sit here in silence until then or you can tell me where Tom Lacy is.”

“I don’t know where he is!” he huffed. “I know where he was.”

“Where was he?”

“Down in the tunnels.”

“Okay. That I know, can you be more specific? Could you give me directions?”

“Probably.”

“Go ahead.”

Lin chewed on his lip and scratched his face. He looked out the window, his eyes following up the foothills.

“You can’t see the mountains from here,” he said. “Too close to it. It’s funny how we can miss things when we’re standing right on top of them.”

“Right. How did you end up here, Lin?”

“Oh now that’s a bit of a long story…”

“I’d like to hear it.”

He was still wearing his huge leather jacket. It gave him shoulders like a linebacker, but Eve could tell from his lithe fingers and the skin hanging around his knuckles that he was a thin man.

“I grew up in Hong Kong. Both my parents worked for a bank there. They loved their jobs, I think. But I hated watching them. Leave early. Come home late. Barely enough time to sit down with me and eat. Do it all over again. That type of routine was never for me. I hated the idea of it, actually. How could they just do the same thing over and over again when there’s so much other stuff to do in the world? Security. That was why, you know. Money. All of that crap that people care too much about.”

Eve nodded, trying not to count the seconds in her head.

“I never cared about it. They thought something was wrong with me, for sure. They sent me to talk to people. I didn’t do well in school. I wasn’t a good son and they were just trying to fix me, which meant making me like them, like everybody else. I just shut myself in my room and listened to my records. Music was the only thing that let me out of that apartment for a few minutes. I loved the Beatles. I loved Paul McCartney. Little boy from Liverpool who taught himself how to play, how to perform and that eventually took him all over the world. But, his dad was a jazz guy, you know? A trumpet player, actually. So he grew up with music. I didn’t get that. Not unless I forced it.”

“So how did you get to the States?” Eve asked.

“I moved to California when I was eighteen!” Lin laughed a little. “I thought I was gonna be like Paul, find my John and make a band that was gonna change the whole goddamn world. I taught myself how to play guitar a bit. I spent all my savings on vocal lessons and my teacher promised me that I was gonna hit it big. They set me up with a semi-regular gig at this bar on Thursday nights in downtown L.A. At that time, people were loving it. Music was everywhere. Girls in their little crochet tops. Guys who hollered and begged for a little bit more because they hadn’t finished their drinks yet. It was the best time of my life… It was the best time of my life and I used to think about it all the time. I had to stop though.”

“You had to stop playing?”

“I had to stop thinking about it! It was hurting too much.”

“Why? What happened?”

Lin started picking at the calluses on his hands, throwing the skin on the floor.

“It all happened,” he said. “It all happened so bad.”

“Tell me, Lin. I’m listening,” Eve said.

“I really remember because they were playing ‘Maxwell’s Silver Hammer’. I could hear the band playing it in the bar as I was leaving and I was regretting leaving because that was one of my favorites. I was jamming to it, carrying my guitar out…

“Bang. Bang. Maxwell’s Silver Hammer came down upon her head,” Lin sang. It was gentle and hoarse, but Eve could tell from just that snippet that the man did have some talent.

“Clang. Clang. Maxwell’s Silver Hammer made sure that she was dead.”

He went on and then faded into a painful silence.

Eve said nothing, waiting, his melody hanging in the air in sync with the buzz of the fluorescent light.

“Some guys were waiting for me,” he said. “They’d been waiting for me, you know? Like it was planned out. They knew I played on Thursday nights. They knew I walked home. They knew I wasn’t from California… They broke my leg in four places. They took my guitar and they left me bleeding in the alleyway. I didn’t get found for a few hours and by the time I got to the hospital, they were long gone and I was all crooked in my bottom half. I spent days there and then weeks in physical therapy. I couldn’t afford it. I asked my parents to send me money and they did at first, but then they got tired of it. They just stopped answering all together eventually. I think they moved but they didn’t tell me where they moved to. So I was broke. About to be kicked out of my apartment. I was still on crutches. I had no guitar and I couldn’t afford another one so I couldn’t play… They gave me painkillers and I liked those though. I liked those a lot. They were the only thing that made me feel good.”

“How did you get to Chesapeake Valley?”

“Well, I spent some time in other places before I got here. Had a stint in San Diego. Reno. Albuquerque. Begged for money to get myself some more good stuff. Washed windows or whatever people needed me to do. Sometimes I’d sing on the sidewalks still but people didn’t like that no more. It wasn’t California and unless you were at a mic, nobody wanted to hear you.”

This guy liked to talk. Eve asked, “How’d you get from place to place?”

“I hitched rides. And then one day these hikers from Nebraska dropped me off here… And I found the mines… Seemed like a perfect place for an old guy with no money…” he chuckled. “Nobody bothers me here. And I don’t bother them.”

“Right… I wouldn’t say it’s exactly a traditional place to live though,” Eve said.

“Traditional? Like I care. It’s got great acoustics down there.”

Eve smiled a bit. The idea of Lin serenading the criminals, teenagers and whatever else lingered below the surface of the town was an amusing one.

“And that’s where you saw Tom Lacy?” Eve asked, desperate to bring this story back to its point. It did help her understand Lin better, but she was questioning her choice to bring him in. This wasn’t the man she was looking for. He hadn’t kidnapped anyone or started any fires. But he seemed more comfortable now. Sadder but ready to talk.

“I think so. The kid with no shoes?”

“Yes,” Eve said. “Where did you see him?”

“You know that river you found me at?”

Eve nodded.

“If you keep going down that way, you follow the current, you’re gonna end up in another system. You want to go to the left and keep left. It’ll take you up until you’re out of the dampness and there’s a high point there. I like that spot because it’s always dry, even in the floods. That’s where I saw him. It’s about a thirty-minute trek in from the elevator shaft. If they hadn’t collapsed the old entrance, it would be so much easier to get there!”

“Well, how do you get in and out?”

Lin laughed a little. “That’s my secret, Sheriff.”

“Lin, there are three children at stake here. Please. The more you can tell me the better.”

“There’s entrances all over the place! I know for sure there’s one farther out. The elevator shaft or whatever, and then there’s one behind the gift shop too. The maintenance entrance. It’s usually locked though.”

“How do you get in?”

“My secret! That annoying girl who works at the shop has a key.”

“You mean Natalie Rey?”

“Sure. Whatever. Cat never had an issue with me like she did.”

“Catherine Presley? The gift shop owner?”

“Yes! Cat! She’s a nice lady.”

Eve nodded and took a note.

“But you don’t want to go in that way…” Lin said. “Not if you’re looking for that boy. Just go the same way you came in before. Take that elevator. Follow the river. I don’t know if you’ll find him but you’ll find where he was before. If they’re moving, they’re moving.”

“Where could they be moving that way?”

“Probably out the other way. Towards the highway. Or they’re just hiding ‘cause it’s the best place to hide.”

Eve’s phone buzzed. She quickly checked it, in case it was Sharon or an emergency. It was Roman again. She rejected it but she glanced at his most recent text:

“It’s about the case, Eve. You gotta call me.”

That caused her to pause.

“I know you’re so busy so I’ll just wait here for my stuff… Where were you thinking for my bath?”

Eve blinked.

“My hot bath!” Lin exclaimed. “You said!”

“Right… Right…” Eve said. “Yeah. Let me get you a room at the Red Rock, okay?”

Lin let loose a smile that was missing several teeth. “Excellent!”

Eve left him in the room and he seemed pretty happy with how things had gone. Eve couldn’t exactly say the same but in her view, this hadn’t been a waste of time at all. She had a starting point. She had a witness testimony. Though, she knew the guys up in Monument wouldn’t take Lin’s word very seriously. If she had to do this herself, she would.

Eve called Roman back. He didn’t pick up right away and she pictured him struggling to pull his phone out of his pocket. It was late. He had to be home, laid out on the couch by now.

“Finally!” he said. “I’ve been trying to call you!”

“I know,” Eve replied. “I got caught up with stuff here.”

“I figured. I just didn’t want you to miss this…”

“Miss what?”

“I found something, Eve.”

“What did you find?”

“I gotta show you. It’s outside of town. Out to the west off the 105.”

“Tomorrow? Early?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“You doing okay?”

He went quiet. She could hear something in the back; wind, the jangle of reins.

“Are you riding right now?” she asked. “It’s too late. You need to get home.”

“I know. It got dark fast,” he replied. “Are you home?”

“No.”

“At the station?”

“Yes.”

“Alone?”

“Yes. Well…” she thought. “Not alone.”

“Sharon?”

“No.”

“Should I come by?”

“No… No. It’s okay. I’ll meet you tomorrow, okay?”

“I’m here if you need. Always.”

“I know.”

“Why didn’t you tell me about what happened with Sowerby?”

“It’s been busy…” Eve said. She knew it wasn’t an excuse but it already felt light years away, even though it had only been last night. “I promise we’ll talk about it tomorrow morning, okay? You can show me what you found and then we’ll get croissants.”

“Croissants are a binding contract,” he said.

“Preaching to the choir.”

His low voice chuckled, rumbling in her ear, and she realized that she missed him. She wished she could go to see him right now, that they could talk this all out, that they could touch. There was a silence then that mature couples would have filled in with “I love you”s.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, bear. I promise,” she reiterated.

“Trust me, Eve, it’s going to be worth it. You want to see this.”
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Tom Lacy

Tom was woken up by the smell of smoke again. He shot up. For a brief moment, he was back in the house; Easton was sneaking in and trying to get him out. But that wasn’t real. That had happened already. This wasn’t the burning of drywall and paint that Tom was smelling. It was a cigarette. A pungent, foul cigarette.

They had lived with a woman once, about four years ago, who chain smoked and the house had always smelled like damp tobacco. All the walls were stained with yellow and Tom had been so disgusted by it that he swore to Easton he would never touch a cigarette ever. His brother said that it wasn’t cigarettes that were hard to resist nowadays but the vapes. Those were so easy and everybody did it. But if it was the same stuff that was in cigarettes, Tom had no interest.

“What if they’re playing us?” one voice whispered.

“Why would they? That would mean that they’d get nothing out of this…” the other replied.

“It’s taking too long…”

“We knew it was going to be a couple days.”

“I’m tired of being down here. I’m going crazy. These kids are driving me crazy.”

Both of their lips were lit up by red embers in the darkness.

“They ain’t done nothing… relax. All they need to do is move and listen. They’re good at that.”

The smell was getting worse. It didn’t stink like that house with Mrs. Killarney. There was something else, like the cigarette was laced with tar.

“You ever smoke something like this, baby? We’re gonna have nothing but Taras where we’re going.”

“Is that what people are calling it?”

“It’s the new hit thing. Those guys you’ve been talking to… they got it everywhere now. Just wait though. It’s gonna be huge.”

“I’m sure it is…”

Tom looked up at the stone ceiling. He tried his best to understand. It wasn’t just these two. There were other people involved in this and that scared him. He didn’t want to meet anyone new. He didn’t want to move anywhere else aside from back home. But that wasn’t going to happen. Mrs. Redding’s house was gone.

Easton snored next to Tom.

Charlie turned over. In the dim light, Tom could see that her eyes were open and she was staring right at him. He held her gaze. He wanted to talk to her and see what she thought about what they were saying. Charlie was smart. Probably smarter than Easton. Maybe she knew what was happening. But if they talked, their captors would come over and hit them. They threatened to leave them behind in the caves too. Tom wanted them to try that. He would find a way out. Charlie’s watery eyes eventually looked away, greasy bits of hair stuck to her forehead.

Tom couldn’t be sure if it was a few seconds, minutes or even an hour before the stinky-cigarette-smokers collapsed on the stone. They at least had jackets and sweaters to lay on.

“Are they out?” Easton whispered.

Tom jumped, not realizing his brother was awake.

“What?”

“Are they passed out?”

“Oh…” Tom whispered. “I think so.”

“We gotta move.”

Easton pushed himself to his feet and with hushed movements, crossed the tunnel and shook Charlie gently.

She said, “Are you sure?”

Easton nodded. “If we don’t go now, we’re never getting out of here.”

“Where are we supposed to go?” she hissed.

“I know where to go,” Tom said.

They both looked at him.

“We need to find the Phoenix Queen,” he explained.

“Tom…”

“No! I’m serious,” he said. “I met a guy. Last night, I think. He told me. She’s here!”

“He told you that the Phoenix Queen from Fallgate is here?” Easton scoffed.

Tom nodded and pushed himself up too. There was a bit of soreness in his back and neck. He couldn’t imagine how Easton and Charlie must have been feeling.

“That way…” Tom pointed down the corridor.

“You met somebody down here?” Charlie asked. “Somebody that can help us?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. I think he’s gone now…”

Easton crushed his hair in his hands and let out a word that Tom didn’t want to repeat. He checked on the splayed-out feet at the other side of the tunnel. They were practically non-responsive. Tom thought that his brother was right. If they were going to go, they needed to go now.

“Okay…” Tom said. “Let’s go.”

“You ready?” Easton asked Charlie.

She nodded. Her hair was all stuck up on one side and her forearms and hair were covered in what looked like soot. Black gunk. She didn’t look good. Thin. Pale. Even her nod was weak.

“We’ve got nothing to lose, right?” Easton said as they walked into the darkness.

“What if we’re going the wrong… the wrong way?” Charlie mustered.

“At least it’s a way,” Easton hissed.

Tom led the way even though he didn’t know where he was going. He was going back the way he had gone the night before, toward the sound of water. But he was going to go further. He was going to find the beast that Lin had told him about. And he was going to kill it.
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Roman Marek

Burt Sowerby either hadn’t been home or he had been in hiding.

Roman had yelled. He had screamed actually because he swore he saw the curtains move at least once.

“Let’s talk about this, Burt,” Roman said. “Friendly conversation!”

He followed that up with a, “Hello?!”

No answer.

He waited and Elvis started to get antsy so he slipped off of him and gave him a pat. There was someone in the house across the street that was out on their porch, shaking their head at him.

God. Please, don’t call Eve.

She would be livid if she caught him here like this, so he wasn’t going to push his luck. He poured both himself and Elvis with some water from his pouch and then re-mounted the horse.

“Come on, partner,” he said. “I wanna really ride.”

Elvis gave a rigid nose snort in response.

“Lähme!”

Roman snapped the reins and veered himself and Elvis toward the west side of town, out toward the highway and then off of it, off to a gravel road, past true farmland, to get his mind out of this anger.

It did help. After about an hour of a hard gallop into the wind, Roman started to feel his grip loosen on the reins and the sweat dripped down his back. There were a few dirt roads that ran along the base of the foothills. They had always been trails for hikers and riders and the occasional homestead.

It was about three hours into Roman’s ride that he had to come to a stop. It was getting dark, and there was something ahead in the road. Elvis was also exhausted and so was Roman. They needed a rest.

He tugged on the reins and the gelding was happy to slow down with him.

It looked like a stone of some kind. A meteor. It had both jagged and smooth edges.

He could have gone around it. It wasn’t blocking much of anything, especially out here, but it was, most definitely, out of place. He texted Eve immediately. She wouldn’t respond right away but he wanted to get this out there as soon as possible.

Roman got off the horse. He surveyed the area. There was a collection of trees and then a squared-off section of land surrounded by a black iron fence and gate. It was old and falling apart in some places. Between the fence were lines of silvery tombstones, sticking out against light green grass and a single vase of colorful plastic flowers. A graveyard. So what was up ahead wasn’t a meteor. He noticed something else as he got closer. Piles of soil near the black iron fence.

He sent another text.

He would wait here until she called him back. She needed to know about this. A grave robbing was what it looked like. It had to be related to the fire, and that was what had been keeping her so busy. He gave Elvis some more water and a snack and he sat down on the edge of the road, waiting.

Eventually, it was full-on dark outside and Roman only had the light of his phone to help him see. He had tried to explore a little but he didn’t want to mess with anything investigation related. It looked like one of the tombstones had broken when the culprit was trying to dig them out. Some of the gravesites looked ancient. Eve was going to want to see this.

Why hadn’t she told him about what had happened with Sowerby? Did she not trust him? It felt like they had done a lot of crazy things together already. What happened with Travis had to have strengthened their bond. She showed up for him and he showed up for her. They were both strong and smart. They were a good match. But he couldn’t shake the feeling that she was hiding something from him. He could put most of the blame on his insecurity from his previous relationship. He was probably making it all up in his head. But the feeling was very real and present.

That firefighter she had gone to lunch with. She could have interest in him and Roman wouldn’t blame her. Maybe the tight-pants city boy was more her type.

He was going to trust her. He had to. He had to trust that she would never hurt him like that and that she wasn’t that type of person. But every moment that ticked by further into the night, Roman became more anxious and paranoid about it. He tried to stop himself but the thoughts just kept coming.

Elvis came over to him and bowed his head at his shoulder. Roman gave his cheek a pat, stood up and sighed.

“Sorry to keep you,” Roman said to him.

Elvis whinnied.

“Yes. We’re going. I hear you.”

And just as he was about to call it quits, she called him.

He didn’t want to pressure her. He didn’t want to make her come all the way out here so late so he didn’t say anything about waiting. He would get to see her tomorrow and he had that reassurance and that was all he needed to get him home.



[image: ]

Sheriff Eve Wicker

The rest of the night was a blur. Sharon had shown back up with an ice-cold Big Mac, but Lin had been pretty happy with the treatment he was getting. He was borderline cozy in the interrogation room, and Eve was starting to get worried that they were never going to be able to get him to leave. She called up Dill and he was thick into the Saturday night fight fest at the Red Rock Inn. He reminded her that her room was always available when she needed it. Still, she didn’t just want to walk in without a little bit of a heads up that she was bringing someone in for holding. It’s where she had kept Georgia Turnbull in the spring when she had needed a hiding spot from Cleveland Cohen. Room 8 was Eve’s local hideaway and the only place she could get Lin a hot bath.

After dropping him off, Eve must have gone home. She didn’t remember driving there but she woke up the next morning in her bed. She had slept. Maybe even longer than she meant. She checked her phone and she had a few missed calls.

“Shit.”

Pearl stretched up, wanting to lay back down like most people do on Sundays, whining at Eve.

“Later, Pearl,” she said.

The A/C was cranked up. It was hot and stifling in the upstairs bedroom; Eve didn’t know how she had slept in the humidity, but it certainly hadn’t been a quality sleep. She felt borderline hungover. It was the exhaustion rearing its head. The lack of proper meals and regular exercise. She would get back to the routine after this. They all just had to make it a little while longer.

She clicked on her belt and boots and trotted down the stairs, returning Doctor Dom’s call as she did.

“Sheriff!” Dom jeered into the other end. “I thought you’d get back to me.”

“Well, I called you first.”

“I know. I know. I just knew it wouldn’t take you long. Were you sleeping?”

Eve came into the kitchen where her father was reading a newspaper. Grace was probably already at the church. He silently pointed to a cup of hot coffee in a to-go mug on the counter for her. She thanked him with her eyes and said,

“I was getting a bit of rest.”

“No rest for the wicked, Wicker.”

“Just a little.”

Dom laughed and asked, “What was it you needed?”

“Right. I didn’t want to leave the information in a message…” Eve pushed the door open with her shoulder and made for the Tahoe. “I was calling about Lydia Weisserman. I wasn’t sure if she’s checked in with you at all since she was released from… what was it called…”

“Eden Valley,” Dom said.

“Right. The care facility.”

“I know about it. They offered me a job there actually.”

“Really?”

“Yes, but I love this shithole too much.”

Eve laughed a little and took a sip of the coffee. It surged through her.

“She’s diagnosed. Paranoid schizophrenia and borderline personality disorder.”

“Both?”

“Yes. A comorbidity. Pretty rare but from what I know, she’s been medicated since her late teens. She’s lived with it for a while. She has a lot of trauma, that woman though. A lot. I’m guessing you know what happened to her family?”

“Her husband and son?”

“Right. The flood. Were you in town?”

“Barely. That was what? Fifteen years ago?”

“Eighteen.”

“God. I remember it. I had just opened the clinic and we were overwhelmed by the guys in that accident. We couldn’t save any of them. It flooded way too fast. It was brutal. You’re not… going down there, right?”

“Not like you to show fear…” Eve joked.

“I’m serious, Eve. You need to be very careful. There’s a thunderstorm coming with all this humidity. It’s not safe down there. It should all be sealed up if you ask me.”

“Maybe something we can work on in the future,” Eve replied.

“Ugh. You’re so annoyingly pragmatic. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“I won’t.”

“Anything else?”

“Anything else you could tell me about Lydia?”

“I don’t want to say too much. She has issues with the church. I know she spends a lot of time there, but it… discombobulates her. She has a hard time focusing sometimes and other times not at all. Despite the medication, her behavior is pretty erratic and I’m surprised they let her live alone without a live-in caregiver or at least, supervisor.”

“Does she have any mandates?”

“Yes. She has to come see me at least once a month. She came a few weeks ago. She’s due for one this week, I think. I send a report to Eden Valley and they share it with the judge. I don’t get to make any decisions regarding her status…”

“If you had to? What would you say?”

“That she’s still a danger to herself. Maybe not the people around her anymore, but she shouldn’t be living alone.”

“Has she ever said anything about fire? Burning?”

“Yes. She talks about hellfire all the time. I’m sure the Redding fire terrified her.”

Eve pulled the Tahoe on to 5th street, back to the scene of the fire as they discussed it.

“Do you think she would be capable of setting it off? In your opinion?”

“I don’t know for sure. I don’t think so. But I don’t think they liked her very much. I remember Lewis Redding talking about how she would watch the kids from the window and that she made them all uncomfortable.”

Eve murmured, “I can imagine.”

She stood outside the house. The eyes were in the window, waiting for her.

This would be a quick stop and then she needed to meet Roman. He must have been waiting for her all night to get back to him. She didn’t want to leave him out to dry, especially if he had actually found something related to the case.

Eve knocked on the door. She didn’t expect a response right away so she almost fell over when she went for a second knock and the door opened instead.

Lydia’s long blonde hair was in a braid and stray bits of it were flying away by her face. Her eyes were wide and her pupils just as dilated as the last time Eve had seen her this close.

“Hello,” she said.

“Hi…” Eve said. “Do you remember me? We talked the other day at the church.”

“I remember you. The sheriff.”

“That’s right. I was wondering if we could talk some more about what you saw on Wednesday night.”

“Okay…” Lydia stepped back from the door so Eve could come inside. She shuffled in behind Eve and went to the kitchen, navigating around piles of junk to get there. It wasn’t dirty but messy. There was barely a speck of dust but the space was filled with organized piles of old magazines, books and boxes.

Lydia gestured to the only free chair in the living area and Eve took it even though the back was piled with mismatched cushions.

“Would you like coffee? Tea?” Lydia asked.

“I’m good, thanks,” Eve said. “I don’t want to take up too much of your time.”

“Time is fleeting…”

“It is.”

Lydia grabbed a mug of something from the counter.

“I need to leave for church soon…” she said, glancing at the clock.

“I understand. You spend a lot of time there.”

“Yes. It’s a safe place.”

“Safe from what?”

“The monsters in town.”

“Like the mine, you mean?”

“That’s one of many…” she said. “You will see. I really think that you will see.”

Dom had been right that Lydia seemed less, what was the word, discombobulated at home. More calm and composed with sentences that made some sense.

“So last time we talked…” Eve started. “You mentioned the fire across the street. Did you know the Reddings?”

“I knew Carly,” she said. “I think everyone does. She was always very kind. Her husband… not so much.”

“Lewis?”

She nodded, managing to find the corner of a cushion on a box-filled couch. She was thin enough to squeeze into any space.

“Do you know if he’s going to own it now?” she asked.

“I would think the land would be passed to him through Carly’s will. But I’m not sure.”

“I hope not… he’s another monster, parading as a school teacher. It’s very frightening.”

“Did you see him that day?”

“I did. He was there in the evening. He often came to visit Carly for dinner.”

“Anything unusual?”

“It was quite usual, actually. He came to the door, screamed for Carly to let him in. They ate outside on the steps so they would be away from the kids and the other two. Lewis gets… mad. Usually about the food but sometimes about other things like their situation or me.”

“You?”

“Lewis didn’t like me watching them… But I was just… seeing.”

“He has a temper,” Eve said.

Lydia nodded. “He hit her. I saw him hit her several times.”

“What?”

“That’s right. He was always trying to control her.”

“I didn’t know that…” Eve thought. “You’re sure?”

She shrugged. “Sometimes he just broke the plate. That night, he struck her on the back of her head. I remember seeing the way her neck lurched forward, like a snake.”

Eve made note of that. Did Lewis resent his wife enough to burn down her house? He was certainly unpleasant to deal with but she had seen his grief first hand. She wasn’t yet convinced that he was that good of a liar.

“What about Mac Farwell? Orla Cameron?”

“I didn’t see them very much. You see, the window at the front belonged to the smallest boy. That’s the only one I can see. They didn’t go out that much. Well, she did not go anywhere. She played loud music and smoked things. Mac sometimes left to go to work and I would see him go down the street with sadness draped across his shoulders like a coat.”

“And that night… Did you see them that night?”

She nodded. “I saw them all.”

Eve said, “I’m going to take this as an official statement, Lydia. You saw Mac Farwell, Orla Cameron, Charlie Sowerby, Easton and Tom Lacy on Wednesday?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“What time?”

“It was quite late. Well past midnight.”

“Why were you awake?”

“I’m always awake… and the fire. It lit up my bedroom.”

“What did you see?”

“The fire was raging like the gates of hell. I awoke to an orange glow and when I went to check, the entire house was being consumed by it. I knew it was God. He took the monsters home. They did not deserve it.”

Eve waited.

Lydia said, “I saw them come out the front door. The children had bags over their heads. When they got to the edge of the sidewalk, they tossed off their shoes and threw them into the fire.”

“Then what?”

“They kept going down the street.”

“On foot?”

Lydia nodded.

“Which direction?”

“Towards Main. And then they turned to the west.”

Towards the mines.

This was all confirmation. Lydia’s story was going to get her a capable search party. It had to.

“Have you checked?” she asked.

“Have I checked what?”

“For the shoes!”

“I’ve got a guy on it.”

“I think one missed. Check carefully. I saw it go—” she lifted a hand like a blade into the air and sank it downward.

Eve was going to have to go back and get Pearl. Good thing everything in this town was so close. It’s unlikely that a burnt-up shoe would have been recovered with the remains, but it would corroborate Lydia’s story. Eve needed that if she was going to sell this to Denver.

“Thank you for your time, Lydia.”

Eve stood up.

“That’s it?” she asked. “Isn’t there anything else you’d like to ask?”

“Is there anything else you’d like to tell me?”

“They are alive. The children are alive,” she said. “The monster is closing in.”

“I know.” Eve reached out a hand to shake. “That’s why I have to go.”

Lydia took her hand and it was cold and damp. Eve squeezed it and gave her a smile.

“Thank you for listening to me, Officer,” Lydia said. “No one ever listens to me anymore.”

“I’m here if you need,” Eve replied.

“I believe that… God believes it too. You were sent by him, weren’t you? An angel to fight away the demons.”

Eve chuckled. “I don’t know about that.”

“I do. You were sent to save this town.”

“I’m doing my best… That’s it.”

Eve made for the door.

Lydia said, “But you remember, don’t you? What happened to your mother?”

Eve’s phone buzzed in her pocket but she was frozen. She took her hand off the knob and turned back to the thin woman behind her.

“What did you say?”

“Your mother.”

“You were in prison.”

“She was on the wall at the school. I still go to the library sometimes… I love that school, and Principal Soto is very kind.”

“On the wall?”

“Yes, with the big team. I remember her smile. It’s just like yours.”

Eve could feel her heart breaking with every word Lydia uttered.

“Yeah… she coached soccer at the school for a bit…” Eve said quietly.

“Until she was murdered.”

Eve tried not to flinch. “That’s right.”

“The farmhouse.”

“What farmhouse?”

“Where the beast will lead you.”

“Where the mine goes?”

Lydia nodded.

“An entrance… an exit…” she stuttered. “And where your mother died.”

“How do you know about that?”

“Everyone knows who lives in Chesapeake Valley. Another angel ripped from us. We cannot be blessed in the shadow of the devil’s mountain.”

“They can’t be connected…” Eve said, more to herself. “Do you know where the entrance at the farmhouse lets out? Does anyone live there now?”

“I wouldn’t dare go near it.”

Eve would have to save these questions for someone who would know. Hackett, maybe, or Natalie Rey or Catherine Presley. Lydia was starting to look tired, despite her sudden rush to talk.

“Thank you for sharing with me,” Eve said.

“Yes,” Lydia said. “I will be here if you need me.”

Eve left and didn’t look back. She had to get Pearl first, shoes second, and then… Roman.

She pulled out her phone. It was another missed call from him.

There weren’t enough hours in a day.

Eve had to take several deep breaths while driving, trying to push the image of her mother smiling with her soccer team and then screaming on the floor of a crooked farmhouse.

Pearl was excited to get back to work. Eve brought her straight back to the fire site and by the time she got back, it seemed like Lydia had left for church because there was no car in the driveway and no eyes in the window. Her curiosity had to be abated by their conversation.

Pearl was less excited to be sniffing a spot she’d already sniffed. She kept looking back at Eve like she was expecting something more. Eve kicked at the piles of ash and rumble. It would take a while to get this all the way cleaned up. The Redding’s insurance policy should cover the debris removal, but she wasn’t going to have Lewis Redding coming anywhere near this until the case was closed. She was simultaneously surprised and not surprised to hear of the abuse of his wife. Sure, they were from a different time but that didn’t excuse the violence against Carly. No woman deserved to be treated that way.

But if he was willing to hit her out on the street, what else was he willing to do? To go to the lengths of murder and arson seemed a stretch, but Lewis held a lot of anger in him. Even if the way he had screamed at the gym teacher at the school, Eve had seen his incapability of holding his emotions. It reminded her a bit of A.J. Portokalos on the Travis Wate case. Another man who couldn’t hold his emotions in with outbursts that got him into trouble. But this fire didn’t seem like an outburst. It seemed premeditated. Her gut and the disappearances told her it was Mac Farwell and Orla Cameron, but there was something more sinister at play here.

In the shadow of the devil’s mountain.

Eve looked out to the foothills, the great shadows of the Rockies just beginning, slowly stretching over Chesapeake Valley like the desperate fingers of someone falling from a cliff. They would get longer and narrower as the day went on and as Eve’s time ticked by, bit by bit.

Pearl barked. She had her nose by the blackened fence at the back. Eve waded through the debris to join her.

“What you got, girl?”

Sure enough, there was the bottom of a Converse shoe up against the fence. Part of it was wedged underneath. It had been thrown with some force, and had partially melted away on its corner. Based on the neon stars hand-painted on to the unburnt side, Eve had to assume these were Charlie’s, but she would have Sharon double-check. She put the shoe in an evidence bag and said, “Good job, Pearl. You deserve a raise.”

Pearl let her tongue hang out happily. The humidity was just getting worse as the day went on. They both needed water when they got back to the Tahoe.

It was time to meet Roman. He said it was related to the case, and she trusted that. Still, she couldn’t stop thinking about Lydia’s words as she followed the directions he had given her out of town. She couldn’t stop the images of the farmhouse. The soccer field. The Redding house, burning so hot and so fast. The mine below it all and the gaps in between that she was slowly filling in.
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Eve ended up on a dirt road, and she wondered if this was some kind of elaborate cowboy prank. But when she saw what was waiting ahead, she knew why Roman had called, and she instantly knew how and why it was related to the case. Roman was about fifteen minutes behind her, but he showed up on his horse with no shirt on and glistening with sweat. He used a towel attached to the saddle to dab at his forehead as he dismounted.

“Hot one today,” he said. He patted Elvis and greeted Pearl before pecking Eve on the lips.

“I really need to wash my uniform…” Eve stated, not even wanting to take the risk of giving herself a whiff.

He said, “Maybe you’ll get the chance tonight.”

“Probably not. This isn’t over.”

“This tells you something though, right?” he pointed to the graveyard off the side of the road. “Somebody was here recently. Digging up bodies.”

Eve nodded. “It’s evidence. Remains are nowhere to be found. We’ll see if we can match what’s on these tombstones to what we recovered from the fire.”

“One of the tombstones is broken.”

“As long as we can get an idea, Reg should be able to confirm.”

Eve started taking some photos of the site.

“I’m sure he can…” Roman muttered, draped in cynicism.

“I know you’re not a fan…”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” he snapped. “Why didn’t you tell me about what happened with Sowerby?”

Eve froze with her phone in her hands. He had clearly been holding it in and the tone took her by surprise, and it wasn’t a yell but there was some bite behind it.

“All it takes is one text, Eve… one text or one call… you could’ve told me what happened. I would have—”

“What, Roman? You would have what?”

She put her phone back in her pocket.

“I would’ve helped!”

“You were up the mountain! It was the middle of the night. I had to radio on my walkie and you know who hears that? First responders. People like my deputy and Reg Henson. People that know how to help.”

“I’m trying,” Roman said. “I’m trying to help.”

He looked out at the graveyard and slid down the grassy ditch to pass the fence that surrounded the long-forgotten farmer’s graves. He stood out in the sun with his back to her, because there were no trees for shade. His back was heaving and Eve hoped that he wasn’t crying. She couldn’t have hurt him so deeply. She couldn’t imagine.

“Roman…” Eve said, sliding down the ditch to get to the fence. She touched the broken gate door and it was red hot.

“I’m sorry, Roman,” she said. “I know you’re trying to help.”

“Is this what it’s gonna be like?” he asked. “Am I always gonna be wondering what I could have done better?”

“If you keep it up, yes,” she said. “Listen… hey.”

Roman slowly turned to face her. He wasn’t crying. Sweating bullets but no tears.

“So, yes, the answer to that question is yes. If you’re always gonna be wondering… yes. Yes, you are. My dad spent years wondering while my mom was gone until he eventually just… got used to it. Became complacent a bit. But you have to know that my job is my life, Roman. I am always going to have to go out in the middle of the night. I am going to get screamed at, punched, spit on, and grabbed. I am going to get cornered and I am going to be terrified. And you’re not going to be able to do a damn thing about it. If I called you every time these things happened, I’d be calling you all day.”

Roman smiled but looked away. “I’m okay with that.”

Eve closed the distance between them.

“I have backup for a reason, you know,” she said.

“I just don’t like that the backup was that guy. It makes me more mad that it was him.”

“I really can’t… I really can’t deal with this right now.”

“Would you just talk about it? Just give me thirty minutes. You promised a croissant!”

“I… I’ve got a witness back at the station. I’ve got an entire system of mine tunnels to investigate. I can’t do this…”

Roman said, “Don’t. Don’t run away from me.”

“I’m not. I just… I need to focus on this case. And I need you to keep it together while I’m gone.”

“Yeah…” Roman kept his eyes away. “Yeah. Okay.”

But everything in his body language was telling Eve that it wasn’t okay. She was leaving him here, hanging him out to dry. She knew that and it was breaking her heart seeing him look so dejected. There was nothing more that she wanted than to spend an afternoon eating croissant sandwiches with him, but this case was too important. Those kids were too vulnerable, and Eve was too responsible.

Eve started, “Thank you for bringing me here and finding this and telling me about it—”

“Just go, Eve. You don’t need to do this for my sake.”

That hurt more than she thought. The dismissive anger. She was doing it for his sake. That’s what she thought this was all about, doing things for each other’s sake. She shook her head, not wanting to drop all of these thoughts on him, knowing it would open a sinkhole of a conversation that she didn’t have time for. She wanted to promise him that they would fix this, but she couldn’t muster that either. He wasn’t just sad. He was angry, and Eve needed him to cool that heat way down before trying to sort out this jealousy. They weren’t going to get anywhere right now.

“Come on, Pearl.”

Pearl was off in the corner of the graveyard and quickly turned to join Eve and Roman.

And then, Roman stepped forward, grabbed Eve’s chin, and pressed his lips against hers. It was firm and the heat radiated off of his bare, sweat-covered body. He moved his fingers from her chin to the back of her neck and held her in the kiss until she had to breathe.

Eve’s head spun. She licked her lips and tried to steady herself.

He muttered down, “This isn’t over.”

She looked up into his intense brown-eyed stare and said, “I know.”
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Thanks to Roman, Eve would have to hide her frustration, her anxiety and her horniness for the rest of the day now. She had to push those things down and bring up her perceptiveness and her determination instead. She couldn’t have Sharon reading her right away either or else she wouldn’t be quiet about it. Fortunately, after many years of practice, Eve was pretty good at hiding her emotions, and Sharon seemed none the wiser when she entered the station and greeted her with an iced coffee.

“I knew you’d be here soon…” she said.

“I figured you and Lin would be missing me,” Eve said. “You pick him up?”

“He’s all fresh and squeaky clean in the interrogation room…” she sighed. “Confirmation from Monument yet? They sending a party? I’ve got some people together that are willing to go down there. Myself included.”

“No. It’s way too dangerous and the weather…”

“I know. Call for thunderstorms.”

“Nobody goes down there until I say.”

Sharon nodded.

When Eve opened the door to the interrogation room, Lin had his bare feet up on the table. He had finally taken off that huge leather jacket and you could see how small he was underneath it. He did look cleaner and his black hair was slicked back, but it was so long that pieces were popping out.

“Sheriff!” he exclaimed. “Good sleep?”

“Alright. You?”

“Slept like a baby. Thanks for doing all this for me. You’re a good woman.”

“Well, you know why. You’re my eyewitness account that Tom Lacy is still alive.”

“Right… that and you’re really nice!”

“Sure…”

“I’ll stay another night if you need.”

“No. No, that’s not necessary. I’m taking you back. You’re going to show me exactly where you saw Tom.”

“What? Right now?” he took his feet down. “A little bit longer? Breakfast first?”

“I’ll get you some coffee. Let’s go.”

Eve loaded Lin into the car and put Pearl in the trunk. She left the A/C running and went back into the station to make sure she was prepared. She grabbed another flashlight with extra batteries. They didn’t have climbing gear, but they had some rope that she clipped to her belt.

Eve could feel Sharon’s eyes on her as she went to her desk and made the call to the Colorado Bureau of Investigation. The Assistant Director she typically worked with was a man named Jack Jamison. He was an experienced investigator, who, despite his goofy name, had absolutely no sense of humor. She had to get transferred to his line and he was usually her point of contact for extra resources. At the end of the day, she worked for the people and the county board, but Eve was limited in Chesapeake Valley.

“Jamison… It’s Sheriff Wicker.”

“Wicker. Any breaks?”

“I need some extra hands down here. Maybe some climbers. Those kids are down in that mine.”

“That’s what the homeless guy says.”

“I’ve got another witness that pinned them heading in that direction.”

“Another homeless guy?”

“Lydia Weisserman.”

There was the tacking of a keyboard as he looked her up. “She’s got a record… Anyone to corroborate her story?”

“She’s telling the truth. We found a shoe from one of the kids because of her. I can send you the evidence.”

“Listen, Wicker, we can’t send out a dozen crew into an unstable mine to look for kids that may or may not be there based on the word of an unhoused drifter and a mentally ill convict. Find me something concrete and we’ll have your back.”

“At this rate, the only concrete thing I’m going to find is their bodies!”

He went quiet and scoffed a little.

“I don’t need you to believe them, I need you to have some faith in me,” she tried to say it as calmly as possible but she could feel the desperation slipping through her words. “I know they’re down there.”

“If you know, then go find them.”

“Fine.”

Eve slammed the phone down.

“Still a no go, hey?” Sharon mused.

Eve shook her head, holding to the edge of the desk for a moment, trying to clear her head.

“I need you to…” she pushed it all down. “I need you to find a farmhouse. It’s west of town. Maybe a mile or two. Find Hackett. Take her with you. She might know. You’ve got to get to the mine exit over there. Block it off. Make sure nobody and nothing is coming out of there without us knowing.”

There was a pause as Eve went to the door. Sharon was looking at her feet.

“Okay?” Eve asked.

“Yes. I will,” she said. “That’s just… you mean the farmhouse? The one where your mom…”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure?”

“No. I’m not. But we’ve got to cover all of our bases with the people that we do have until I can convince the CBI to get off their asses.”

“So what about you? You’re going down there?”

“Yes.”

“Alone?”

“I have to. I’ll take Lin.”

“Eve…”

“We don’t have time, Sharon. At least some of those remains were fake. They planted those remains so we would think they were dead and had nothing to chase. They planned this. They planned to move those kids through the mine. I don’t know why yet. But I bet it has to do something to do with where they’re going to end up, and based on what we know about the mines… it’s gotta be where they’re heading. It has to be.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“Me too.”

Lin was singing when Eve got into the Tahoe. It was a muttering of another Beatles song, and she didn’t mind listening to him as she pulled out of the station. Her phone buzzed, and she picked it up right away. Maybe it was Jamison, changing his mind.

“Sheriff’s office,” Eve said.

“Sheriff! It’s Catherine Presley… Natalie told me that you stopped by here and I know that you’ve been investigating the mine.”

“Catherine. Thanks for calling. Yes. Yes, I have.”

“Okay great. I found something here that I think you’re going to want to see. We’ve got one camera on the outside and… well… I think it’s important. I think it’s really important. Could you come down to the gift shop? We’re closed today but I need to show you this.”

Eve said, “I’m on my way.”
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“Stay close,” Eve said to Lin. He stood outside the gift shop with his arms crossed.

He said, “Aren’t I free to go?”

“You are. But aren’t you going to lead me to where you saw that kid?”

“Right… that guy…” he laughed a little and started making his way to the riverbed.

“Hey. Pearl. Keep your eye on him.”

Pearl let out a bark and followed behind Lin to the rocky creek that ran around and through the gift shop and towards the old entrance of the Kingman Mine. Eve watched as Lin dipped his toes into the cool water and she was almost jealous of him for a moment. This was a man with no responsibilities and no worries, and he seemed happier than most of the people Eve encountered on a daily basis. She wondered if she could have lived the life he lived, but she had a hard time putting herself in his position. It certainly hadn’t been easy on him, but he had come out the other side with a persistent, humming optimism.

A woman with short hair and a wide smile knocked on the glass of the gift shop from the inside. She waved at Eve and unlocked the door for her.

“Sheriff! Hi! Thanks for coming so fast!”

“I was already on my way, actually,” Eve said.

“Oh really?”

She made room for Eve to come inside.

“I’ve got to do a more thorough search here.”

“Of the tunnels?”

“Yes.”

“Alone?”

“Not exactly…” her gaze trailed to Pearl and Lin.

“Well, I think you’re in the right spot,” Cat said. “Come take a look at this.”

The gift shop itself had several plastic covered write-ups and old newspapers from the gold rush. In the middle of the shop, there was a hole cut out of the floor where they had built in access to Splendor Creek. A small ladder led down to the creek and there was a pile of metal pans, ready for the tourists’ taking to have an authentically fake experience of pulling out gold.

Cat took Eve into a small office with a desk, two chairs and a computer. Cat turned the screen so they could both see and it was open to CCTV footage.

“After Natalie told me why you were here…” Cat said. “I pulled up the footage from that night, and look…”

At first, it was only the mine tower, sitting in the darkness with its faded letters. After a few minutes (the time at the bottom read 3:14am), one man came into view. He was wearing a baseball hat and a wife beater and jeans. Mac Farwell. He tugged on the arm of another man—no, kid, with a bag over his head. Two other smaller people who also had bags over their heads were pushed in by Orla Cameron’s Skechers. All of the kids had no shoes on and they were all covered in a bit of soot. Orla grabbed the arm of what looked like Charlie and threw her onto the ground in front of the elevator shaft. They were clearly talking.

“No sound?” Eve asked.

“Unfortunately not,” Cat replied.

Orla pulled a key out of the back pocket of her denim shorts. She opened the lock on the elevator and pulled away the chain. Mac shoved all the kids into the elevator. Then, Orla took the key and placed it in a spot that Eve couldn’t see. She couldn’t tell from the footage if it was just on the dirt or in a more strategic spot just outside the elevator shaft.

“What was that?” Eve asked. “Can you go back?”

Cat rewound the footage and showed Orla placing the key again. It was a specific spot. She put it at the base of a metal fixture that helped to operate the elevator.

“So…” Cat said. “I already checked and the key’s not there.”

“Really? Why would she do that?”

“I’m not sure but the key for the elevator is back in its spot…” she pointed to a corner of the office where there was a wooden compartment with keys hanging up. “I didn’t notice it was gone on Wednesday. I wasn’t here that day.”

“Who was?”

“Ms. Natalie Rey,” she said. “It’s just her and me right now.”

Eve’s intuition had been correct. Natalie had definitely been lying. Had she let Orla and Mac saunter into the mines with the kids? How had they talked her into letting them have the key? Or maybe she had been coerced. Intimidated. She was only a kid. Eve’s mind was racing.

“Can you call her in?” Eve asked. “I want her waiting for me here when I get out.”

Pearl barked in the distance.

“I’ll give her a call,” Cat said.

“Was there anything else? Anything from earlier?”

“I checked and Orla Cameron came on Monday for a visit but the footage isn’t very good. I can see that she talked to Natalie a bit.”

“Okay. I need this,” Eve pointed to the screen. “And the footage from Monday too. Can you get me a copy?”

“Absolutely. Happy to help.”

“Appreciate that. Appreciate you calling.”

“Maybe…” Cat said. “Maybe it will help us find those kids.”

“I hope so.”

Pearl barked again.

“Sorry…” Eve said. “I’ll go check on her.”

“All good. She’s precious. We love her down at the church. You should bring her by more often,” Cat said with a big smile. “I saw you there the other day… talking to Ms. Weisserman. I found that a little surprising, I won’t lie.”

“Why’s that?”

“Well… just with her mental state… and her history…”

“She’s been through a lot.”

“She has. She truly has.”

Eve left the office and she heard a ripping somewhere and Pearl went off again. It was an engine pulling into the parking lot even though the gift shop was closed on Sundays. It was Roman’s truck with Karu sticking his head out the passenger window, tongue lolling out.

Pearl was on the trail to the water tower. She was looking right at Eve and let off a string of barks. She was trying to tell her something. And it became obvious after another second of observation: Lin was gone.

He wasn’t in the riverbed washing his feet. She couldn’t hear him humming or whistling or singing.

“Goddamn it,” Eve muttered and kicked the ground in front of her.

She stomped over to meet Roman.

“What are you doing here?”

“I’m volunteering for the search,” he said.

“What?”

“Sharon called me. She said you were going down there by yourself and that’s not happening.”

“Well, it wasn’t going to be totally by myself…” Eve did another whip around. He was gone gone, back down into the mines. “My guide took off.”

“Great. Well, you can use me for that too.”

“You have no idea what’s down there…”

“If you’re going, it’s enough reason for me. Are you going to try and stop me?”

Eve raised her eyebrows. He was trying to prove some kind of point with all this. She needed the help though, and the extra flashlight and the extra weapons, the compound bow that was strapped to his back, couldn’t hurt. Plus and most importantly, she trusted him. She needed somebody that she could trust right now.

“We need to keep our heads up,” Eve said.

“Yes, ma’am. Always.”

Eve nodded and grabbed the walkie off her belt.

“Deputy,” she paged. “Sharon.”

“Just meeting Hackett.”

“You guys still in town?”

“Yup.”

“Good. Come by the gift shop and pick up the CCTV footage from Ms. Presley, please. I need you to get it over to Jamison at the CBI in Monument ASAP.”

“Come by? Pick it up? Then send it?”

“Yes.”

“Then farmhouse?”

“Yes.”

“Okay. Okay. I got it. I’m on it.”

Sharon clicked off. Neither of them needed to mention the Roman call right now. Eve didn’t see why she had gone behind her back. Of course, she would have told Sharon not to call him, but still, it felt a bit sneaky although well-meaning. And Sharon could be that way, moving through the non-obvious route. But she was reliable. And again, that trust was what Eve needed the most right now. She needed this footage to go. She needed more bodies out here to check these tunnels. She needed to catch up with Lin and find the kids.

Then, a scream went off from below.

Both dogs started barking and hurdling towards the water tower. Eve got there behind Karu and hung over the lip of the opening, peering around the elevator to look down into the darkness.

There was another yell. It was far down. And then, there was a growl. No, another scream. Eve couldn’t tell if it was a beast or a human. A monster. The monster that Lydia Weisserman had warned her of. The screams of the drowning mine workers.

“We need this key now!” Eve yanked on the chain around the elevator.

With the screams of ghosts in her ears, Eve sprinted to the gift shop and back, accosting Catherine Presley for the key. She handed it over immediately and Roman was peering over the edge on his knees when she got back. He yelled down:

“Hello?!”

There was a distant, gurgling, “Help!”

She got the keys to the lock. Sweat was building on her forehead and back. The chain slipped out, one link at a time until it was pooled in the dirt by Eve’s boots. She kicked it back, threw open the elevator doors and yelled back, “Come on!”

Eve, Roman, Karu, and Pearl gathered into the elevator to the Chesapeake Valley Gold Mine and they took it down and towards the strident sounds below.
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Tom Lacy

Tom held on to his brother’s shirt as they walked. They had taken some breaks. It was taking them a long time to get anywhere, if they were actually going anywhere. This was an unusual place. Every once in a while they had to go down a level or up a level because it had collapsed in front of them. Tom had no idea how deep they were or how far they were, but all they had seen was rock for the last five days, and he was starting to think it was all he was going to see for the rest of his life.

“I gotta stop,” Charlie said.

“We have to stop taking breaks,” Easton snapped. “They’re going to catch up.”

“We’ve gotta have at least like an hour or two on them… they were passed out,” Charlie stammered. “My feet… they’re killing me.”

There were some dim emergency lights still illuminated up ahead. That had happened on occasion when they had been lucky. A little light. But Tom didn’t like seeing the state they were in anyway. It just reminded him of how stuck they were. Easton’s blonde hair was black with ash and soot. His lips were cracked, bleeding, and swollen on one side. Charlie looked pale and like she was about to pass out at any moment. When she lifted her foot, Tom could see that her peachy soles were covered in blood.

“Oh my gosh,” Tom said. “Easton, we have to do something!”

He let go of his shirt and started looking around the tunnel. There was an abandoned mine cart up ahead and Tom went for it.

“Hey!” Easton called after him.

Tom didn’t look back. He clambered up the uneven rock to the cart and peered inside. There were several pieces of coal and that was it. He looked up and he froze when he saw something up ahead. At first, he thought maybe it was the big man in the leather coat or another big rock or even the infant hatchling of the Phoenix Queen. He didn’t want to move because whatever it was, it was moving. It was a dark blob in the distant tunnel. It didn’t seem to have heard him so far because it was making its own gnashing noises. Was this the beast he had to slay?

He looked back over his shoulder. Easton was glaring up at him. Charlie was sitting down, clutching her feet. He couldn’t leave them there, and they weren’t getting to him, so he was forced to turn on his heel and sneak back down to where he had came from. He took off his shirt and ripped it in half.

“Here.”

He went to wrap Charlie’s feet.

“Tom…” Charlie said. “Thanks, buddy.”

Easton said, “You remember what you learned in boy scouts now?”

“I don’t know. No. That just seems like what we’re supposed to do, right?” Tom said.

“Oh yeah, cause you would know,” Easton sneered.

Easton seemed like he was getting grouchier by the second. Charlie could barely stand. Tom was the last man standing. He shook his head and straightened up.

“Listen,” he whispered. “There’s something up there.”

“What?!”

“Yes. There’s something up ahead in the tunnel.”

“Is it a person?” Easton went to move but Tom grabbed his arm.

“It’s a monster,” Tom said. “We gotta think about this. Maybe we can distract it and get by.”

Easton snapped, “It’s a one-way!”

“There are multiple levels… maybe we can sneak in underneath him.”

Easton looked like he wanted to punch or kick something. He did a circle, found nothing, and let out a frustrated yell. “We have to go back!”

A growl came from the opposite end of the tunnel.

“Shut up, Easton!” Tom hissed.

Another growl.

Charlie said from the ground with a tremble in her voice, “It heard us.”

“We’ve got to go,” Tom said. “Now.”

They couldn’t fight this thing. Not like this. Not with any weapons. They could hear it walking, huge feet dragging along the stone and then dropping like hardcover books being dragged along the carpet. The cool circle of the emergency light above just caught the edge of the mine cart and its shadow from their angle. They were down and looking up so their vision was cut.

The minecart moved first. It was on wheels and it rolled forward, stretching out its shadow along the broken pathway.

“Oh my gosh,” Charlie squeaked.

Something snorted. Easton put a hand over Charlie’s mouth and they all held their breath. More footsteps. The mine cart squeaked again until it was full-on tilted and heading towards them. It clanged down the rocks until it landed on its side in front of Tom. They all stumbled backward.

One of the wheels on the cart smashed off and fell off the edge of the broken pathway, tumbling down into the mine below, the sound echoing like someone had just set off a bomb.

“Okay. Okay!” Tom said. “Let’s go!”

“Back?”

“Yes, back! Let’s—”

The creature got to the edge of the path and everything went dark because it was so massive that it blocked the emergency light. Tom could only glimpse because Easton was yanking on his shoulder, screaming at him to run.

It was covered in fur and it looked like it had been through several wars, with all of the battle scars and patches on its skin. Its shoulders spanned wider than four of Tom standing side-by-side.He couldn’t be sure but it was a beast. A bear. A guardian. And its mouth was dripping with fresh blood.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Since Eve was without a guide and Roman had never been down here before, she did her best to remember where she had gone last time. They passed the drop-off with the broken ladder and the river was rushing below. The sounds dwindled until they stopped completely. No more growling. No more screaming. Just the occasional drip of water from above and below.

Eve waved the flashlight ahead, lighting the way for the dogs who both had their snouts flush to the ground, following some kind of smell. Karu had his ears back and a determination on his face that Eve hadn’t seen before.

Roman said, “He’s in hunting mode.”

“Who?”

“Karu,” he said, following her eyes. “He only does that when there’s big game.”

“Game?”

“Never hunted before, hey city gal?”

“Never. No desire,” she said.

“I think you’d like it. Maybe I’ll take you in the fall. You’re a good shot.”

“Not naturally. I had to work my butt off in training. Especially when I got this job… In my NSA job, I only got re-trained once a year. I didn’t use it that much because I was mostly at a desk. I trained every day for three months before I started here to make sure I wouldn’t miss a target.”

“It shows, Sheriff,” he said.

Eve smiled. “You’ve barely seen it.”

“You shot the lock off those stable doors at my ranch. Which, by the way, is the county going to compensate me for that or what?”

Eve laughed and said, “No.”

Roman grinned. He slowed down and pulled out his phone. It lit up the bottom half of his face in the darkness. His head was almost hitting the ceiling down here with his massive height and the narrowing routes.

“What is it?” Eve asked.

“Ken keeps calling me.”

“No way you can take a call down here.”

“I know… it can wait.”

“It has to.”

Roman nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Don’t call me that. Eve or Sheriff is fine.”

“How about ‘baby girl’?”

Eve laughed, and though she tried to stop it, that made her blush like crazy with his low-timbered voice.

They both stopped because Karu stopped. Pearl trotted up next to him, sniffed, and then recoiled. As Eve focused the flashlight, both of the dogs were stopped on either side of a pool of blood.

“Hold, Pearl,” Eve said.

Roman followed with, “Jää.”

Stay.

Eve pulled the flashlight up and up ahead in the tunnel. There was a dark lump across the path. Beyond the lump, a couple of still-working emergency lights lit a platform up ahead that they would have to climb a few fallen rocks to get to.

“Hello?” Eve called. “Sheriff’s office!”

There was no response.

They all inched forward. The pool of blood became a thin trail, leading straight to the lump. Pearl went first, approaching with hesitation but some confidence. Eve kept the flashlight on her until she could make out some of the details of what they were looking at. An oversized leather jacket.

Eve jogged forward. She turned Lin over andimmediately had to look away.

“Oh my god…” she breathed.

His face and neck were torn apart. This wasn’t, this couldn’t have been, a human. Claw marks ripped through his flesh. Pieces were taken out of him and the blood, it had pooled so deeply beneath him that both dogs couldn’t avoid stepping into it, leaving paw prints of red all over the tunnel.

Eve took the walkie off her hip.

“We’ve got a 10-54 down here,” she said. “10-54. Anyone copy?”

The walkie returned nothing but static.

“10-91V!” she called.

It only crackled.

Eve snapped the walkie back in. It was useless right now.

“What’s a 91V?” Roman asked.

“Violent or vicious animal,” Eve said. “Goddammit!”

“You knew this guy?”

“Yes. I had him in the station. What? Two hours ago?”

Eve stood up, circled and kicked the wall with her boot. Stones flickered to the ground. It welled up. She could hear him singing, whistling and now he was ripped up and bleeding in front of her. Lin never hurt anyone. Wherever he had been and whatever he had been through, he didn’t deserve this. Eve wished he had just listened. She wished she had watched him more carefully, had anticipated that he would run, or even walk, at the first opportunity, because he was a man who needed freedom. Freedom to be himself. No matter the cost. And it had gotten him here. Torn up in the middle of an abandoned mine.

“Definitely an animal,” Roman said. “This wasn’t a person.”

Eve forced her mind to calm. “I was thinking the same thing. What do you think it was?”

Roman bent down and analyzed Lin’s body. He scrutinized his halved-face, his torn-apart stomach.

“Looks like a bear… big bear…”

Karu barked. Roman shushed him.

They couldn’t be sure if it was in response to Karu’s bark or just timing, but a blood-freezing scream ripped through the mines.

Eve took off in its direction. She tried the walkie again.

“Hello? Anyone copy?!”

Click. Shhhhttt.

“Hello?!”

Nothing.

Roman was on her heels and it wasn’t an easy climb up to the emergency lights. Pearl was the smallest and the most dextrous even with three paws. She found the quickest route to the top and then barked several times from the top.

Eve felt a huge hand on the back of her thigh, pushing her up the last leg. Something a law-enforcement partner wouldn’t be able to do. Yet it felt more natural than anything she had ever felt from a partner in the field. Despite all the back and forth between them lately, Eve couldn’t forget that she and Roman had always worked well together. Physically and under pressure. They both understood what was required and how to read an environment.

Some of the blood trickled up the rocks they climbed and onto the platform with the lights. There were puddles of it at the edge and then, nothing but a descent into darkness up ahead. It had to be where the noise had come from. There was also another drop-off to their right, straight down into however deep this place really went. It went down to another part of the river, water rushing.

Roman scanned ahead with his flashlight. The dogs waited for their signal. The light caught an overturned mine cart on the next level below. It was the only way forward from here. Eve went to slide down the edge. She and Roman used each other’s arms to help stabilize each other, stumbling to the next section. Eve couldn’t think about how difficult it would be to get back. Based on what Hackett had told her, there were other ways out. Many different ways to get absolutely lost.

Eve sprinted ahead and past the mine cart. The blood trail dwindled and her flashlight was getting absorbed and pulled by the absolute darkness on all sides.

“Sheriff’s department!” Eve yelled. “We’re here! Call out!”
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Immediately, Eve heard, “Here—”

It cut off but it was enough. When she got to a fork, she veered to the left, following the remnants of sound. The patter of the dog’s claws against the stone and Roman’s heavy footfalls were behind her.

There was a low growl. It seemed to come from all directions, filling up the space.

“Shut up!” somebody said.

“Don’t move!”

“Just… back up… go… slowly…”

Eve’s light hit a wall of brown fur. She skidded to a stop and grabbed Pearl by the collar so she wouldn’t go any further. It almost clotheslined her but it was worth it because the tunnel was taken up ahead by a grizzly bear. It was tall, but it looked starved and emaciated, with ribs protruding and a patchiness along its back, which was where more fur was meant to be.

Roman stopped too but Karu was flying forward, going for the bear.

“Karu!” Roman screamed. “Stäp!”

The German Shepherd complied, hunching down onto all fours and snapping at the grizzly with no show of fear. The bear was facing the opposite way but it turned its massive head to catch a glimpse of the posse that had pulled up behind it.

Eve shined the flashlight into its black eye and it snapped its head away with a wail. She caught a glimpse of what was on the other side. It was a girl with cropped blonde hair in a hoodie and denim shorts. She had a bandage on her knee and scabs on her shin on one leg, and the other leg was totally covered in tattoos. It was Orla Cameron. Mac Farwell was standing behind her. He had on a sweat-stained wife beater that his shoulder muscles were pushing through and jeans that had been ripped off at the bottom. Both of their faces were twisted with fear.

“Help!” Orla screamed. “Shoot it! Please shoot it!”

“Where are the kids?” Eve demanded.

The bear snapped.

Orla let out another scream. “Shoot it! Shoot it! Oh my god. Shoot it! We’re all going to die!”

“They’re back here!” Mac yelled. “They’re back here, I swear.”

Eve trailed the flashlight to the other side.

“Sheriff’s department! Charlie!” Eve cried. “Tom! Easton! This is the police!”

As Eve tried to get around the shapes and shadows with the light, she moved and the bear made its turn towards her. Pearl crouched and growled in Eve’s defense, giving the bear all she had with a curled-lip snarl.

The bear let out a roar. And as soon as it had turned its attention all the way to Eve and Pearl, Mac ran.

Roman just got the edge of him in his flashlight as his sneakers hit the stone, heading full speed in the opposite direction.

“Freeze!” Eve demanded.

He kept going.

Orla turned to run as well, but the bear was ready for it this time. It snapped its head back towards her and as she leapt to take off after Mac, it grabbed her by the ankle and yanked her to the ground. Her head hit the stone with a thud.

Eve went for her gun.

The screams of Orla took up the entire tunnel. It reverberated off the walls and Karu and Pearl both cringed into their stance.

Eve knew she needed to make a choice. Now. Go after Mac. Find the kids. Save Orla or let Orla die. Kill the bear. She couldn’t do it all. Roman was looking at her, waiting for her to decide, waiting for direction from his commander. It was happening to his face. The drop in his expression. The sternness reminded her how strong he really was and could be when he wanted to be.

“Go after him!” Eve commanded and tossed him the handcuffs from her belt.

Roman caught the cuffs, nodded, and went forward, sticking to the side of the tunnel so he could get past the bear and struggling Orla. Karu followed after him and the passing of the German Shepherd caused the bear to lift from its gnashing on Orla’s tattooed leg. Its profile came into the flashlight. The shadow of it projected onto the opposite wall, perfectly poised as the portrait of a starving grizzly. Its jowls opened, dripping. Black eyes, glistening and maddened. Fur and ears, slick and sticky with grease and blood. This was the monster. This was the beast that had been haunting this town.

Pop. Pop.

Eve shot twice. She hit it in the head and the neck.

It slumped to the ground in two movements, its weight kicking up dust. It went still. The bear’s body almost stretched out from wall to wall, and Eve stepped over it, one boot after another, to get to Orla’s side.

She hadn’t wanted to do that. Grizzlies weren’t that common down here and this one seemed particularly unique and ancient. Sometimes slaying the beast didn’t feel so satisfying, especially if there was no thankful princess waiting on the other side, just a future felon with a chewed-up leg.

Orla wriggled herself away from the bear. Her leg was streaming blood. She needed medical attention, stat. She was going to bleed out and then Eve was going to have two bodies down here. This was another Travis Wate. But this time, she had the opportunity to save their life. Because she could have left her there—and it did cross her mind. A woman who had faked her own death and the death of three foster children. Kidnapped them. Burned down a house with Carly Redding inside. And for what? Another reason why Eve had to keep her alive. This wasn’t just mercy. It was answers.

Orla was crying snotty tears and groaning, still screaming in pain.

“My leg! My leg!” she repeated. “I can’t… feel it!”

Eve took off her belt and went to work.

“Stop! Stop it!” she screamed.

Eve didn’t say a word. She used her belt to tie a tourniquet under her knee, tightening it with a yank and another scream from Orla.

“Stay here,” Eve said. “Don’t move and we’ll get someone to help. Take off—”

“No!” Orla grabbed the front of Eve’s uniform and Eve grabbed her wrist in response. “No! Don’t leave me here!”

“Take off your shirt,” Eve continued, “and put it over the bottom of your leg. Apply pressure. Lots of it. Stay awake.”

Eve pulled her shirt out of Orla’s clammy fingers.

“Please…” her mouth was full of spit. “Please, don’t… Please, don’t go.”

“I have to find Tom and Easton and Charlie.”

“Please…” she cried.

“No!” Eve snapped and stood up straight. She pointed at the ground. “You are not in the position to make demands, you understand me? You stay here and do as I say or you’ll die down here.”

Orla’s lip trembled.

Eve shone the flashlight in her face.

“You hear me?” Eve asked.

“Y-Yes.”

Eve said, “I’ll be back,” and took off down the tunnel after Mac and Roman. She picked up the pace so she could try to close the distance, but there was no sign of them. Mac was young and fast. Roman had to be close.

She passed litter and a bucket that smelled terrible. They had been living down here, waiting down here. It wouldn’t have taken them three days to get here, so what were they waiting for?

Ahead, the tunnel flattened out and became another fork. There was a service ladder climbing up the wall straight ahead. It had once been painted red, flakes of it covering the metal and the ground below. Karu was standing at the base of it, barking up.

“They went up?” Eve asked and Karu barked.

Eve called, “Tom! Easton!”

She sent the flashlight down one side of the tunnel and then the other. “Charlie! Sheriff’s office!”

She waited and listened. There was no response. No screaming. No growling. Down the tunnel she had come from, Orla cried softly. And then beyond that, Eve heard the worst thing possible. It wasn’t another blood-curdling scream or a monster but a commanding crack of thunder outside.

“No!” Eve yelled.

History would not repeat itself. Eve needed to get everyone out of here before it rained. Hackett had said this place was known for flash flooding, and with the state of the ghosts that had once worked and walked in these halls, Eve didn’t want to find out if she was right.

With the light, she followed the ladder up. It emptied out into another level and then there was another ladder, another level up: the surface. Eve froze, the flashlight beaming on to an emergency exit hatch above with a weathered red valve for a handle. That was their way out. They weren’t making it back to the water tower at this rate.

There was another crack of thunder and then the whole place started shushing. The rain was starting above.

“Hello!”

Eve heard a girl’s voice. She twisted toward it, throwing the flashlight into the darkness to her right. There was nothing there. Eve had to believe that wasn’t in her head but with all of the horrors she had already seen down here, it wouldn’t have been all that surprising. She needed to push down the absolute heartbreak and empathy she was feeling over Lin and the bear. There were still people alive down here that needed her help.

“Hello?!” Eve called as she jogged down the hall. Karu and Pearl followed after her.

A mine track veered into the tunnel, emptying out from a narrow hall that led further in and down to the belly of this place. The track took up half the pathway and Eve and the dogs had to single-file along it until she ran into a row of almost a dozen mine carts. The last cart had come off its tracks, causing all the carts behind it to bump into each other at some point and crack their wood.

Pearl sniffed the air. She approached the last set of carts. Karu followed suit. Eve swept back and forth with the light.

“This is Chesapeake Valley County Sheriff’s Office,” she called out, holding her breath steady. “I’m here to help. Is anyone here?”

There was another second of hesitation and then a young boy popped up from the second-last cart.

“We’re here!” he yelled.

He had short brown hair and freckles. He was skinny and wearing no shirt and shorts that were three times too big for him. His face and arms were covered in soot. It was Tom Lacy. Then, another head appeared: Tom’s brother, Easton and then finally, Charlie Sowerby with her wide eyes, frozen open and wet with tears, like the portrait at Chesapeake Valley School had come to life, crawled into the mines and had been waiting patiently for Eve all this time.

“Kids,” Eve breathed a sigh of relief. “You guys okay? Come on. Let’s get you out of there.”

Thunder cracked again. The whole tunnel seemed to shift with the force of it.

She reached an arm and lifted Charlie out of the cart from under her armpits.

The boys were frozen, staring at her with gaping mouths.

“We’re not safe yet,” Eve said. “Okay? We’re not out of this yet. We just need to go a little bit longer. We need to get out of here right now.”

Tom leapt into action first, hopping over the side of his cart and going to help his brother, but Easton made a point to do it himself.

“You guys are okay to walk? Run?” Eve asked.

They nodded. Charlie lifted up her feet. They were wrapped in a bloodied shirt that Eve had to assume was Tom’s.

Eve crouched by her feet and looked them over. Charlie winced as she touched her soles. Blood pushed out, which was better than any other type of liquid, but if she spent much longer like this, she would lose a foot. Orla and Mac had not only taken the kids from their home, forced them to stay and travel down here, but also made them do it all without shoes. It was a clever deterrent to keep them from running, but it would only strengthen the criminal case against them.

“We’re getting out?” Tom asked.

“Yes,” Eve said.

“This dog is terrifying.” Easton pointed at Karu who was sniffing at his bare feet.

Eve replied, “He’s friendly. I’m Sheriff Wicker. No time for introductions, kids. We gotta go.”

“We all know who you are anyway,” Charlie said as Eve wrangled behind them and started guiding them back towards the red ladder.

“Do you?” Eve asked, keeping herself alert for drips, for cracks, for bodies, for bears.

“Of course we do!” Tom said. “You’re in charge of the whole town.”

“More or less.”

“Including this place?” Easton asked.

“Well…” Eve started and stopped.

It was actually a valid question. Sure, the mine was a part of the county, but it was private and owned by the Kingman family. Did that mean they owned this expansive amount of land that was holding up the town? The very foundation of Chesapeake Valley? It was a bit too much power and space for one family to have, and Eve made a note to bring it up at the next county board meeting.

She shook the thoughts away of the future and put her mind into the now, pushing all of them back through the tunnels as the thunder became more frequent and the air became thicker. And that’s when Eve put it together.

The monster hadn’t been the bear. It hadn’t been Lin. The monster was the tunnel itself. Lydia had warned her about the hunger of this place. It didn’t like visitors, and if you pushed your luck, you would end up in its belly as nothing more than food to the earth. It was the rock. The stone. The Rockies. The soil of this town, fighting back against industry and the nefarious offenders, escaping through its veins, bleeding it dry. Eve was not going to let herself, these kids, these dogs, Roman, or even Orla and Mac become just another meal.

“What happened to that… thing?” Charlie asked

“The monster,” Tom said.

Easton corrected, “The grizzly.”

Eve pointed down the hall.

“They… It was dangerous,” Eve explained. “It won’t be a problem down here anymore.”

“That means she shot him,” Easton said.

Tom exclaimed, “No way! I knew I heard gunshots! I told you guys!”

“What about… What about Mac and Orla?” Charlie stammered.

“Let’s focus on getting you guys out of here,” Eve said. “That’s the goal, okay?”

Charlie nodded and she looked at her with those Tim Burton eyes again. She remembered the smell of acetone coming from her locker at the school and made a note to get some answers from Burt Sowerby’s daughter later. If Charlie had been some kind of accomplice in all this, Eve would find out, but she really hoped she wouldn’t have to.

They got back to the red ladder, and Eve sent Easton up first so he could help Tom and Charlie. She could carry Pearl up but she was going to need help, probably Roman’s, getting Karu up.

The shushing was getting louder and heavier.

Charlie went next and Easton grabbed onto her thin arms to pull her up on to the next level.

“Okay, Tom,” Eve said. “Your turn.”

Tom turned to her. “Did you find the Phoenix Queen?”

“The… what?”

“She lives down here, I think. I think the bear was protecting her and if you killed it… well, maybe she’s looking for you now.”

“Well, I’m sure I can take her.”

To their left, there was a pop and a crash. A stone flew across the wall and smashed into the other side as a stream of water started flooding into the tunnel. Something had overflowed. Immediately, a rush of it reached their shoes.

“Now, Tom! Go!”

Tom didn’t go for the ladder though. He looked at her and said, “I’m not going to leave you here!”

There was another crash. The ceiling collapsed to their left and more water flowed down and towards them. Eve grabbed Pearl with one hand and Tom with the other, and Karu held his ground against the flow. It was up to their calves in seconds.

There was yelling from above.

“Get to the hatch!” Eve demanded, shining the light on the second ladder for Easton and Charlie. “We’ll meet you up there.”

Roman would understand if she had to leave Karu behind but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. Even in the face of the flood, no man or dog would be left. Where the ceiling had collapsed, a ramp of rocks had been created to lead up to the next level. It was the only chance of getting up and out of the quickly rising water.

“Stick with me,” Eve said to Tom and he nodded.

“Do your worst, Phoenix Queen!” he screamed to no one.

“Karu!” Eve yelled.

She tossed Pearl onto the ramp and she climbed up the rock. Eve had to grab Karu from under his wet belly and heave him onto the ramp. He was heavy and she could feel her biceps straining. Karu shook the water off and followed after Pearl.

“Tom. Go.” Eve gestured to the ramp.

“What about you?” he asked.

“I have to go back for Orla.”

“No way! Leave her there! She’s the worst.”

“No, Tom. I’m going back. You’re going forward.”

“I’m coming with you.”

“Go catch up to your brother. Now.”

“No!”

“Listen to me, Tom, this Phoenix Queen, is she evil? Or good?”

“Well, that’s a huge question…” he yelled over the sound of the water. “She’s just trying to protect her territory.”

“That’s what people do when their homes are threatened. This is her fighting back against us and we have to win, okay? The only way to win is for you to get out of here.”

His face twisted. “I want to be a soldier. I want to fight!”

“You are a soldier. You know what soldiers are good at? Taking orders.”

He nodded. “Okay.”

Eve yelled, “Now go catch up with your brother, private. That’s an order!”

She added, “Pearl, go! Get those kids out of here!”

Pearl barked in response. Of course, Eve knew that Pearl didn’t really understand, but the border collie often had a look of comprehension in her eyes, and she helped Tom up the final part of the ramp by grabbing his shorts with her teeth.

The water was up to her knees now and she could hear Orla crying for help in the distance. It was risky to go back. Foolish. But this would not be another Travis Wate. Orla didn’t deserve to die like this. Eve refused to feed this beast.
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Roman Marek

His phone wouldn’t stop vibrating. He knew if he picked it up the call would drop. There was no service down here, so Ken would have to wait. But not answering was causing a bad, rotten pit in his stomach. Ken never called him like this. Sure, once or twice a week to chat. Ken liked to talk and get things off his chest. But he never called him more than twice a row, let alone three, four, five times. This was an emergency. But Roman was in the middle of another emergency, and he just had to hope that Ken would be okay until he could get to him.

Mac Farwell was fast, way faster than Roman had anticipated. He was in shape and his arms pumped at his sides like a well-oiled engine. They got to a ladder, and Mac was up in a flash. As he went for a second ladder, Roman couldn’t let him get that far ahead so he let an arrow fly. He grazed Mac’s hand on a ladder rung. He yelled out and veered to the right instead.

Roman got up the ladder and called down to Karu, “Ootama Eve!”

Wait for Eve.

Karu barked in protest several times, searching for another way up that would allow him to join, but there was nothing around but stone.

“Ootama!” Roman repeated and Karu could only huff in response.

He had to keep moving. He had to catch this guy. Impressing Eve was what was on his mind right now, showing her that he could be everything she was looking for and then some. Keeping her safe from the psycho up ahead was also important.

The flashlight caught the edge of sneakers rounding a corner. Roman turned it off and moved in the darkness instead. His vision adjusted as he moved quickly and quietly down the hall and around the corner. The bow was out and at his thighs; an arrow was knocked and ready to fly when he needed it.

There was a row of emergency lights next to a staircase. Along the staircase was a steel banister and a mine track on the other side that led straight to where Roman was standing. Then, Roman passed a narrow tunnel that he wouldn’t have even been able to fit through. If Mac was smart, he would have gone that way. But Mac had clearly worn out all of his smarts on his gravedigger plan and was heading up the stairs instead. This way had to lead out too, so maybe Mac wasn’t that dumb, but Roman knew he had him already.

His footsteps were silent. His breaths were equal. Quiet. Focused.

Sergeant Adesina would say, “If they hear you, you’re dead.”

Amongst the rain, the violence behind them, and Roman’s training, Mac couldn’t have heard a thing. He didn’t anticipate the Marine behind him who crouched at the base of the mine track, pulled back the arrow, and let it all go with a thwick that finally made Mac turn his head.

The arrow hit him in the back of the thigh, exactly where Roman had been aiming. Mac face-planted and slid down a couple of the stone steps.

“Argh!” he screamed. “You bitch!”

Roman immediately loaded up another arrow and went up exactly four steps.

Thunder cracked.

“Don’t make me do it again,” Roman growled.

Mac tried to get to his feet. He went to continue on, clutching to the wall, limping up.

“Farwell!” Roman yelled. “Stop or I’ll let another one go.”

“Do it then, Robin Hood!”

Roman had the man in his sights. He could pierce him right in the back, even right in the back of the neck—a fatal shot, one hundred percent. Mac kept limping. Roman kept holding. Eve wouldn’t kill him just like she wouldn’t have killed Travis Wate. He had to do it. But in that case, it had stopped him from killing her. Mac, right now, was just trying to save himself.

Roman lowered the bow and was caught up to Mac in seconds. He grabbed his arm and Mac reeled back to punch him in the nose. The only way he was able to get close was because Roman was two steps below him. But he moved and the blow grazed his head instead. The compound bow clanged to the stone, and they went fist-to-fist.

Roman was on top of him and then somehow he was flipped over and they were both sliding. He put out a boot and scraped the wall until they stopped. Mac smashed the back of his head against the rock beneath him and everything went white. He had underestimated him. Mac had a lot of raw strength. Small but speedy. Showing him mercy so far hadn’t gotten him anywhere, so he grabbed Mac by the shoulders and tossed him.

Mac went tumbling onto the mine track, rolling into a stuck cart that stopped his fall. He spit blood onto the ground and looked up at Roman.

“Why the hell do you care, man?” Mac spat again.

“What?!” Roman retorted, standing, his shadow casting over the slumped man against the cart.

“Why do you care?” Mac wiped his mouth. “Is it just cause of her?”

“It’s because you’re a criminal.”

“You’re not a cop!”

“What you’re doing is wrong.”

“You don’t even know what’s happening, man. It happens all the time. It’s just a part of the game. It’s nothing personal.”

“Those kids are innocent!”

“So am I!” Mac yelled and then cried. Thunder rumbled. “So am I. I didn’t do nothing. I tried to learn. That was it. I tried to live! People like you are never gonna get it. You’re people that always had something. But what about us who never had nothing? Who was sharing one piece of Wonderbread in the mornings? You’ll never know. You’ll never get it. Those kids are way closer to gettin’ it than you’ll ever be. If they knew why… if they knew where they’re gonna end up anyway… I bet they’d understand. I bet they’d get me. I deserve it. After all I’ve been through, I deserve it.”

Roman took a step off the stairs and onto the dirt of the track. He slid down so he was closer to Mac. The ground was becoming wet with his blood.

“You deserve prison after what you did,” Roman growled.

“They’re all alive!”

“You burned down that house.”

Mac went quiet.

“It was all gonna be worth it…” he looked down, head slumping.

Roman said, “It wasn’t.”

Roman grabbed him by the neck and lifted him up. Mac contorted against him before he dropped him back on his feet. He yelled out in pain, his arrowed leg giving out.

“Remember,” Roman leaned in. “I’m not a cop.”

The emergency lights illuminated Mac’s fear with a gray ombré. Roman had him now. Hostile, contained, and submitted.

The ground began shaking beneath their feet. There were sounds of the environment collapsing; water coming in somewhere. He needed to check back in with Eve. He had to get her out of here before they got trapped.

Roman dragged Mac over to the stairs and, without hesitation, cuffed him to the banister.

“What are you doing, man?!” Mac whined. “You can’t do this!”

“Stay here,” Roman said. “Someone will come for you.”

He started back down the stairs and added a, “Probably.”

“No!” Mac yelled. “You hear that?! It’s pouring, man.”

“Good thing you’re on high ground.”

Roman followed the stairs up with his eyes. They leveled off at the top and it must have led to some kind of exit. Based on the levels, if Roman was accurately keeping track, it had to be.

“What about G-Georgia… Turnbull?” Mac said.

Roman stopped on the bottom step and turned back. “What did you say?”

“I know who she is…” he replied. “Don’t you too?”

“How do you know Georgia? What are you talking about?”

Mac went strategically silent. He was trying to keep Roman here, and every bit of Roman wanted to stomp back up the stairs and punch this guy until he told him what the hell he was talking about. He couldn’t. There were priorities. More important than the buzzing in his pocket, however, were the Turnbulls, who were connected to this.

Roman rushed back down the tunnel. Up ahead, he saw several figures trying to make their way up the second ladder. One of them was struggling with the hatch door. As he got closer, he let out a sigh of relief to also see Pearl and Karu at the base of the ladder, trying to help the three kids however they could. It was a teenage boy at the top, yanking and pulling on the red valve that led to the outside. There was a skinny girl at the bottom and a younger boy, too.

“Easton!” the girl yelled when she saw Roman approach out of the darkness. None of them heard him coming, and they all looked at him as if he were another bear.

“Where’s Eve?” Roman asked. Why was Pearl here and Eve wasn’t? It made his palms sweat and his heart race. It would be very like her to get these kids out, but not herself. She had to be okay. She had to be.

“She went back for Orla,” the younger boy said. “She needs help!”

Roman looked down the first ladder. The water was rising fast. The bottom half of the ladder was being pulled on by an unknown current. The floor ahead had collapsed and all the water that would have been coming towards them was instead spilling down to the level below.

“Karu. Pearl,” Roman said. “Stay here.”

They both barked in protest. It was too dangerous for them. It was too dangerous for the kids.

“Is it stuck?” Roman called up.

The older boy, Easton, said, “This thing is rusted shut! I can’t get it open.”

“Move,” Roman stated.

Easton looked down at him, analyzing him with eyes that were light enough to see in the darkness.

“I said ‘Move,’” Roman grabbed the bottom of the ladder. “Now.”

Easton climbed down and as soon as he was off the last rung, Roman was up. He braced himself underneath the hatch. He gripped either side of the valve. With every ounce of strength, he turned the valve. It started to revolve with a terrible grating sound. Once he got it moving, though, he didn’t stop. The kid was right. It was rusted and hadn’t been used in a long while, but for Roman, it was easy work. A slight strain on the biceps, and then he pushed the hatch and it flopped open with a loud clunk.

He expected to be poured on by rain but it opened up to more darkness. Somewhere indoors. He poked his head out. It looked like a barn of some kind. Quiet. Dingy. Safe. Just the sound of the storm on its roof.

Roman slid down the ladder and said, “Okay. Go. Up. All of you. Let’s go.”

“What about the dogs?” Charlie asked.

“We’ll get them. Go. Wait for E… Wait for the sheriff. We’ll come for you.”

“I want to fight!” the young boy said.

“Shut up, Tom!” Easton snapped back.

Roman lifted Charlie onto the ladder and Easton followed after her.

“You too,” Roman said to Tom.

“You’re a soldier?” Tom asked.

“That’s right.”

“Are you going to save her?”

“Yes. I’ve got it,” Roman couldn’t hide his annoyance. “You’ve got to save them. Protect them, okay? Fight for them.”

Tom nodded and got on the ladder. He hesitated, looking back and below at the flood.

“Tom!” Easton yelled from above.

Roman grabbed Tom’s legs and half-threw him up the ladder. It was dangerous but Roman was impatient and this kid wouldn’t move. He was so light that Roman could have tossed him up three of these ladders. Fortunately, both Charlie and Easton were there to cushion his landing and they all rolled out of it.

Roman climbed down the first ladder and dropped down into the water. Karu and Pearl started barking uncontrollably.

“Stay!” Roman yelled.

The water was not as cold as it could have been. His pants soaked through and it was up to his knees, which meant it was probably already up to Eve’s hips. He clamped his bow onto his back and waded back towards where the bear had been, trying to orient himself in the flood. The current was pulling him towards the east, trying to dump him into the mine cart tunnels that went down into the earth.

He kept one hand on the wall to help him through the tunnel. He took out his flashlight and shone it ahead, and there she was. Eve had her arms under a passed-out Orla; she was dragging her through the water while trying to keep her head up. Her back was to him but the light caused her to turn her head.

“Hello?” she called.

“It’s me,” Roman replied.

“Did you see the kids?” she asked.

“They’re out.”

“Mac?”

“Cuffed and waiting.”

Roman got to her and plucked Orla out of her hands like she was nothing more than a grocery bag. He cradled her and asked, “Are you okay?”

Eve looked like she was ready to collapse. Her hair was stuck to her face and neck. Her eyes were wide and desperate. Her face was flushed and her breathing was heavy.

“I’m okay…” she said between breaths. “Now that you’re here.”

“I’ll always be here,” he replied.

“Thank you. Thank you so much, Roman,” she said and then they trudged side by side against the current and back towards the ladder.

It was twice as hard with Orla in his arms, but Roman wouldn’t stop until Eve was free and clear of this place. If she told him to follow the current, he would. If she told him to drop Orla, he would. This was the woman that Roman loved, and he would break boulders to forge new rivers with her. He knew that maybe she couldn’t understand that or see that right now. He knew that he needed to tell her but he didn’t want to scare her. For now, he just wanted her to see it in his actions.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

They had to go out a different way than the kids. She hated having to take her eyes off of them after all they had gone through to find them. Roman led her to where he had left Mac and the dogs were able to join up with them. The only indication that Roman was struggling was the sweat on his forehead when they got to the staircase where Mac was screaming for help. He went quiet when the bleeding, unconscious Orla came into view. Maybe reality was sinking in. Maybe he realized that there was no getting out of this, not in the way he had anticipated.

The staircase exit led to a bunker-style garage door and an emergency exit man door that the four of them collapsed out of and into the rain.

It took Eve a minute to gather her surroundings. They were just off the highway, probably on the west side of town. The squad car was parked off the road, the same with the park ranger vehicle. There was also a collection of Monument police cars with their lights on, just pulling into the driveway of, what had to be, the farmhouse.

Roman put Orla down by the garage door and Eve called, “We need medical over here!”

And after that, she stared, through the rain, through the sheets of storm in front of her, to the farmhouse where her mother had been murdered. It was a two-story house with a wraparound veranda. It had once been blue maybe, but the paint had chipped off over the years and it was clear that it had not been inhabited by anyone other than maybe Lin or other squatters for a very long time. She wanted, needed, to know who owned this land and this home. If it was the Kingman family too, they had some more explaining to do.

Just behind the farmhouse, there was a barn. At the doors, Sharon was helping the kids out with an umbrella in her hand. Tom ran out into the rain past her. He put out his arms, let the rain soak him and yelled out in celebration or anguish; Eve couldn’t be sure.

Tom. Charlie. Easton. They were safe. They were alive, and aside from the bottoms of their feet, completely intact. It wasn’t just relief. It felt stronger than that, like she had been running for three hundred days and had just arrived home for Christmas. The tree was set up. Her mother and father were waiting inside with a cup of coffee and a tray of baked goods, and all she needed to worry about was how many she was going to eat.

A tear escaped from her, but the rain against her cheeks helped to cover it up.

“Eve?” Roman asked.

She turned to him and smiled. She wrapped her arms around him and pulled him into the tightest embrace that she could muster. He was hot against the cool rain. He was stiff and she could feel the tension in his muscles from all he had just done for her.

He held her. He put a hand against the back of her head to pull her face into his chest.

“You did it,” he whispered. “You did it, Sheriff.”

“We did,” she said.

She didn’t and couldn’t really care right now how that sounded or how they looked in the face of the PD off the highway. That moment was entirely for her.

Somebody was jogging over to them in the rain. It was dusk, almost night. Eve could hear the mine regurgitating the storm behind them and she thought of Lin and even the bear. Where would their bodies end up after this?

Underneath an umbrella and a dark gray rain jacket was Reg Henson. He smiled at both of them and said, “Hey!”

“Hey, Reg,” Eve said.

Reg gestured the umbrella over to her. Roman glared at him.

“I’m good,” she said. “Orla needs it.”

Orla was leaning against the side of the mine’s garage entrance. There were thin streams of blood escaping from her leg and into the dirt and mud with the rain.

“On it.”

Reg jogged over to her and went to work, readjusting Eve’s tourniquet and going into a pack on his back for supplies. A few minutes later, an ambulance arrived too, dumping Dom out onto the front yard as well.

Dom sat Mac Farwell up in the back of the ambulance so they could wrap up the arrow wound in his leg before they put him into the squad car. He was quiet. He kept his dark eyes on the ground as the personnel closed in around him. A few came over to shake Eve’s hand, but she was keeping her eyes on everything else until people were locked away and the kids were at a far distance. When Mac did look up, he kept looking at Roman. He was avoiding Eve entirely and that made her more mad than targeted anger.

Roman had wrangled an umbrella from one of the other officers and came up behind Eve. It didn’t really matter to keep her dry now. She was soaked to the bone. He pressed a towel against her forehead, mopping up the moisture.

“Where’d you get that?” she asked.

“Nabbed it out of the ambulance,” he said. “They won’t mind.”

“Was he talking in there?”

“Not at all,” Roman replied.

“Was he talking before?”

Roman looked out.

“Yes.” He stared. “Yes, he said something really weird.”

“What?”

“He was talking about… Georgia.”

“Georgia? Georgia Turnbull?”

He nodded. His eyes slid down. “I need to call Ken. Think you’ll be okay?”

“Yeah.”

He passed the umbrella to her.

“Roman,” Eve said. He turned back. “Thanks for coming down there with me. I don’t think I would’ve been able to do all that without you.”

“I wanted to,” he said. “I didn’t want you to go alone. You don’t have to.”

“I know…” Eve said. “I’m thankful for… everyone here.”

She looked to Sharon and Hackett with the kids on the farmhouse veranda, to Dom in the ambulance with Mac, to Reg with another paramedic, loading up Orla on a stretcher to get her out of here.

“But especially you,” Eve added.

Roman smirked. “I’m thankful for you too. I’m sorry about… my jealousy.”

Over his shoulder, Reg was casting glances their way and Eve was sure Roman had noticed.

“I trust you,” Roman said. “I really do.”

“It’s alright. Go make that call. Make sure Ken’s okay.”

Roman nodded, never needing orders twice.

Dom finished up with Mac and waved Eve over. She had to put the umbrella down to shove Mac into the back of the squad car. That seemed to be the first time he looked at her. It was different from the way he was looking at Roman with a macho defiance. With Eve, it seemed like he was just a hurt young man looking for help.

She slammed the door on him before he could make any type of plea though. They would most definitely be talking this out. Both Mac and Orla had a lot of explaining to do.

“Let me check you over,” a soft, stern voice said from behind her. “Let’s make sure you’re not hurt, Wicker.”

Dom was in scrubs and she flicked a finger at Eve.

“I’m not hurt,” Eve said, but she hopped up and in the back of the ambulance anyway.

Dom leaned in and rolled up her uniform to check her out.

“What the hell happened?” Dom whispered.

“It’s a long story… I never want to go back down there again.”

“I bet. What a disaster.”

“At least the kids are safe.”

“Yes, of course. You saved them, Wicker. You did it again.” Dom smiled as she lifted Eve’s hair to check her neck and then wrapped her up to check her blood pressure.

“It’s not over yet,” Eve said. “I need to know why this happened and why this happened… here.”

“I’m sure. This is the house,” Dom said. “Your mom’s house.”

“Everyone knows about that, don’t they?”

“Anyone who knows Chesapeake Valley knows Coach Jane. Well, knew. Sorry. That didn’t come out right… She sprained her ankle once and came to see me, but only once. Told her to come back and she never did. Said it was fine when I saw her at the Food Store a few weeks later. She was funny that way. Like you. Hated asking for help.”

Eve smiled. “Doesn’t surprise me.”

“Just a couple of bruises,” Dom said a couple minutes later after her appraisal. “I really need to know what really happened down there though. I need this full story. I don’t care how long it is.”

“We’ll get a drink soon,” Eve replied. “We can unpack things. You won’t believe it…”

“We’re gonna need this.”

Reg popped his head into the back of the ambulance, tapping the steel inside twice with an open palm. He smiled with his bright white teeth.

“No problem,” Eve hopped off the stretcher. “How’s Orla?”

“We gave her something for the pain. She’ll be okay. Looks like a broken ankle, maybe a couple of bones in her foot too. She’s lucky the thing didn’t chew through anything major. Could’ve very well been a lost foot.”

“Thing?” Dom asked.

“The bear,” Eve said.

“That’s what it looked like to me too!” Reg shook his head “Couldn’t believe it.”

“Me neither…” Eve slid out of the ambulance and Dom followed suit. Eve added, “It didn’t feel real but it… it was. It wasn’t normal or healthy though. It shouldn’t have been down there.”

“I don’t think anybody should be at this point,” Dom muttered.

“Sorry. Reg, you remember Doctor Blanchard, right?” Eve said.

“Of course,” he said. “We spent all night looking at bones together.”

“Sorry. Right,” Eve rolled her eyes at herself. “Of course. I knew that.”

“How you doing, Dom?” Reg asked.

“I’m thankful for the rain, Reg,” Dom replied.

“Don’t like the heat?”

“Exactly. Like the fire. Not the heat.”

Reg chuckled.

Eve smiled at Dom’s flirting and turned her face to hide it.

“Eve,” Reg said, forcing her to look back up. “Did you ever find that shoe? It was way too burnt up to tell anything other than the fact that they had once had feet. Those remains were so old.”

“I found it,” she replied and pointed to Charlie on the veranda. “Pearl and I found her Converse by the fence.”

“I can’t believe you found all three of them. Alive. I really… well, I mean after the second day… I think we all thought…”

The stretcher came over and Reg helped to load it on the ambulance without finishing his sentence and Eve didn’t want him to. He didn’t need to tell her what everyone had thought and believed had and was going to happen to Tom, Easton and Charlie.

“Will you ride with us, Doctor?” Reg asked Dom. “We might need you. It’s a drive to the hospital.”

Pulling up her trousers and taking Reg’s hand, Dom climbed back into the ambulance. She said, “I’d be happy to help.”

“I owe you,” he replied.

“Dinner would do it.”

“You’d call it a deal?”

“I would.”

Reg chuckled, glanced once over Dom’s shoulder at Eve and said, “I’ll take that deal.”

Eve turned away, pushing any type of feeling away. She needed and wanted to question Mac and Orla. The knot in her stomach wasn’t gone. They had to have been taking the kids here to make some kind of drop or deal. Trafficking. That was her growing theory. The knot tightened, and it was getting worse, twisting and pulling against her as Roman walked back over to her with his face withdrawn and white.

“What is it?” Eve asked.

Roman said flatly, “Georgia’s gone.”

“What? Gone as in… gone as in disappeared? Again?”

“Ken said he didn’t see her this morning and when she wasn’t answering, he checked her room. It was all turned over, he said. There was somebody in there. The window was wide open.”

“What?”

The ambulance sirens whooped on and the tires picked up against the gravel shoulder of the road.

“He thinks somebody took her,” Roman said. “He thinks somebody kidnapped her.”

“Jesus. Okay,” Eve said. “Okay. Okay. Okay.”

It was all she could say as her mind began to whir—out of the fire and into the flames. First things first: the kids needed to get out of here. They needed to be protected. They would have to use Dill’s room again for now until they could figure out the situation with Child Protective Services. Eve was sure Burt Sowerby was going to make a stink as well about getting Charlie back, but she would fight tooth and nail to make sure that young girl didn’t live under the same roof of that man. She needed to question Mac Farwell while they were close to this. She didn’t want to give him the time to think. So many secrets could have been hidden in those mines and it had ample opportunity for make-believe scenarios that could get him out of trouble. How had he known about Georgia? Georgia’s room needed to be swept ASAP and she needed to talk to Ken. Neighbors. Had anybody seen a car?

“What exactly did Mac say about Georgia?” Eve asked.

“He said ‘what about Georgia Turnbull?’”

Eve stiffened. So Mac had known. She looked through the back window of the squad car. He had his forehead against the glass, smearing out his skin. She had to speak to him first. It sounded like he knew exactly what was going on here.

“What do you need me to do?” Roman asked.

“We’re not in the mines anymore,” Eve said. “I need you out of the way. Take the dogs home.”

“My home?”

“Yes,” she replied. “Thank you for your help. You’ve been… I couldn’t have done it without you.”

“You need to get changed. You need to eat—”

“I will. I got it.” Eve smiled. She leaned in, got on her tiptoes, pulled his neck down with one hand, and kissed him. She said again, “I’ve got it. You did so good, Bear.”

He laughed softly. “That name feels different now.”

“Better?”

“Yes. Stronger.”

Eve said, “Good.”
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Mac was quiet on the ride back into town. Sharon came along in the passenger’s seat and was particularly giddy with the success of finding all three kids.

“This is going to make national news this time, I bet,” she said. “You should’ve seen Tom’s face. He’s so cute, that kid.”

Eve nodded along but she kept quiet too. The dripping wet clothes were sticking to her skin. She knew Mac was feeling the same way as her. Uncomfortable in his own skin; she wanted him to stir in that.

“Oh. Principal Soto called too,” Sharon said and that perked Eve’s attention.

“Really? When?”

“While you were down there… she said something about Charlie Sowerby’s locker.”

“Perfect. I’ll go there tomorrow morning.”

“Charlie had nothing to do with this…” Mac murmured as they pulled into the parking lot.

“Save it,” Eve said and slammed the door before he could say anything else.

They set him up in the interrogation room. Maybe the seat was still warm from Lin last night. But really, it was like he had never been here. If it hadn’t been for the impact of his Beatles story, Eve would question whether she had brought him here at all.

“I’ll get you guys some coffee…” Sharon said, leaving Eve to glare at the door.

After one deep breath, Eve went inside the room and Mac laid his handcuffed wrists on the table in front of him. She sat down and he didn’t look at her once.

“Shall we start at the beginning?” Eve asked.

“Where’s that exactly?”

“Wherever you’d like to start.”

“I don’t want to start at all…” he grumbled.

“Well, you either talk to me or you talk to a lawyer. You want one of those? I could have someone here in… an hour or two.”

“No… whatever. I don’t need that. I know what I did.”

“What did you do?”

He swallowed and tapped his fingers.

“Mac. I know you haven’t had an easy life. Is that why you became a foster dad to begin with?”

“Yeah. I mean that and the money isn’t bad. I could work other jobs at the same time. I just… it was all about the money. I just needed the cash. I didn’t really want to be a ‘dad’ and I don’t think the kids saw me like that anyway.”

“What did you need the money for?”

“To live. You gotta know how expensive it is nowadays. Carly charged us way too much rent in that house. It was a piece of crap and in this town? I gotta drive forty-five minutes to get proper groceries. It’s crazy.”

“So you thought Carly Redding was overcharging you?”

“I knew she was.”

“Is that why you set up the fire?”

Mac pulled his hands off the table, handcuffs sliding.

“It wasn’t about the rent… not really.”

“What was it about?”

He pressed his lips together and looked out the window.

“You think Orla is gonna be okay?” he asked.

“Paramedics said she’s going to be fine. Are you worried about her? Were you guys close?”

“I guess.”

“Was your relationship romantic?”

He laughed. “No. No… I mean… we boinked every now and then. She was always high off her rocker. Not my type.”

“So how did you guys get linked up then?”

“Mutual friends.”

“Can you be more specific?”

“Nah.”

“Mac, you’re just going to make it more difficult on yourself if you don’t get your story straight now. Just tell me the truth. What happened?”

“How am I supposed to know that you’re not gonna screw me?” he flicked a finger.

“Why would I do that?” Eve asked.

“Because you’re a cop.”

“First off, I’m a sheriff. Secondly, my job is to protect people. Not to hurt you.”

He shifted in his chair and asked, “You remember the sports bet guy… the phone guy?”

“Cohen?”

He nodded. “We both bought off of him. Me and Orla.”

“Bought what?”

“Stuff. She got her stuff. I got mine.”

Of course Cohen had been dealing too. She was thankful not to have heard or thought of that name in a little while, but it was starting to become more clear that whatever grip Cohen had on this town was still very much present even though he hadn’t shown his face in months. After Georgia Turnbull had given up evidence against him, he had shown his true cowardice and disappeared, along with his henchman Benson.

“Do you know Georgia Turnbull?” Eve asked.

Mac looked up. His dark eyes made contact with hers and he narrowed them.

“What do you know about Georgia?” he snapped.

“I know that she’s currently missing.”

“I knew it,” he muttered. “I knew it! You guys shouldn’t have been down there! You could have… You could have done something about it! You could have saved her.”

Eve leaned back. “How did you know she was missing?”

“I knew they wanted her. I knew she didn’t have a chance…”

“Who did?”

“The Vine.”

Finally, something solid. A name.

She asked, “Who or what is ‘the Vine’?”

“The guys we’ve been dealing with. The guys who made Orla the offer.”

“For what?”

“For the kids.”

Another suspicion was proven correct. They had been trying to traffic the kids for profit.

“How did they get in contact with you?” Eve pushed the momentum.

“Through Cohen. A couple of months back. Orla started texting someone. She told ‘em about the kids. It wasn’t long before she started developing this whole plan… we just had to find someplace to meet them. Take the kids and disappear. It should’ve been a whole lot easier than it turned out.”

“Right. Did you know who she was texting?”

“I don’t know. Some chick.”

“You don’t remember her name?”

“No. She never told me.”

“So the fire was to cover up the kidnapping?”

“I’ll tell you if you promise me you’re gonna go get Georgia… I need you to get her, okay? You said you’re supposed to protect people. She needs to be protected.”

“I’ll try, Mac. I need your story to help me find her.”

“No… No. It’s not even my story. It’s fucking Cohen. You know that.”

Eve wanted to tell him that it wasn’t Cohen. It was someone much worse.

“What happened at the house?” Eve asked.

“Carly found out. We were gonna get her out of the house so she wouldn’t get hurt but… it seemed like everything was gonna work out so good. We got the remains from this graveyard that nobody had even seen since like the Civil War or whatever. We had them ready to go in the crawl space until we were gonna put them in our beds. And then… And then Carly had to go check the crawl space for something. I don’t know. She was an obsessive cleaner… It was like a mop or something. She saw the bones before I could stop her and we had to stop her from going to… going to you.”

Eve nodded along. Mac took a sip from the plastic cup of water that Eve had provided. His lips were chapped and flaky. His eyes were sunken and bloodshot. But regularly, she could tell he was a good-looking young man. In Eve’s head, he and Georgia made sense, two lost beautiful users trying to find their way to normalcy.

“What did you do?” Eve asked.

“We tied her up. Put her on the bed. We had to do things faster than we wanted to. We weren’t supposed to meet the guys until tomorrow… We put a bit of gas down on the beds. Put the bones in their spots and lit the place up. We took the kids on foot to the mine so we could hide out until the Vine showed up. I had seen it from work. I knew the mines would be a good place to be. Ain’t nobody that goes down there who isn’t either hiding from something or looking for something.”

There was one confession. Mac and Orla had coordinated Carly Redding’s murder and what a terrible way to go. Her own home hurling flames at her from the wallpaper as she could do nothing but squirm against rope.

There was a soft knock at the door and Sharon dropped off two coffee cups.

“Deputy,” Eve said. “Put out an APB for Georgia Turnbull ASAP.”

“On it,” Sharon replied. “We have a car?”

Eve shook her head and looked at Mac.

“She drives a Nissan but… I doubt they took her car…” Mac said.

“Why’s that?”

“They wouldn’t take her car to kill her.”

There was an awkward yet meaningful silence.

“Thanks, Sharon,” Eve said after a moment and Sharon left the room again.

Mac forced his shaky, cuffed hands to the coffee cup and sipped.

“Did they ask you to meet them at that farmhouse? Outside of town there?” Eve asked.

Mac nodded. “They said it would be the spot where they’d give us the cash.”

“How much were they offering you?”

“Twenty-five thousand,” he said. “Each.”

“That’s the going rate for a kid nowadays?”

“Hey man. I’m just doing what was done to me, okay? That’s the way the world works and they gotta learn.”

“That’s not the way the world works, Mac,” Eve snapped. “Maybe it’s how your world worked but you chose to put those kids in that situation.”

“You don’t know. You don’t get it. You don’t know what it’s like being passed around from place to place. Nobody wants you. They’re just there for the money and so that they can touch you while you sleep. You aren’t ever gonna get it. Blonde suburban Karen who grew up with Mommy and Daddy coming to her school plays and baseball games.”

“You don’t know anything about me,” Eve replied.

“I know enough.”

Eve resisted the urge to lash back. She took a sip of her coffee and stood up.

“I think I’ve got what I need here,” she said.

“Really? That’s it?”

“For now. We’ve got to process some stuff but I’ve got your statement. You’re going to be held without bail. We’ll get you a ride tomorrow to Monument where they’ll deal with you and Orla.”

He nodded solemnly. He said, “You know this whole thing was her idea.”

“Whose?”

“Orla’s.”

“Do you think she’d say the same thing about you?”

“Nah. She’s too proud for all that. She knows it was her plan. She was real confident it was gonna work too… I think… I think a part of me is glad it didn’t…” he stared down at his coffee, and Eve saw the remorse, the guilt, cross his face. She knew that he was a product of circumstance and he was an advocate of that himself. Maybe he didn’t really have much of a chance, but Eve couldn’t start believing that people couldn’t and wouldn’t be held responsible for their choices and actions. Still, the heartfelt human side of her, that came from her father’s side, felt his guilt as purely as if it was her own.

“We can’t change what happened,” Eve said as she helped him to his feet. “But we can work on changing the future, on making it easier for ourselves and the people around us. That’s what’s in our control now.”

“Thanks, Sheriff,” he murmured as she got him to the holding cell and gave him a pat down. No weapons. A baggie of some kind of white substance and three vials of what looked like steroids, but Eve couldn’t be sure without testing. In the front pocket of his jeans, she pulled out a plastic bag of hand-rolled cigarettes. If not for the bag, they would’ve been soaked.

She took the cuffs off of Mac and placed him in the cell. He seemed, at worst, apathetic. She would rather work with that than hostility and attitude. She even topped up his coffee and slid it through the cell so he would have something to warm up until they could get him some dry clothes.

“Turnbulls say they haven’t seen her since 7am,” Sharon reported as Eve got to her desk. “Her car’s still on the street.”

Eve shook her head. Underneath that though, she wanted to scream and yell. She had swore to Georgia that she would keep her safe and she had failed. Was this ‘the Vine’ keeping such in-depth tabs that they had known Eve was down in the mine? It was a perfect distraction for a kidnapping, but it seemed too serendipitous even for a criminal organization. If Eve hadn’t been down in the mines and Sharon at the farmhouse, there was no guarantee that they would’ve been able to prevent this anyway. Georgia wasn’t under any type of supervision or house arrest.

“Did she not say anything?” Eve asked.

“That she was going on a hike. Just like last time she went missing…”

“Yeah but last time, she made a choice. This time, I don’t think that’s what happened. We should check with Hackett. See if she saw anything this morning.”

“I’ll check. You should take a drive past their house.”

“I will. I’m sure Roman is there now.”
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Roman Marek

Roman got a ride with Ranger Hackett back to the mine parking lot where he had left his truck. She was very friendly to the dogs but not so much to him. Maybe it was because they were neighbors and she didn’t want to establish anything too intimate.

“Can I ask what happened down there?” she asked after several minutes of pretty much silence.

“Uh… maybe I should let Eve tell you,” Roman said. “I’m not sure what I’m allowed to say.”

“Right. Of course. Duh.”

She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel.

“It rained a lot. Did it flood?” she asked anyway.

“Yes. It was pouring in there. One of the ceilings collapsed right in front of us.”

“Really? I told Eve it wasn’t safe in there…”

“She doesn’t really care about ‘safe’ if someone’s in danger.”

Hackett chuckled. “Yeah. For sure. She’s fearless.”

They both went quiet again. Karu was panting loudly in the backseat, drips of drool between his teeth.

“So you guys are like officially a thing now, right?” Hackett asked.

“She’s my woman,” Roman said, which maybe was a bit too aggressive but it came out before he could stop it.

“Whoa,” Hackett laughed. “That’s pretty serious.”

“I like her a lot.”

“And she likes you?”

“I think so.”

“I think she does,” Hackett replied. “I mean what’s not to like? You’re outdoorsy. Handy. Strong. Outrageously hot.”

“Thanks…” Roman looked out the window.

So maybe it wasn’t the neighbor aspect. Hackett was just awkward.

“Sorry… that was weird,” she said. “I just mean… you guys make a lot of sense in my head.”

“That’s good?”

“Yeah. It’s good. I feel like a lot of people don’t make sense, you know? But I look at you two and I’m like… yeah. That’s logical.”

“Great…”

Then, she asked, “Did you guys see any animals down there? I saw that girl’s leg. Looked like a bear to me.”

Thankfully, they pulled into the mine parking lot. It was empty now aside from Roman’s truck. Eve and Sharon had beat them here to pick up the Tahoe. Roman didn’t want Hackett to pry any more details out of him so he got out of the ranger vehicle without adding much for goodbye.

After he got in the truck, Roman went straight for the Turnbulls’ house. They lived near Mountain Side Park on 15th street. As far as Roman knew, the Turnbulls had been in that colonial house for almost a century and it had once been the meeting spot for the town council. Ken liked to tell that fun fact to anyone who came to visit. It was also maybe why Ken had never gotten a place of his own. He loved the house and the history that came with it. No woman he had ever dated had ever seen the charm like he had and maybe that was why he had never settled down either. He needed a wife that would take on the life of the house with him. But it was tainted now and Roman wondered if Ken was starting to feel any differently about it. Roman had heard the stories. Their father had been rampantly abusive. And now, his sister had gone missing not once but twice while living in it.

It did have a darker tinge to it as Roman pulled up. Maybe it was the wide-open window, fluttering with blackout curtains at the sill. That window was never open. That was Georgia’s room.

Ken was on the front porch in front of the other side of blue-shuttered windows. He was smoking a cigarette, which usually only happened when he was drunk. As Roman and the two dogs climbed the steps, he noticed a Budweiser at his bare feet too.

“Hey,” Roman said. “How you doing, man?”

“Shit.”

Ken passed over a cigarette and a lighter and Roman took it. He had really been trying to quit. He hadn’t had one since that night on the balcony. Months ago. When he had heard Duncan Springer’s body being carried up the mountainside but had been none the wiser.

“Where’s your mom?” Roman asked as he puffed.

“Inside.”

“Any word?”

“Deputy said the Sheriff will be here soon,” he said. “Sharon said Eve’s coming. But she’s not going to be able to tell us anything… there’s nothing there. She’s gone, man. For good.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I’ve gotta hedge my bets at this point. What was the likelihood of her coming back? We already thought she was dead once. Mom can’t go through this again… We’ve got to grieve for her twice.”

“She’s not dead.”

Ken swiped at the beer and guzzled a sip. He asked, “You want something?”

Roman said, “I’m good.”

Pearl got up on her back legs to sniff at Georgia’s open window.

“Hey!” Ken called. “Get down from there!”

“She’s just…” Roman said and gently pulled her away from the window. “She’s just investigating. It’s her job.”

“God. You’re starting to sound like the sheriff too.”

“Problem, Ken? Don’t lash out at me, man.”

“Sorry… no. Sorry, you’re right.” Ken’s eyes welled with frustrated tears. “I just can’t believe this is happening again… She had been… withdrawn. I think she was texting someone. I should’ve known. I should’ve seen this coming.”

“You couldn’t have known…”

“I could have.”

“Ken.”

“It was obvious, man! Something had to give and it did. Mom’s not gonna survive this. I can’t believe this… I can’t believe that you—”

The Tahoe pulled in across the street and Eve got out of the driver’s seat. She had put on a fresh uniform but her hair was all frizzy from the rain and wet. Her eyeliner and mascara had all run off; black smudges under her brown eyes. Yet she radiated against the grayness of the day like sunshine. She lifted the rain and every step toward them was like she was coloring the ground with her feet, bringing both of the men to their feet and at attention.

“I thought you might be here,” she said as she got to the step. “How you doing, Ken?”

“Been better, Sheriff,” he replied. “Thanks for coming.”

“Of course. Wanna show me?”

“Not really…” he took a sip of his beer. “But I will.”

Roman followed in behind them. They left the dogs on the porch and Karu immediately laid down, exhausted from the day. He hoped they would get to do the same soon. It had been too many hours of this and he was sure Eve had blisters on her feet. She needed to rest at some point. She wasn’t a robot no matter how much she tried.

They entered Georgia’s room where there was an unmade queen bed, a desk with a TV on it, and an extra clothes rack for, what looked like, jackets.

“She’d been selling clothes lately on… uh… Poshmark?”

Ken gestured to the rack.

“Was she working anywhere else?” Eve asked.

“She’d had a hard time finding a job… she said she was doing some work-from-home stuff, but I don’t really know what. She was never that specific. She spent a lot of time in here lately.”

“But you guys were close, right? I saw you out for lunch that one day…”

On that day when she was with Henson. On that day Ken had texted him and said: “your girl is here with some cheesy looking guy.” Roman had been in the middle of a plentiful fishing session and that text had caused him to almost toss his rod in the current.

“I forced her out of the house that day,” Ken said. “She didn’t want to leave. Occasionally went out to the trails as the weather got nicer but not that much. I think she was a little in the dumps.”

“I can’t blame her after all that happened with Cohen,” Eve said.

“I know but I was really hoping she would turn things around this time…”

“She needed more time,” Eve said.

“We all did.”

Eve nodded and started to search the room. Ken and Roman stayed out of her way, allowing her to scrutinize every corner and move the clothes around on the rack and in the closet.

“Anything missing that you noticed?”

“Well, her hiking shoes are gone. And her laptop.” He pointed to the blank white square in the middle of the desk. “I don’t know why she would’ve taken that with her on a hike.”

“Right. Doesn’t seem very practical,” Eve murmured. She tapped the desk with her fingernail and said, “I’ve got the entire state out looking for her.”

“They don’t even know the car. There’s no way they’re gonna find her.”

“Talk to your neighbors at all?” Eve peered out the open window across the street.

“No. I haven’t. Critzes are next door. No way they heard anything. They’re older than dirt.”

“Who’s across the street?” Eve asked.

“That’s… Well, it was Cleveland Cohen’s house.”

“What?” Eve scrunched her face. “He lived right across the street?”

“Yup. But it’s been vacant since he’s been gone.”

“No witnesses,” Eve said. “Her phone?”

“It’s been off. Can’t get through.”

“Where was your mom while all of this was happening?”

“At church.”

“Where’s she now?”

“Downstairs. Watching Netflix or something. We should just… leave her be for a bit. I finally got her settled down.”

“Okay,” Eve nodded.

“What do you think?” Roman asked after a moment.

“I think I’m going to go for a drive. I’m gonna look. I’ll see if we can find a way to track her laptop or her phone’s last usage. It doesn’t…” she looked at Ken. “There’s not a lot. It’s just like last time.”

“I know,” Ken said. “I know. I understand if you guys don’t…”

“We’re going to try and find her, Ken. I promise. I’m going to do what I can.”

“I know,” he repeated. “I just don’t think it’s going to matter, and just know that… that’s okay.”

Judging by the look Eve made, Roman could tell she hadn’t liked what Ken had said but was holding back. She didn’t want to accept that Georgia was gone. Not unless there was a body in front of her would she give up. Just like she had done with the kids.

With a sigh and a call to the dogs, he followed Eve out of the house.

She said playfully, “I thought I told you to go home.”

“You’re not done. Why should I be?”

“I’m almost done. I’m going to sleep soon.” she looked up. Night was coming. The storm had cleared, and the clouds were breaking into early stars.

“Come to my place tonight,” he said. “You’ll sleep better there.”

There was no protest or even a contemplation. She just said, “Okay.”

“Did you… we worked well together today.”

She smiled. “Again.”

“I hope I impressed you a little.”

“Of course you did. I meant what I said. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

“That is nice, but yes, you could have. And I think you know that too.”

Eve looked everywhere. She scanned the entire town and all sixteen streets for signs of Georgia on that Sunday night, but there were no remnants of her. Eve checked Mountainside Park, the gas station, and the Red Rock Inn. She called Hackett and asked her if she had seen Georgia this morning on a hike. Hackett was adamant that there had been no Georgia that morning and that she for sure would’ve seen her because of her dyed red hair. Still, Eve checked the trail thoroughly on her way up to Roman’s for any sign of her. Nothing. Georgia had been plucked from the town like a pin off of a map. For some, it would seem the same. Last summer, Georgia had disappeared off the trails, gone on a hike, and never came back. Her family had been distraught. There had been search parties, but that was before Eve was sheriff, and she knew Sheriff Broder barely cared. When Eve had found out that Georgia had left and not disappeared, that she had gone to work for Cleveland Cohen instead of being kidnapped or trafficked or eaten by a bear, she didn’t judge her. There were times when people wanted to run away and sometimes running away really worked. For Georgia, it hadn’t. And Eve wondered if, at the end of it all, she would’ve been safer if she never came back to Chesapeake Valley, if she would’ve stayed working as Cohen’s personal drug mule and sext-partner. Maybe she would be safe and dry somewhere.

This time was different. Georgia hadn’t left on her own. She was convinced of that. The laptop being gone was just another indicator, and she didn’t know why her intuition was screaming so loudly at her that Georgia was in danger this time but it was. She suspected that it was the remnants of Cohen and who he was connected to: Elijah Stern. Georgia had betrayed Cohen by submitting evidence, thereby betraying Stern, and if Eve knew anything about Elijah Stern, it was that he held a grudge. The man who killed her mother haunted Eve without even showing his face. Not just her but this entire town. And she wondered as she pulled up to Roman’s cabin and looked over Chesapeake Valley from the drop-off if there were more like her: people who had been abused by him and towns that were under his thumb. The latter, obviously. He was a persistent felon who had spent sixteen years in prison after Eve’s mother had uncovered his drug plot back with Baltimore PD.

He must have had victims in the dozens at this point, yet it felt like his eyes were always on Eve and her family. And she didn’t wish that the eyes weren’t there at this point, just like those eyes in the window. They had only led to answers. But she wished that she had noticed them sooner. She wished that she had felt his gaze on her, on her mother, on Georgia sooner. Maybe she could have stopped this. Maybe she could have saved Mom eight years ago. But “maybes” and “what ifs” wouldn’t bring Mom back, and they wouldn’t help Eve bring Georgia home. This would have to come to a head eventually. Until then, she had to keep her eyes on the eyes; note the panning surveillance on her town and the people who lived there. And find a chance to blind them when they weren’t looking.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Eve was up early the next morning. It was a beautiful morning outside. The sun was already full in the sky and shining. She had finished up some paperwork last night and then headed to Roman’s as promised, where she, Roman, Pearl, and Karu had slept in a pile of sheets. It was too hot for the fur blanket, but somehow, they all found sleep and rest after so many back-to-back days of uneasiness.

Roman made her coffee and hard-boiled eggs with a bagel and fruit. She was hunched over papers at the table, reviewing Orla’s file, Mac’s, and the footage from the mine with Natalie Rey. She wanted Orla’s phone, but she knew it was only a matter of time before the investigation was taken out of her hands now that the groundwork was done. Though as a sheriff she could act mostly independently and approach situations as she saw fit, it also meant that after arrests were made and state-level or even federal-level processing started a lot of other police wanted her out of the way. Because Orla had been taken to the hospital and out of her hands, the state of Colorado would be taking over and AD Jamison himself had already emailed her, thanking her for all she did on the case. Essentially: thank you and screw off. We got this from here.

She sent over all the evidence she had: every bit of footage, the remains went in boxes with Reg Henson, every Converse shoe, and every witness testimony. As she placed the plastic bag of hand-rolled cigarettes into an orange-tinged envelope, she took one out and placed it gently on the coffee table. It had that same smell. This wasn’t just a regular cigarette. It was Nicotaras. The same thing she had found in Cohen’s office those months ago. She was absolutely confident it was the same. The smell was distinct. But she would send it over to Vince to confirm and to keep a bit of this evidence to herself.

Roman had his mouth full of bagels as she got up from the couch. He was wearing jeans and no shirt.

He asked, “Did you finish?”

She held up her empty plate. “All done, soldier.”

He swallowed and asked, “What’s your plan today?”

“Closure,” she replied.

“I was thinking more like fishing…”

She laughed. “Maybe later.”

“Where are you headed?”

Eve smiled and kissed Roman on the forehead. He pulled her into a side hug.

“You don’t want to tell me?” he followed up.

“Classified.”

“I’m pretty much like your partner now.”

“Partner? There’s no way you could replace Sharon. Nothing personal. She’s just good.”

“Oh. I get it…” he said. “But you know I’m there for you, right?”

“Yes. I feel like I know that more than ever.”

“Good.” He dropped his body from hers and brought her plate to the sink. “I wanted to show you that.”

“I know,” Eve said as she started putting her uniform shirt on over her tank top. “But you don’t need to prove yourself to me, Roman. I like you as you are.”

“Right…” he paused. “Right. That’s good.”

She laughed. “I hope so?”

“I like you as you are too…” he said and caught her eyes after the top button. He moved into her and put his hand along her jaw, cupping her chin and her face angled towards him. He appraised her, holding her gaze like she had more depth than a philosophical thought, processing her, choosing a path. “How about September?”

“What? September… what?” Eve was out of breath.

“We can go see my family,” he said. “You can meet my mom.”

“Is that… too soon? I mean, are we even…?

“Yes. You’re my woman. My girlfriend. Whatever you want to call it. I want to be with you, Eve. I thought it was so glaringly obvious. It doesn’t matter how much time your job takes out of your day or how many hours you go without texting or calling me. I want you. I want you and the space in between you.”

She said, “Okay.”

Roman laughed. “Is that all?”

“You’re my boyfriend?”

For some reason, it felt so childish to say it out loud, like they were already so much more than that.

“And then some.”

“I’m sorry I can be so… weird about this kind of stuff sometimes. I’m not that experienced and I was such an awkward, lonely kid.”

“It’s okay. I like you as you are.”

Eve smiled and he kissed her. He pressed into her, moving his hand from her face to her neck and then to her lower back. He lifted her with ease, sitting down on the kitchen stool behind him and pulling her into his lap. Eve increased the pressure, clutching to the hair on his neck. His beard pressed against her collar and he held her down with so much urgency as if his arms were made of rope. Suddenly, she was up again, being held in his arms as he tilted her forward, keeping his lips against hers. He held her with one hand then and used the other hand to work on the zipper of his jeans. He got her against the kitchen counter and Eve kept her legs wrapped around his torso.

It was a beautiful morning. Eve thought later in life about reliving that scene at the breakfast table. If she could have Groundhog Day-ed it, she would have. It had been a long time since she had felt secure enough to let go of control. It was too important. Too valuable. Too absolutely necessary to not lose sight of what she wanted and needed to do to fix what had happened eight years ago with Mom and with Elijah Stern. But in the brevity of that kitchen, the loss of control was blissful and day-shaking. She was still thinking about it when she pulled into the Red Rock School parking lot and she had to undo a button at the top of her uniform when she knocked on the school office door. It had to be the first period by now. The halls were mostly empty with the occasional sneakers of a latecomer squeaking through.

Sawyer was at his desk in the school office and he greeted her with a huge smile.

“I thought I saw your car!” he said. “How’s it going, Sheriff Wicker?”

“Good,” Eve replied. “How about you, Mr. Kult?”

“Well, I just heard what happened yesterday… I can’t believe it. I’m still processing this and then you walked in. Crazy. It’s like I manifested you or something…”

“Or something. Is Principal Soto here?”

“She’s locked in her office. She was getting ready for an assembly to let everybody know what happened.”

“Oh. Can I bother her?”

Sawyer gestured to the door with “Principal” in gold-printed letters on metal-gridded glass.

Eve knocked.

The door must have been pretty soundproof because Eve didn’t hear anything until it opened wide. But she realized as she looked Principal Soto over that she was wearing Crocs with the safety straps engaged and that’s why her footsteps had been silent.

“Sheriff!” Soto exclaimed. “Oh, I’m so glad you’re here. Come on in.”

She moved aside so Eve could sit on the small chair across from her desk. Eve didn’t sit though.

She said, “I won’t take up too much of your time. I heard you called the office about Charlie’s locker?”

“Right! Right. Yes, I did. I talked to the school board, and they were okay with me showing you what was inside for the sake of the investigation. Would you like that?”

“I would love that.”

“Great. Great. No. But this is… I feel like it’s a sign that you’re here. I’m about to deliver the news to the kids that their classmates have been… well, found! It’s amazing what you did, Sheriff. Truly amazing.”

“I appreciate it. I had some help,” Eve said.

“You’re much too humble… I wonder if you’d say a couple of words at the assembly? If you have the time, of course. I know you’re probably so busy.”

“Well… I really just came to look at the locker.”

“Of course. Of course. I understand. But career day in September! You’ll come for that?”

“I’ll do my best. You guys only have a few days left, right?”

“Done on Wednesday. Can’t wait.”

“Any vacation plans?”

“I’m heading home, actually, to visit my parents in Chihuahua.”

“Oh that must be nice…”

“So hot. Going to bring a portable fan or two with me. I can’t stand the heat during the summer.”

Soto grabbed a lanyard of a dozen keys from her desk and Eve followed her out of the office. They headed down the hall and up the staircase that was still covered in students’ self-portraits.

A skinny boy with square glasses and long brown hair was un-sticky-tacking his portrait from the wall.

“What’s going on, Gerald?” Principal Soto questioned and the boy jumped. He went white at the sight of Eve and Soto, two dominant authority figures suddenly blocking the staircase.

“I’m just… I’m just uh, taking it down. Taking it down for the summer. My portrait. I thought that would be okay.”

“Oh yeah!” Soto chuckled. “Don’t ruin it. Go slow, especially around the edges.”

“I guess you don’t know when the kids will be back at school, hey?” Soto asked over her shoulder as they started down the hall. The commemorative items gathered around Easton’s locker were all still there, but the balloons were sagging and it looked like somebody had kicked or thrown one of the stuffed teddy bears across the hall.

“Oh, I wouldn’t expect them back before the end of the year…” Eve replied. “CPS is probably talking to them as we speak. I guess we’ll see what they want to do.”

“Easton was really doing well here… even Charlie was starting to make progress. I hope we get to see them again.” Soto nodded to herself. She took her phone out of her pocket and found something in her messages. The lock turned easily under her fingers like Soto had unlocked thousands of school lockers in her day. She opened it.

Inside, there was a black hoodie hanging up and a pair of gym shoes on top of two thick science textbooks. At the bottom of the locker was a pile of paintbrushes in a mason jar and a pile of sketchbooks so high that they reached Eve’s knees. In front of the sketchbooks, there were three bottles of nail polish and a bottle of nail polish remover that had tipped over and spilled out into a small puddle: the acetone.

Eve breathed a silent sigh of relief. Charlie hadn’t been involved in the fire. It would’ve been troublesome to have to deal with a juvenile, plus it would have meant that Mac Farwell had been lying or at least not telling her the whole truth. But Charlie just seemed to be a teenage girl who liked to paint in all facets, including her nails.

Eve took out her phone and stepped back from the locker so she could snap a couple of photos for evidence. Just to be thorough. She noticed through the camera lens that there was something behind the gym shoes and the textbooks.

“She does love to doodle, that one…” Soto said, eyeing the ridiculous pile of sketchbooks. Eve picked up one of them and idly flipped through it. It was filled to the brim with sketches and notes, mostly attempted hyper-realistic drawings of celebrities. They were pretty good. If the kid wanted a future in design, she could probably have one. But that would mean she would probably also have to process this case and all the trauma surrounding it. Eve had to believe that these kids would pull through, but she knew that when it came down to it, this was far from over.

She moved the gym shoes and the textbook out of the way and behind them was a pile of rocks. They were stacked strategically on top of one another in horizontal lines. It was an inukshuk. Eve had seen them before.

Soto said, “Oh! Isn’t that nice? We had a presenter come in a couple of months ago who taught the sophomores how to make those. That’s funny that she kept that.”

“Does it mean anything?” Eve asked.

“Well… it’s a stone person.”

Eve nodded, being patient.

“They can mean many things, I think. They are used as a means of communication up north as far as I know. To help guide hunters and whatnot.”

Eve nodded. “Is Charlie a hunter?”

“I think quite the opposite, so I’m surprised that she still has that…”

The stones appeared to be glued together with bits of hot glue strung between the red and gray piles. There was a stretchy black choker around it, too. Charlie, maybe, was just using it as a jewelry holder. Charlie was completely innocent, and Eve was happy even to think that.

“Thanks for showing me,” Eve said. “Good luck at the assembly. I’m sure you’ll manage well without me.”

“Oh. Of course. Gotta do what you gotta do.”

Soto winked.

A gruff, familiar voice said from the other side of the hall. “What the hell are you doing here?”

Lewis Redding was standing in front of the northern staircase with a pile of papers in his hands.

“Mr. Redding,” Eve said. “Good morning.”

“Isn’t this thing over?” he snapped. “Every time I see you I’m just reminded of what happened.”

“No worries. I’m leaving,” Eve said.

“Lewis. There’s no need to be so curt,” Soto said. “All Eve has done for this town is absolutely commendable. You need to check how you speak with her.”

“I’m not going to speak to her any different just ‘cause she wears a badge.”

“How about because she found your wife’s murderer?”

Lewis mumbled something unintelligible and glanced away sheepishly.

Eve made some excuse for why she couldn’t speak at the assembly, then stopped back at home to grab Pearl before her next stop. They drove through town, and she did several circles again, just like she had done the previous night. She had missed Georgia. It had happened right under her nose, right above the mine. She went past the Turnbulls and Georgia’s car was still on the street but the house looked quiet. She looked at the “For Sale” sign across the street. Eve remembered driving past this place, checking for Cohen’s car after he had skipped town. She hadn’t made the connection then, that Cohen and Turnbulls were neighbors. The more she got to know this town, the less coincidence seemed possible. It also did leave an extra shred of doubt in Eve’s mind; what if Georgia hadn’t gone against her will? What if she had run again and this was another fruitless chase? In some ways, Eve hoped that was true and that Georgia was off chasing a dream or even another bad boy who was way too old for her. At least, it would mean that she was alive.

She took Main Street all the way and out of town to the west. She veered off and onto a dirt road until she saw the peak of the barn up ahead. Behind that, there was the metal garage, serving as another exit and loading for the mine, where Eve had walked out with Roman. The tunnel that the kids had taken led to the barn which was definitely on the same property as the farmhouse. It seemed abandoned. Sharon had looked up the property and it was owned by the Kingman family. They had owned half of Chesapeake Valley at one point. It seemed like this property had gone unnoticed and unused since the mine’s closure. The only living family member left in town was Janet Kingman, who owned and operated the funeral home at eighty-eight years old. She didn’t go out much anymore, and she had refused to speak to Eve on several occasions because she was too tired. Her well-off son apparently lived up in Denver and if Eve couldn’t get answers from Janet, she would have to try him.

Eve understood why this property had become what it was though. It was perfectly placed in the middle of nowhere. The foothills framed its background, growing into great snow-tipped peaks. They settled into golden hills with a few farm properties and rusted wire fences, collections of bright green pine trees interspersed with red rock. The mine maintenance access acted as a shelter, an escape, and a meeting place. It was just far enough from town, but it was still in Eve’s territory. And the house itself was nice enough. It had a screened-in veranda out front but most of the screen panels were ripped or missing. All of the windows were broken and when Eve parked the car at the edge of the dirt driveway, she noticed that the front door was missing, too.

Pearl hopped out of the car and Eve directed her to do some investigating. She was excited to sniff freely, but it was clear that both Pearl and Eve were running on fumes. The mine had taken a lot out of both of them, and Eve felt like she was almost ready for a bit of a vacation. Maybe just a weekend somewhere. Maybe West Virginia with Roman’s family. It could be fun. Terrifying. But fun. She had only ever met Anthony’s brother. His parents had lived in Canada, and he always said that it wasn’t worth it for her to make the trip. She supposed he was right. It wouldn’t have been worth it because he had cheated eight months in.

The steps leading into the porch were covered in litter, and inside the veranda, there were several glass bottles, broken and whole. There was an overturned chair with a flowered cushion that was stained with something brown. Because the door was open, Eve could see right into the front hall and Pearl made her way around the glass to hop into the house in front of her. That was the spot. Eve had seen the case file. She had seen the pictures of her mother’s body splayed out in this doorway. She had been trying to run away. That’s what it seemed like anyway. They had found her on her stomach with a bullet wound in the back of her head. The small pool of blood had been right where Eve’s boot was now. She leaned down and checked the wood. There were still traces of it.

She stumbled forward and into the house. She leaned to the right and sat down on the staircase because she felt faint. She felt sick. She didn’t want to be here. It was hot. Sweat was sticking her uniform to her back. Pressing her hands together, she forced herself to take a deep breath. If Elijah Stern had been the one to shoot her mother in this house, Eve didn’t see any signs of him. Not physically anyway. It stank. One of the rooms at the back half of the house had collapsed—maybe what was once a kitchen. The doorway was filled with debris. But the feeling of this place was knocking her off her feet and causing her chest to tighten. It was like a tiny piece of her mother’s life had been kept in the walls, waiting for her to come and remind her what it had been like when she was alive and what it was like to be without her every single day. Because that was what Eve missed the most. It wasn’t the big things; the recitals, the vacations, the promotions, and the ceremonies. It was the text messages, phone calls, the breakfasts, and the hugs to wish her a good day that she missed the most. The everyday stuff that had reminded Eve that Mom loved and cared for her. A surge of sadness hit Eve, and several tears escaped from her eyes all at once. Just like the house, she had been holding it all in, waiting for the right time and the right person to walk through the door.

Eve sat on the steps and cried.

Pearl sat on the step below her and placed her chin on her boot. Eve let each wave wash her over and knock her down. She let the tears dampen the stiff collar of her uniform, and she put all the grief she had held back, into the house where her mother had died. Maybe the walls would absorb it back in. Maybe her mother’s spirit would hear it and find some peace in Eve’s weeping. She deserved to rest. But Eve knew, and maybe that was why this grief was still so palpable after eight years, that her mother couldn’t rest. Even if there was no heaven or hell, her mother’s soul and story hadn’t been released from this world yet. It was still holding to Eve, to Elijah Stern, to these walls and doorways. Even if this house wasn’t here anymore, even if it had burned like the Reddings’, Mom would still be tethered to the weight here. Eve would release her. It seemed like every case here was leading her closer to answers. At the very least, they were sharpening her skills and readying her wit for Stern and the revenge that she was seeking. It was that simple, really.

She got to her feet and wiped her eyes with the back of her sleeve.

It was revenge that Eve wanted. But she needed to protect these people here too, and that included her family and herself.

Pearl barked then, and Eve realized she was no longer at her side.

It was coming from outside.

She wiped at her face again. Maybe it was her dreams coming true outside; whoever was meant to traffic Charlie, Easton, and Tom was here and they would lead her straight to what she was looking for. As Eve navigated around the glass bottles and came back outside, her cheeks felt warm from the sun and her tears. Pearl was over by the mailbox, and she barked again at the sight of Eve.

There were no cars on the highway. Just the Tahoe. Just the foothills. No acts to answer for.

Pearl barked for a third time and took off running down the highway. Eve had to chase after her before she stopped and started scratching at the dirt next to a phone face down on the side of the road.

“Good girl, Pearl,” Eve said as she picked it up. The screen was smashed but when Eve went to click the power button, it surprisingly turned on. It was locked but the background told her right away whose phone this was. Georgia was smiling at the camera and standing on a beach somewhere in Florida with two of her girlfriends. Her hair was bleach blonde then and pulled up into a high ponytail. She looked really happy, and Eve had never seen her smile like that before.

It was a bit of a distance from the farmhouse, but clearly, Georgia had been here yesterday. It must have been before them. They took off before Sharon and Hackett got here, or maybe even because they had seen them coming. Maybe the Vine had been here early and was killing two birds with one stone yesterday. Or maybe, they were coming back. If nobody had tipped them about Mac and Orla then they could still be on their way.

Eve had let CBI know about Orla’s supposed texting partner and they had told her that they were going through her phone today. She had also told them to let her know if they had any updates because they could have the upper hand here if Orla suddenly got a text wanting to meet. They could sting these guys.

Eve gave Pearl a pat and they did another perimeter of the house. They checked the upstairs and the living room that had been completely torn apart over the years of unsanctioned parties and squatters. They also checked the barn at the back, where Eve found the hatch that the kids had climbed out of. She opened up the valve door to check the status of the mine. She peered down the ladder and into the darkness. There were the sounds of water, dripping and flowing. But other than that, it seemed still and calm. There weren’t any beasts growling or anyone whistling the Beatles. It was just Eve crouching over the opening with her ear to the ground, her face streaked with tears, and Georgia’s broken phone in her back pocket, hoping that the beast below was finally satisfied.
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Tom Lacy

They waited for a long time. The drive was long. They waited in a room for a long time before they got some fresh clothes and blankets. They waited a long time to eat something warm and to talk to people about what happened. The first guy wasn’t super nice. He didn’t want any description and just wanted them to tell them exactly what happened like a robot. Easton did most of the talking. Charlie fell asleep on the chair after the first guy, and then a lady came to talk to them and tell them that they were taking them to a motel for the night because they didn’t have anywhere else for them right now. She was going to stay with them. But she ended up talking on the phone outside on the balcony and smoking cigarettes all night, so it wasn’t too bad. They got to lay out on the beds, watch TV and eat snacks. After all those nights in those terrible tunnels, it felt like heaven.

Time had been all messed up down there, so it was 5:18 am when Easton said: “Do you guys think we’re going to get split up?”

“Yup,” Charlie replied in a whisper. She was in the bed with Mrs. Quinn, who was facing the other way and snoring. “You guys might not, ‘cause you’re brothers, but I’m going somewhere else, I think…”

“That sucks,” Easton said. “I don’t want you to go anywhere.”

“Me neither.”

They looked across the room at each other, and Tom noticed Easton’s eyes glimmering with tears in the orange break of dawn through the motel blinds. He was surprised at that. One time, Easton had screamed at him for crying. It was when they had to move to Chesapeake Valley. Tom hadn’t wanted to leave Denver, but the guy who had been their foster dad had been selling his house and moving to California to chase his dream of breaking into Hollywood at sixty-five. It had felt like such a stupid reason, and Tom couldn’t accept that they were moving just because Mr. Alcocer wanted to suddenly be an actor or whatever. He started crying when Easton threw his stuff into a suitcase, and then he screamed at him for being a “dumb baby kid.” That was then, of course. Easton had changed a lot and was changing even more now. Tom was watching him learn a lot, and he hoped he would be able to learn just as much if not more.

Tom slid down the bed and put a hand on his brother’s back. Easton wrapped an arm around his shoulder and patted Tom’s hand in response.

“I’m not going anywhere,” Tom said.

“I know,” Easton said with a laugh. “I know I’m stuck with you.”

“You’re lucky to be stuck with somebody like me.”

“Oh yeah? Cause you’re so slick?”

“Slicker than oil.”

Tom grinned and swatted at the back of his brother’s head.

“I’m not tired,” Charlie said with a giggle.

“I’m so glad we’re not down there anymore,” Easton said. “I don’t know how much longer I could have taken it…”

“You didn’t see that guy’s body…” Tom said, moving over to the other side of the bed to try and catch a glimpse of what was going on outside through the blinds that were clicking with the air conditioner fan.

“I saw the thing that was eating him…” Easton replied. “That thing was creepy AF.”

“I thought for sure we were gonna die,” Charlie said.

“Phoenix Queen kept us safe,” Tom said.

“No.” Easton slid down the bed to sit next to Tom. “No. You did. You kept us safe and sane. You did great down there, bro.”

Tom nodded, but he didn’t say anything. The blinds kept clicking, and more of the sun was showing itself by the second, rising over low office buildings and the tops of evergreens.

They each had to talk to the cops. At first, they took them all together and Tom wondered why it wasn’t the same people who had saved them from tunnels. When Tom asked, they told him that they were going to take care of them now, which wasn’t really an answer.

Tom said, “I want to go back home.”

Officer Tussel (and Tom only knew that was her name because it was on her uniform) replied, “What? Chesapeake Valley?”

Tom nodded.

“Well…” she said. “Well, we can maybe do that for you. Did you forget something back there?”

“Yeah, I did.”

“We’ve got the remains from the fire here… we could go through it together if you need.”

“No. It’s back home.”

“Where?”

“At the school,” Tom lied. It was the only way they were going to get to go back. He was learning how to play this game. Foster kids used up lots of resources, so they had to talk their way in and out of everything. Everything had to be worth their while. Tom said, “My brother’s got all his stuff at the school too, and I’m sure Charlie’s got a few art projects she wants to get before school’s out…”

“We can send someone down there to go get it for you.”

“How are you going to get into my locker?”

“We’ve got our ways, Tom.”

“I’m not telling you the combo! And... And! I don’t really know where I left my cleats. They could be in my locker or somewhere else… I don’t know. I need to look.”

“Okay…” she sighed. “Just a second.”

She left the small room and didn’t come back for several minutes. When she finally came back, Tom was trying to figure out how to open the window. A big burly man with hairy knuckles opened it for him and said, “Need some air, sport?”

“Yeah… It’s hot in here,” Tom replied.

The little bit of breeze that came through the window did help.

“I hear you want to go back to Chesapeake Valley…” the man said.

“I need to,” Tom said.

“Officer Tussel told me that you needed to grab something from the school. Why don’t you let us know what it is so we can get it for you?”

Tom glanced at Tussel, who was looking bored in the doorway. She didn’t make eye contact.

“Well, I already told her,” Tom said. “I don’t know exactly where it is, so… I need to look.”

“For what?”

“My cleats!” Tom could feel the frustration rising. He just wanted to run, burst out the station doors, and walk back with Easton and Charlie in tow. They had no independence. No choices that they could make that wouldn’t be questioned and prodded and shut down.

“Okay. Okay,” the man put his hands on his hips and chuckled like this was all just a game. “Okay. Let’s get them a ride and call Mrs. Quinn. They can say goodbye to their friends for the summer, too, right?”

“Right,” Tom said flatly.

It wasn’t just the cleats, but they didn’t need to know that. There were so many things that Tom wanted to go back for, and he was sure Easton and Charlie felt the same way. Maybe they could talk somebody in town into taking them in. Maybe Charlie’s father. But it wasn’t that simple, and it had never been that simple and Tom knew if he made any kind of suggestion, it would be ignored. He knew that the chances of them staying in Chesapeake Valley were slim.

So when Mrs. Quinn brought them back to town, Tom made a point to note everything significant about it. This may be the last time they were here. He wanted to remember it amongst the slur of towns they had been in. He wanted to remember the water tower by the mines, the church with the white steeple, the smell of that bakery on Main and the smell of the grass on the soccer field, the shadows of the foothills, and how they grew throughout the seasons. He wanted to remember the people who had treated him well too.

They pulled up to the spot where their house had once been. The last time Tom had seen this place it had been in absolute flames. Now it was just a black patch. Charlie got out of the front seat, and Tom and Easton got out the back.

Mrs. Quinn said, “Okay! Just a few minutes! I want to get us back to Monument before dark and we still got the school.”

“And the mine!” Tom said.

“What? Why do we need to go there?” her head was poked out the window.

“The captain said!” Tom protested.

“Said what exactly, Tom?”

“He said that we could… that we needed to see the spot where we went in. It’ll help us remember the rest of what happened.”

Easton looked at him with a cocked eyebrow.

“Fine!” Mrs. Quinn started rolling up the window. “Okay.”

She was too lazy to protest and to call up the station they had come from to confirm that what Tom said was true. Tom knew once they were out of Monument, it would be easier to stay out.

Easton kicked at the curb and asked, “Do you guys remember the night of the fire?”

“I remember everything,” Charlie said.

“Me too, I think,” Tom added.

“I feel like it’s a bit of a blur…” Easton continued. “I just remember that smell.”

“It was Mrs. Redding…” Charlie said softly, staring at the black patch. “It was the smell of her burning.”

They stood on the sidewalk, analyzing the square. Tom remembered all the dinners Mrs. Redding had cooked, and all the times she had asked him to play Uno. She was a kind person, the opposite of what Orla had been like. She hadn’t cared whether they had been good or bad; she had just wanted them out of their hair. And Mac had always been too busy to even give them a second glance. But in that way, it had been a perfect home for them. Easton could hang out at school for too long, and Tom could play sports without anyone wondering where they were. Charlie could sit in the living room and doodle without bothering anyone. He was really going to miss this place. Really bad.

Easton put an arm around Tom’s shoulder.

“You okay?” he asked.

Tom nodded. He turned around to the house across the street.

“What did you really want to come back here for?” Easton asked.

Tom’s eyes trailed up the house, and he could see the eyes in the window. They were the eyes of the Phoenix Queen, the woman who had been watching out for them all this time. She had sent her beast to protect them, and though it had been slain in the process, it had helped them escape. Her bright blue eyes were watching Tom intently. He waved. She waved back.

“Hello?” Easton asked. “Why are you waving to the crazy lady?”

Tom said, “She’s not any crazier than the rest of us.”

“If you say so…”

“She’s not. She was watching out for us, I think. I think the whole time she was trying to save us.”

“No. You know who saved us?” Easton said. “The sheriff. She was the one that came down to find us.”

Tom shrugged and looked over to Charlie. “Do you still know how to make those things?”

“What things?” she asked.

“Those things with the rocks?”

“The inukshuks?”

“Yeah! That’s it.”

“I mean, I guess. I just need some rocks.”

“Perfect.”

When they got back into Mrs. Quinn’s car, she said, “To the school?”

Tom said, “To the mine.”
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Eve was trying to get into Georgia’s phone when the door opened at the station. It was locked up with a code, and Eve had called Ken and Kim to try and get it from them but neither of them had known. She could get some external resources to help her get inside, but she didn’t want to give it up yet. She didn’t want to put this case in somebody else’s hands until she could peel back every layer. They had taken the kids. This would stay with her. Georgia. Cohen. Stern. They were all hers and Jamison would have to accept that whether he liked it or not. Eve’s only boss that she needed to report to was the people of this town.

Natalie Rey walked up to Sharon’s desk. She had purple sunglasses on her head, and she was wearing her uniform for the Kingman Mine.

She said quietly, “I’m here to see the sheriff…”

Eve stood up from her desk.

“Sheriff,” Sharon said. “You’ve got a visitor.”

“Natalie,” Eve nodded at the teenager. “I’m glad you could come in.”

“Sorry, it took me a little while. I’ve got to go back to work after this.”

“No problem. I just wanted to check in with you,” Eve said. “You want to come back here with me?”

“Can we just talk out here?”

Natalie looked nervous, almost fearful. Freckles had come out all over her body with the summer sun, yet she had goosebumps all over her arms and legs.

“Sure… if you’re more comfortable with that,” Eve said.

“Yeah,” Natalie said.

Eve turned to Sharon and asked, “Any word from Mrs. Kingman?”

“No. I left three messages now. May need to go over there.”

“I did,” Eve said. “She didn’t answer the door either.”

“I can go try again. Welfare check?”

“Sure, that would be great.”

Sharon grabbed the keys to the squad car and headed out of the station, leaving Natalie and Eve in the lobby. There was a stiff silence until the water cooler at the back bubbled up and made Natalie jump.

“You okay?” Eve asked. She sat back down at her desk and pulled up a chair so Natalie could sit.

“Yeah… Yeah. It’s just been like, a lot,” she said.

“You mean what happened at the mine?”

“Um, yeah.”

“What happened with Mac and Orla?”

“Yeah.”

“What did happen, Natalie?”

She sat on the chair, put her arms on her knees, and then her head in her hands.

“I’m so…” she sniffled. “I’m so sorry.”

“Sorry for what?”

“I don’t know! Everything! I shouldn’t have lied… I should have just told you what happened but they… she was so scary. She told me that I was going to die if I told anyone and that… and that…”

“When was this?”

“Two days before the big fire. She told me they were going to be moving something through the mines, and she needed it open. She told me she was a Kingman, and I thought she was the other daughter. You know the one that lives in Texas now?”

Eve nodded.

“Well, I thought that was her, so I didn’t really think much about it, but then I started asking her some questions and she was, like, totally crazy about it. She told me to just give her the key and not ask stupid questions.”

“Did you tell Ms. Presley about what happened?”

“No… she told me not to. She told me if I told anyone that she would make sure I didn’t get into even a community college, let alone Berkley. I didn’t know that they were moving those kids, I swear!”

“Did you check the footage?”

She shook her head. “No. I didn’t know they were even down there until you came. Then I was like… oh… maybe they moved whatever they were gonna move. Like we don’t usually… I don’t know. We don’t have that much for security issues there except for Lin, and we don’t… we didn’t need to check the cameras to know he was always in and out. We could usually hear him anyway… singing or whistling or whatever…”

Eve nodded along, images of Lin’s torn-apart body flashing at the front of her mind. She wondered if Natalie knew. The statement hadn’t been released yet, but news traveled fast in this town. After the visit at the school, everyone would soon know the news that the kids were alive and safe. But Lin had not been a “citizen” of Chesapeake Valley. He was an underground nomad that most people actively ignored. Natalie had maybe been one of the only people in town who had actually had some kind of relationship with the man.

“I didn’t see him today…” Natalie said. “He usually comes to visit on Mondays.”

Eve sighed. She could let the girl hear it on the news in a few hours or break it to her now. Since Natalie had had the courage to come in and explain herself, Eve felt like she could have the courage to tell her what happened to Lin.

“Natalie, Lin is dead,” Eve stated.

“What?” Her face dropped.

“We found him in the mines right before we found the kids. We think the bear got him.”

“Oh my gosh,” she said. “That’s terrible.”

She looked off to the windows at the front of the station and was trying to slow her breathing. Her face reddened, her lip trembled, and she burst into tears. Eve could tell that she was trying really hard not to, that, in some ways, she was like Eve and hid her emotions most of the time. Natalie had had a bit of an attitude since the beginning and that type of armor was usually guarding something much softer.

Eve put a hand on her shoulder and said, “It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.”

“I’m sorry,” Natalie said between sobs.

“I know you are. It’s not your fault.” Eve squeezed her shoulder. “Yes, you should have told me the truth. You should have told me right away. Next time anyone threatens you, you tell me right away, okay?”

Natalie gave a quick nod. Eve realized that it hadn’t really been nervousness or fear when she had come in but embarrassment. Natalie was embarrassed that she had been manipulated, and that could feel world-ending for a girl like her.

“Hey,” Eve passed Natalie a tissue and she dabbed at the running mascara under her eyes. “You’re going to go to college and do all the things you want to do, Natalie.”

“Really? This isn’t going to…” she swallowed. “This isn’t going to like… I don’t know. Go on my record?”

Eve shook her head. She would put it in the file, but this didn’t need to go anywhere aside from Chesapeake Valley for now.

“If this goes to trial,” Eve said, “you might get called to testify against Orla. You should be prepared for that. It’s not going to go on your record, but it’s going to go in a record. I’ve got to get the full story.”

Natalie nodded.

“If that does happen, it won’t happen for a while,” Eve said. “And I doubt we’ll need your testimony. The evidence is pretty ironclad.”

“Yeah, they’re guilty. A hundred fifty percent.”

Eve laughed a little and nodded.

Natalie smiled and pressed the tissue into her eyes. “Thank you so much.”

“But you have to promise me to get help when you need it? Okay?”

“Yes. I promise. I’m going to tell you like everything that happens there from now on! So I should probably tell you… those kids are there right now.”

“What kids? The Lacys? Charlie?”

“Exactly. They got there just as I was leaving.”

“Really?” Eve was genuinely surprised. “Not alone, right?”

“No. They were with some lady.”

“Someone you recognized?”

“No.”

Eve stood up and started gathering her things.

“Did you walk here?”

Natalie nodded.

“I’ll give you a ride back,” Eve said.

“Okay…”

The desk was scattered with Eve’s case file, and Natalie’s watery eyes lingered on the documents.

“What is it?” Eve asked.

“Did you find Georgia Turnbull yet?” Natalie questioned.

“No. She’s still missing,” Eve replied. “You know anything?”

“No. No. Like it’s just weird that she’s gone missing twice, right?”

“Right.”

“It’s like maybe she just went for a walk or a hike or whatever… but then she didn’t come back again. And I just… like, is it that easy to just go away?”

Eve looked her over, contemplating what the hell Natalie was trying to say.

“It’s not easy to go away in a town like this,” Eve said. “People know you. They know what you usually do and what you usually don’t do. Someone in Chesapeake cares enough to tell you when things are out of the ordinary.”

“You think that’s true?”

“I do. Part of the reason why I wanted to be sheriff here was the pride that this place has in itself.”

“Yeah… I guess it has a lot of that.”

“You don’t think your friends would notice if you disappeared? Or your mom and dad?”

“My friends would notice. My mom and stepdad wouldn’t care…”

“I would care,” Eve said.

Natalie met her eyes, clearly trying to decipher if Eve was being honest.

“Well, I just got one year left here,” she said. “Then it’s Berkeley as long as I get in.”

“I hope you get there.”

“Maybe I’ll study forensics… or psychology… Maybe I’ll be a cop like you!”

Eve laughed a little. “I started in the NSA, actually.”

“Really? That sounds super cool.”

“It’s more desk stuff than you might think. A lot of this is.” Eve gestured to the case files.

“You did a lot more than desk stuff yesterday…”

“Because I had to.”

“You didn’t need to. I don’t know. Those kids… they don’t have parents. You could’ve easily just let them go whatever way they were gonna go. But you didn’t.”

“Because I’m a part of this town. And we care here.”

Pushing open the door for them to exit, Natalie went first, wiping at her eyes again. Natalie told Eve about her very strategic plan for the next year on the drive to the mines. She was going to work and save all her money so she could afford her first year’s tuition at whatever university she ended up at. Graduation from Red Rock had happened last week, and she was officially off the hook. She planned to take advantage of her gap year. The more they drove, the more Eve saw herself in this girl. She wasn’t worried about surface-level stuff. She was much more concerned about her ambition and her goals, more concerned than she should be as a young woman. But Eve could tell she was going to go places, especially if her attitude matured and she surrounded herself with good people. It was nice to hear about somebody from this town moving forward, and even though she would eventually leave, as most folks did, Eve was thankful to have met her and to have helped her. She wished she could have stopped Orla from threatening her and that Natalie would have trusted her more to begin with. But she was just a girl, and she would learn a lot from this. She didn’t want her to see Georgia as a means to escape and disappear. Eve had to minimize the impact of her disappearance. And the best way to do that was to find out exactly what happened to her.
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Elijah Stern

Information moved quickly. With the inside man, Elijah knew almost right away that one of many plans had fallen apart. Those kids weren’t getting moved out of Chesapeake Valley. They were in the custody of CPS and the police now so they weren’t worth the risk anymore either. The Vine was not going to be happy, but, at least, this foolish plan couldn’t be traced back to him. Liza, his assistant, had decided to take the reins on this to try and prove herself to Novikov. And now she was in the hole. That didn’t make Elijah happy, but it did satisfy him a bit for her to see how truly bitter and fickle the business of trafficking can be. He let her have her fun while Elijah focused on what was important: destroying witnesses.

They were in Arizona this week, and they had taken up some refuge in the back of a vape shop that sold some of their products. Elijah was scrutinizing a row of Nicotaras cigarettes. Some were up to quality and others looked like they had been cut with something.

Elijah flicked a finger and said, “Liza. What’s the guy’s name here again?”

“He goes by June.”

“Would you go get him for me, please?”

Her heels clicked as she went through a door between two cork boards on the wall. This office was far from nice and comfortable. It was dark and dingy. There were filing cabinets everywhere that were filled with extra products instead of having them on shelves or any type of organization. However, it was quiet. Virtually undetectable. Just another dot on the map. They would have to move again after today if everything went according to plan.

Those young people from Chesapeake Valley had been almost smart but mostly idiots. Orla Cameron had been talking to Liza for weeks. She had had so much opportunity to organize a clean trafficking handover, yet everything had gone wrong for them. Something that only greedy amateurs could accomplish. Even when Elijah had been starting out, he had made mistakes too, but not like that. He did keep in mind that he didn’t have someone like Sheriff Eve Wicker on his tail, just her mother. Regardless, if prison didn’t get Mac Farwell and Orla Cameron, the Vine would. Liza was going to face the consequences, too, if they talked. Selfishly, he didn’t want to lose his near-perfect assistant. She just needed to stay in her lane, and she would learn.

A man with long dark braids, an oversized t-shirt, and jean shorts came into the office. He looked nervous. He kept picking at something in the palm of his hand. This was June. He ran this shop and had been selling for them for about a year.

“June,” Elijah said.

“Yup. Yes, sir?”

“Tell me why these Nicotaras cigarettes are cut with something else?” he sniffed them. “Perhaps cannabis?”

“What… what do you mean?”

“You know that cigarettes contain tobacco, yes?”

He looked at Liza and said, “Uh yeah.”

“Uh yeah,” Elijah mocked. “Do you know that the tobacco used in Nicotaras cigarettes is very much unique, sought-after, and expensive?”

“I knew they were different, yeah.”

“Did you cut these cigarettes?”

“We thought it would sell better. Nobody knows what those—”

“Not yet! Not yet. You’ve just got to sell them one.” Elijah held up one of the intact cigarettes. “Once they have one, they’ll come back.”

“Nobody wants to buy them because they just think they’re cigs…”

“Well, have you tried telling them that they’re not?”

“Of course I did.”

Elijah slapped the desk with his palm, and June jumped. He gathered the cigarettes in front of him and stuffed them back into the smell-proof bag that he had found inside one of the cabinets.

“I know that if my boss found out I was cutting his product… he would not be happy.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Stern. We weren’t… we didn’t…”

“You didn’t think we’d notice?”

“I mean… Come on, man. I’ll throw those out. For sure. No problem.”

“Big problem, because I’m sure these aren’t the only ones… and now you’ve been sullying our exclusive product all over Phoenix and Scottsdale.”

June looked at Liza again, as if she would help him. Her phone buzzed and she left out the back door, and he gazed after her like she was the last lifeboat leaving a sinking ship. Elijah crossed the room with a smile. He pulled June under his arm even though he was about half his height, forcing the man to crouch over.

“I promise, Mr. Stern. It won’t happen again,” June blubbered.

“Of course, it won’t. I know you didn’t expect us to come in here too, but that’s why being prepared and organized is important. I wouldn’t have gotten where I am today without some organization. Even when I was selling on the streets, I had an Excel spreadsheet on my laptop letting me know exactly who I was selling to and who still owed me. And it’s not just about that… It’s about respect, isn’t it? We trusted you to sell our product in all of its glory, and you spat on that. You spat right in my face.”

Elijah took his gun out from his waistband and pushed it into June’s stomach. June glanced down and then at Elijah’s face. Beads of sweat were building on his forehead. He pushed harder, and June let out a ragged breath.

“I didn’t… We didn’t mean to. We thought they weren’t that important… you guys send us lots of stuff.”

“But this was new, right, June? This was new and in its own packaging with a note from the Vine letting you know exactly what was inside and what to expect upon sale. So if you had used your eyes and your brain this all could have been avoided.”

“Please. Please don’t.”

Elijah pushed the gun against his gut, and he let out another breath that stank of a cheeseburger.

“Ugh!” Elijah pushed him away.

The backdoor opened.

Liza was standing there with her red lipstick on, unfazed by June’s disarray. He even dropped to his knees, which Elijah thought was a bit dramatic. He could have shot him. He could have proved the point with an exclamation mark at the end of it, but June seemed to understand the consequences now. There was no need to spill his blood; the clean-up wouldn’t be worth it.

“There’s someone here for you,” Liza said.

“Great,” Elijah replied. “Get up, June. Good God. You’ve got a great future ahead of you, and most of that revolves around Nicotaras. Remember that. Keep it pristine. Push it. It’s going to change your life, my boy.”

His knees were shaky as he got to his feet. Elijah used the gun to gesture to the door. June went out without another word, but he heard him let out a cry of frustration or relief or maybe even terror before the door shut behind him.

Liza got out of the way so Elijah could see Jim Benson. He was the massive man that he had picked up through Cleveland Cohen a few months ago, and he had proven himself loyal and useful already. The same could not be said for Cohen, who had been assigned to a small shop in Texas and was struggling to make sales. He should be working as hard as possible after all Elijah and the organization had done for him, yet he seemed lost without that sad little mountain town.

Benson was holding a young woman with dyed red hair by her arm. Her hair was a mess, and her face was even worse. She had makeup down her cheeks, and there was a bit of dried blood under her nose. It took him a moment, but then he remembered who she was: Georgia Turnbull from the sad little mountain town, an ex-runner who had tried to get out and release internal communication and documents to the police. A problem in the shape of a girl.

“Ah. You,” Elijah said. “Bring her in, Benson. You can put her on that chair there.”

Benson tossed her with ease into the chair in front of the desk. Elijah put the handgun on the desk and sat back down on his chair. Georgia’s eyes flickered to the gun and then to his face.

“You have spectacular eyes,” Elijah said.

She said nothing, staring at the gun.

He sighed. “I wish we didn’t have to meet under such circumstances, Georgia. I’m Elijah Stern.”

“I know who you are,” she said.

“My reputation precedes me.”

“It does. Cohen talked about you all the time and how much he hated your guts.”

Elijah scoffed and laughed a little. He said, “Liza, you can leave us. Benson, stay.”

Liza nodded and went out of the room. By the look in her pale, stern eyes, she knew what was about to happen. He didn’t like to involve her in wetwork if he didn’t have to. He didn’t take her on as muscle but as eyes, ears, and ass.

“As long as he’s doing his work, I really don’t care what he thinks of me,” Elijah said after a moment. “If you had been doing your work, it would have been the same for you.”

“I don’t work for you,” she said.

“Not anymore.”

“I worked for Cohen.”

“Cohen works for me. Thereby, you worked for me.”

Georgia rolled her eyes and said, “It’s not that deep.”

“It is exactly that deep.”

“If you’re going to kill me, just do it,” she said.

Elijah passed the handgun from the desk over to Benson. Despite her words, the fear in her was palpable. Her face was running with sweat, just like June’s had. He wondered if she would panic like he did, too, drop to her knees. She didn’t seem like the type to beg, and he could appreciate that. It wouldn’t change the outcome.

“I plan to,” Elijah said.

“For what? The emails I gave were mostly just Cohen being a creep…”

“Mostly. Mostly. I don’t like that word.”

“It doesn’t need to have to do with you! At all! Really. If you let me go, I’d go find Cohen and bring him in. And then he could be your fall guy. You’d get off. There’s nothing there to connect you.”

“Aside from him… and you,” Elijah replied.

Her bravado wavered.

“I didn’t want this…” she said quietly.

“None of us did. But you made a choice,” he said.

“I wanted to… the sheriff told me to. She’s onto you.”

“You mean Ms. Wicker?”

“Yeah. She’s going to find you. She’s going to take this whole thing down.”

“The fact that you say that just shows that you really know nothing of the extent of this operation. You were a small blip. You are a wildflower growing at the base of a mountain, and we’re the entire landscape. Your emails won’t make a difference—”

“Then you should let me go! I’ll just go. I’ll disappear.”

Elijah reeled away. Here was the begging that he had really not wanted to hear. People were difficult and he had to stop and wonder for a brief moment if it was him that was causing such weakness. But he knew it wasn’t him who had made these choices. He hadn’t cut pristine Nicotaras cigarettes or sold out private information to the police.

“I’m good at following directions,” she continued. “I can do whatever you need me to. Cohen just had me driving back and forth, but I can do a lot more. I can sell. I’m good with people.”

“I doubt that,” he said.

“Please!” her multi-colored eyes welled with tears. “Please. My mom—”

“Stop.”

Elijah stood from the desk and made a small gesture to Benson, who lifted the gun and pointed it at Georgia. The point seemed to be coming through, and she stopped her outward begging and justifications. She wept quietly.

He rounded the desk and leaned against it in front of her. For a second, he thought maybe she was going to touch him. Both of her small peachy hands came forward, searching through the space for something to help her. But they just dangled there before dropping into her lap.

“I’m sorry, my dear,” Elijah said. “I wish we would have had the chance to work together, but you chose to ruin that opportunity. You must understand that I can’t possibly hire an employee who’s betrayed our trust and has actively tried to incriminate us. In fact, you’re no longer my employee. You’re only my enemy now.”

She cried more, but it was less of a weep now and just silent tears rolling down her face. She lifted her beautiful face to make eye contact. Elijah didn’t like the way she looked at him. It was a defiance that he wished to break, but he couldn’t waste his time on a lost cause. He lifted his hand and flicked his fingers at Benson.

Click. Bang.

Georgia slumped forward. The bullet hit her right in the sternum, and the blood started pouring onto the ground as gravity took her.

Elijah stepped out of her proximity so he wouldn’t get anything on his clothes. He said to Benson, “Get this cleaned up.”

Benson nodded, but he stared at the still Georgia with the gun in his hand, like he was questioning everything. He was new, and it was normal for some security to get cold feet.

“I need you stoic, Benson,” Elijah said.

“Right. Yes. I am,” Benson replied, but his eyes didn’t move from the dead girl.

“You understand my position here, of course. I couldn’t let the girl live.”

“I know.”

“Good man.”

Elijah patted his arm and left him there. He went out of the small office and out the back door. Liza and Jeremy were outside, sharing a cigarette, leaning against a black Escalade.

“Liza,” Elijah crossed the desert air. “Let’s go grab a hot meal. Maybe a hotel. I’m done with this trough.”

Liza tossed her cigarette to the ground and put it out with her heel. She immediately rounded the Escalade and got in the driver’s seat. Elijah got in the backseat and went for his tablet. He powered it up as Liza pulled out from the vape shop leaving the miscreants, the pitiful, and the dead behind.

“All went well?” Liza glanced at him in the rearview mirror as she pulled onto a major road.

“I wish people understood that there are consequences to everything. Not just your actions but even your thoughts. They project into everything we do. If we could just exist and think what we want and do what we want, then everyone would, and it would be anarchy.”

“Nothing wrong with a bit of anarchy,” she said.

Elijah chuckled. “You only say that because you’re not in charge.”

She said, “I’ll compensate for the loss of those kids from Chesapeake Valley. I could have done better.”

“Don’t tell me. Tell Novikov,” he replied.

She said something else, but Elijah ignored her. He found what he was looking for on his tablet: access to Chesapeake Valley's CCTV. He had live footage, but he had lots banked in storage as well. There were only so many cameras in a town that size, but enough to keep tabs, enough to understand why this town and the woman who ran it had become such a thorn in his side. Not only had she stopped the trafficking of three very valuable children, but she had questioned Cleveland Cohen and the girl he had just taken out. She had files from the girl too. She had way more information about him and his organization than he felt comfortable. But killing Georgia Turnbull and killing Eve Wicker were two very different stories. He doubted Benson or Jeremy’s capability of being able to successfully take her down without her taking one of them with her. And good workers seemed to be getting rarer and rarer. He wouldn’t underestimate her. That would be foolish of him, and that would be history repeating itself as when he had underestimated her mother. Anything that he was going to do with the sheriff, he would have to do himself or maybe even call in Novikov for reinforcements.

He had a special file that he specifically kept on his tablet and not any external drives. It was labeled “Jane.” But inside the folder, at least recently, there wasn’t any footage of Detective Jane Petrov. It was all Eve. It was videos of her entering her Tahoe and pulling up her hair. It was screenshots of her with her gun out and jogging through a park. He reviewed them all as he drove. And then he reviewed them again after dinner and again in his hotel room and several times before he slept. Perhaps it was obsession or a certain amount of enamor. But to Elijah, it was organization. Preparedness. He needed to know exactly what made her tick, what made her jump, and what made her freeze. When Eve came, he would be ready for her, and that was only if he didn’t get to her first.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

The mine looked exactly the same and yet somehow different. Now that Eve had been down inside and that Lin was not here, it seemed like a different place. Of course, the tower was still there. The gift shop was still intact with its shiny display signs and fake gold-panning experience. Splendor Creek was still dried up and lightly trickling through the stones. But it was like a film was laid over it now—something gray and dark that muted all the saturation, reminding Eve that even though the sun was up and out and summer was coming in full force, darkness would always exist in this town, in every corner.

There was a woman smoking a cigarette and leaning against her car in the parking lot. She was short with curly auburn hair and high cheekbones. She looked like she smoked a lot of cigarettes, and the smell of the one she had going was pungent.

Eve said goodbye to Natalie as she went back to the gift shop. She stopped to point out the kids by the riverbed.

Eve saw the top of Easton’s head first. They were standing down by the creek at the bridge that led to the water tower. They were all crouched over something.

“You must be the sheriff,” the woman with the cigarette said.

Eve looked down at her uniform. “That’s what they call me.”

“I’m Paula Quinn.” she shook Eve’s hand. “I’m with Child Protective Services.”

“Oh. Of course. I think we exchanged a few emails…”

“Absolutely. Thanks for all that you did. Without you, these kids wouldn’t have had a chance…” she gestured to them with the cigarette.

Eve stated, “Just doing my job.”

She laughed. “I bet you say that all the time…”

In Eve’s mind, being a bit of a broken record was part of what she did. You followed a script and procedure for a reason. So people knew what to expect and to keep them calm. When everything around you was spinning, familiarity could always bring you back. When people thanked her, she told them that was part of her everyday work, even if it was far from it, because that’s what they expected and that’s what made them feel secure. That somebody out there not only cared but that somebody was assigned to do it, like your reliable garbage man or a public school teacher. Roles that needed to be filled and it was so much better when it was by people who loved doing it.

Eve wandered over to the bridge, and she approached quietly, trying to get a look at what the kids were working on.

Charlie was in the middle. She was stacking stones. It was just like what Eve had seen at the top of her locker: an inukshuk. Eve peered down the riverbed and could see another inukshuk, a bigger one, that faced the Timbers manufacturing plant at the edge of town in the distance.

Tom noticed her first. From under a baseball cap, he let loose a toothy smile.

“Hey!” he shouted.

“Hey,” Eve replied. She stepped off the path. “What you guys doing here?”

“We wanted to come back,” Easton said. “Well, Tom wanted to come back.”

“I wanted to come here,” Tom added.

“Why’s that?”

“I wanted to do this.”

He pointed to the two inukshuks. Charlie placed the last stone and stepped back.

She said, “I think that’s perfect.”

Her eyes widened at the sight of Eve. She stepped back and laughed nervously for no reason. “I was just… Tom asked me to.”

“Looks pretty neat,” Eve said. “I remember seeing one of these in your locker.”

“Oh, what? You saw that?” Charlie replied.

“I did.”

“That was just like a practice one. I’ve been building them all over the place. Everywhere I go I make one.”

“What do they mean?”

“They… They help guide you to the right spots…” she said distantly. “Even if you don’t know where it is right away. It keeps you out of danger.”

Easton scoffed. “Yeah. You sure these piles of rocks are working?”

“It’s worked for me before,” Charlie said.

Easton shook his head, but Eve could see the still-kid part on his face that wanted to believe in magic and protection. She hated seeing those parts die, and it was happening to him right now in real-time. This whole catastrophe could cause Easton or Charlie, or Tom to lose faith in people. And people who lost faith ended up in Eve’s holding cell or elbow-deep with someone much worse than the police.

“Some of those rocks are pretty big. Must have been doing a bit of a workout.” Eve poked Easton in the shoulder and moved to the first and smaller inukshuk. Eve’s playful jab seemed to work; Easton’s shoulders relaxed, and he even smiled a bit.

“How does it work?” Eve asked.

Charlie crouched down in front of the pile and said, “Look.”

It was about a dozen small to medium-sized rocks, and there was a strategic hole in the middle of them. Square in the middle of the hole was the next inukshuk down the riverbed. That inukshuk was larger, and through its hole, she could see the white steeple of the church rising above Chesapeake Valley.

“It’s to tell people where to find safety,” Charlie explained. “If they use the inukshuks, they know what direction to go in and it leads them away from danger.”

“Away from the mine?” Eve asked.

“Yup!” Charlie said.

“Exactly,” Tom added.

Eve assessed Tom, who was standing next to Charlie with his arms crossed and looking out at the horizon. He looked like he was much older than he was but also that he was actively trying to be much older than he was. It was clear that he was born with the innate ability to put others’ needs above his own. Eve had had to work much harder for that ability, so seeing it come to him so naturally was endearing.

She asked, “This was your idea?”

Tom said, “Yeah. I didn’t want anyone else to go down there. We need to leave her alone now.”

“The Phoenix Queen?” Eve asked.

Tom’s mouth fell open, obviously surprised that Eve had remembered what he said in the tunnels.

“Yeah!” he exclaimed. “Exactly! I figured out that she doesn’t live down there anyway, but it’s hers, and we should protect it. We should keep people out of there so she doesn’t hurt them anymore. It could have helped that guy. I wish it would have helped that guy.”

“What guy?” Eve asked.

“The guy with the black coat.”

She realized he was talking about Lin.

“Did you see him down there?” Eve questioned. And she didn’t have to say more. She knew from Tom’s face that he had seen everything she had seen, as if Lin’s mangled body was mirrored in his eyes.

“I met him…” Tom said. “And then I saw what the beast did to him.”

“I’m sorry you had to see him like that.”

“Yeah. I thought he was a nice guy.”

“He was.”

Tom smiled at her, but it didn’t reach his eyes. She returned the same smile, understanding him exactly at that moment and feeling as if he almost understood her too.

Eve looked through the inukshuks a second time. The tips of the Rockies framed it in the distance and the foothills that hugged the sixteen streets of this little town.

Pointed to safety.

Eve wanted to believe that it was true. She would accept that this was peace-giving for the kids and that the town was leaps and bounds safer than the Kingman Gold Mine. But with less than a year as the sheriff, she had already come to know all the things the town in front of her was capable of. And what scared her more was how its capabilities didn’t exist in isolation. There were others connected to this town, using this town. People are much more powerful and capable than the town itself.

“Thanks for doing that, guys,” Eve said. “I think it’s really going to help.”

Charlie asked, “Really?”

“She’s just being nice,” Easton muttered.

“I am. I am being nice,” Eve added. “But if it even leads one person away from down there—” she pointed to the water tower on their left, framing overtop the elevator shaft to hell. “—Then I’d call that a win.”

“Some people think that animals can read them too…” Charlie said.

“What? You think a squirrel is gonna know what this means?” Easton laughed.

“A win’s a win!” Tom shouted.

“A win’s a win,” Eve agreed.

They all laughed a bit, and Eve caught Natalie watching them from the gift shop. She was standing behind the glass with a forlorn look on her face.

Eve asked, “When do you guys got to go back?”

Tom said, “Soon. Mrs. Quinn is running out of cigarettes…”

“You guys should start getting ready,” she said. Eve pulled Easton to the side and asked, “Can I ask you to do something for me?”

“You can ask,” Easton said.

“Would you go over and talk to Natalie there before you leave?”

“Uh…” he glanced over his shoulder. “I guess. Why?”

“I think she just… I think she just needs a friend right now. You went to school with her, right? She was friends with your girlfriend.”

“Well, I can’t be friends with any of them anymore. I’m leaving.”

“Do you know that for sure?”

“Of course I do. Nobody’s gonna take us in Chesapeake Valley. There’s nobody.”

“Okay. Maybe not. But that doesn’t mean that Natalie doesn’t need you any less. I think it would mean a lot to her.”

He sighed and looked over his shoulder again before saying, “Fine. Whatever.”

He stomped up the riverbed in his flip-flops and bee-lined for the gift shop. As soon as he went inside, Eve kept her eye on the two teenagers through the window, slowly making her way back to the parking lot. It took a moment or two, but Natalie started smiling and then they were both laughing, and Eve hoped she had done the right thing for both of them. She hoped it wouldn’t be the last time they would see each other.

“Hey, Sheriff.” Charlie came up behind Eve when she got to the Tahoe.

“What’s up?”

“I just wanted to ask you about my dad…”

Eve did not want to talk to Charlie about her dad. She didn’t want to talk about Burt Sowerby, period, let alone with his daughter.

“What is it?”

“Is he… okay?”

“He...-” Eve faltered. “He’s okay, Charlie. He’s figuring things out. He works right over there, actually.”

She pointed across the landscape to Timbers.

“Oh, that place?” She followed Eve’s finger with her large eyes. “That’s cool.”

Charlie fiddled with her chipped fingernails and kept moving her knock-off Doc Martens side to side.

“Is there something else?” Eve asked.

“No. Yeah. I just wanted to… I just wanted to make sure that I didn’t go back to him right now. I just don’t think he’s ready yet. I don’t think he’s going to be ready anytime soon.”

“Well… Well, that’s very mature of you, Charlie. Unfortunately, it’s not up to me,” Eve pointed to the other car in the parking lot. “You should tell Mrs. Quinn, though. I think she could help you.”

Charlie nodded and said softly, “Thanks.”

She started to walk away, stopped, and added, “Thanks so much.”

Eve waited and watched the kids drive away with Paula Quinn. Easton got in the back seat, and Tom waved out the window. After he started, they all did it, all sticking out their hands from their respective sides, saying goodbye to Eve and the mines behind them. Eve waved back, probably longer than she needed to. She watched the brake lights disappear and when she turned around, Natalie was sweeping up at the gift shop, getting ready to close up.

Eve desperately needed a croissant and a coffee. It was a bit late in the afternoon for caffeine, but she decided to play on the wild side today and, in some ways, allow herself to celebrate.

Grace was at the counter when she got to the bakery. Dad was in the back, getting things ready for tomorrow.

“Oh!” Grace smiled. “I didn’t know if you were going to make it today.”

“I made it,” Eve said. “Can I have one of everything?”

Grace laughed and said, “Coming right up.”

Eve destroyed two croissants, a strawberry tart, and a piece of Opera Cake that her father had just whipped up that afternoon. Not only did she have coffee, but she also savored it. Her phone didn’t buzz or ring. Her walkie stayed quiet. There was no smoke to smell or growling in the distance. Everything was okay. Of course, there was the small itch at the back of Eve’s mind, reminding her that Georgia Turnbull was still out there alone and that would continue to be there. She was gone. They had scoured the town, Hackett hadn’t seen her Sunday morning on her supposed hike, and unless they had a breakthrough with her phone or someone recognized her at a gas station, they were at an impasse.

The sun was going down behind the mountains, converting Chesapeake Valley to shadow block by block.

“How was the cake?” Dad asked as he came to sit with her at her corner table.

“Delicious. I don’t know how you can do that so off the cuff.”

“I’ve got time and the a… ability,” he replied. “I may as well do it while I still can.”

“We all reap the benefits,” Eve said.

He smiled. Then, he said, “I’m so… p… proud of you for f… finding those kids. I don’t think anyone thought you w…would.”

“Some people thought I would. Lydia Weisserman did.”

“She’s a woman of faith,” he replied.

“That she is.” Eve paused. “Did you think I would?”

“Of course. I always know you’re going to d… do it.”

She really couldn’t tell if he was being genuine. Her father was very good at putting up a wall of saying exactly what you wanted to hear to avoid confrontation. Elijah Stern crossed her mind, and she thought about the farmhouse. The remnants of Mom.

“I went to the house… the house where Mom was killed,” Eve said.

Francis looked at her, shocked and slowly moving a shaky hand into his lap.

“Why?” he asked.

“That’s where the mines spit out and… I don’t know. It’s a hot spot of some kind for a criminal organization. Traffickers.”

His face went white, and his lips paled. Eve regretted her choice to bring this up. She had been bursting at the seams with it, and he was the only person who could have possibly known Mom better than her.

“Here.”

She pushed him the plate with a few forkfuls of Opera Cake left on it. He took a bite and chewed it, taking his time, or it was the stroke. She couldn’t tell if it was attitude or medical. She knew he hated talking about what had happened.

“What did you find there?” he asked.

“Not much of anything… Not anymore. It’s just a landmark,” she said. “That’s what I think anyway.”

“Exactly. It’s just a h…house.”

He said it as if he were trying to convince himself.

“I felt her there…” Eve said softly. “I need to help her.”

“Evie. She can’t be helped anymore.”

He reached a hand across the table. Eve took it.

“You know that she used to s…say that the world didn’t have any wise buildings.” The color was coming back to his face as he rubbed her hand with his thumb. “It’s just a house.”

Eve nodded and squeezed his palm. She had to appreciate what he could give her, and she was happy that she hadn’t taken it a step further and mentioned the very real possibility that Elijah Stern was only one degree of separation from them. He didn’t need to know right now. He wouldn’t want to talk about it anyway and then he would internally panic. It would show in his behavior with half-burnt half-raw pastries, or exhibit itself in another stroke.

The bell above the door dinged. It was late for a customer.

Eve dropped her father’s hand and glanced up to see Lewis Redding standing in the doorway of the bakery. He was wearing, what had to be, one of his nicest hats. It was a matte suede with a thin black ribbon around the brim.

“Lewis,” Eve’s father got out of his chair to shake his hand.

“Francis,” Lewis clasped his hand way too tightly. “Sheriff!”

The enthusiasm with which he said it made Eve rise from her chair. She smiled.

“Mr. Redding,” she said. “How are you?”

“I was looking for you…”

“Really? Why’s that?”

“I’ve been thinking about this… Well, I… Could I get one of those blueberry tarts, actually? Just as were…” he looked at Grace. She gave him a polite smile and went to get a plate. “That’s great. Thanks, Grace. Yes! Sheriff! I’ve been thinking about the kids, but mostly, I’ve been thinking about Carly.”

Eve had an idea where this was going. “What were you thinking about?”

“She was such a giving person. She gave herself to everyone around her. And I didn’t… Well, I only gave myself to her in the best ways that I could. And I gave myself to my work at the school. I’ve always liked teaching people stuff.”

“Right.” Eve nodded.

He said, “I think she would have wanted me to take them.”

“What?” Eve let it slip.

“Lewis. Are you s… serious?” Francis asked.

“Sure! I raised kids of my own. They turned out just fine, didn’t they?”

Neither of them lived in town. Eve could only think about Lydia’s story about Lewis hitting his wife on the front step of the house. The man had a temper. She couldn’t picture him hitting a kid, though. Perhaps that was naive of her. Lewis seemed to have a lot of things pent up. He didn’t have a record and he was in the town that the kids wanted to be in. If they were lucky and this all went through, the kids could have the choice, and that was the best that Eve could hope for.

Her phone buzzed then. Her reprieve had already been interrupted. But it had been nice while it lasted. The strawberry tart had been better than the one she had had last week, the one on the day of the fire. Dad had perfected the recipe and was capitalizing on the season while it was on a high. But it would be over soon.

Her mother’s words ran in her head: “All things must end.” The summers went by fast, and this would all pass eventually, even, especially and unfortunately, the strawberry tarts.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Fortunately, her phone had been working. It was Roman. He sent a photo of a trout dangling from a line with his huge fingers holding it up. The river behind it surrounded the fish with a beautiful frame. She could see small white caps breaking around smoothed rocks and the golden hour glow coming through the pine trees along the shoreline.

She went straight there.

It was good exercise after all the sweets and baking. Not that she had any guilt. That Opera Cake was worth every bite. But she did feel a bit more out of breath than usual by the time she got to his cabin and then took the trail to the west that went down to the stream.

Ken was there, and they were both sitting on the riverside in lawn chairs. They had their lines in the water, and there was another thicker blue line in the water with their caught fish swimming in the shallows. Each of them had a beer at the legs of their chairs and they were laughing about something when Karu popped his head up from the blanket Roman had laid out for him. The dog stood up, also a bit slower than usual, maybe sore like Eve, to greet her.

“Oh!” Roman exclaimed at the sight of her. “There she is!”

“Hey…” Eve said. “Sorry. I hope I’m not intruding.”

She looked at Ken.

“What? No!” Ken shouted. “Never.”

He reeked of booze, but, at least, he looked content.

“Looks like a few bites.” Eve pointed to their line of catch.

“The trout are out!” Roman said, and Ken laughed.

“I’ve got an extra rod back up at the cabin,” Roman added. “I can grab it for you if you want to fish with us.”

“Oh no. That’s okay. I’ll sit with you guys for a bit if that’s okay, though?”

“Hell yeah, Sheriff. Grab a beer.” Ken started digging in a Coors Lite cooler by his ankles. He tossed her one; she cracked the top and took a sip. It tasted great. Still cold, breaking the heat, after the hike, after these long few days.

Roman gave her his lawn chair and stood holding his line, leaning against a boulder that was half the size of a tree.

“Any updates?” Ken asked, moments after Eve sat down.

“Uh…” she sipped. “Well, you know I found her phone this morning. We couldn’t get in without the passcode, so I’m going to give it another day and then pass it on to the state tomorrow. They have a guy that might be able to get in there.”

“Well, that’s something.”

“It is.”

“Sorry. I know you probably don’t want to talk about work but… it’s my sister.”

“It’s okay. I understand. I want to find her, Ken. I really do.”

“I know you do.”

He reached over with his beer, almost toppling over his lawn chair.

“Easy there,” Roman said.

Ken steadied himself, and Eve realized that he was trying to cheer her. They clinked their aluminum cans together and then Roman got a bite. Then another bite. He went on a spree of catching trout until it was getting too dark to see the lines. Ken went up to the cabin to get a bucket for the fish while Roman started gathering the fish out of the water and cleaning up the rods.

As soon as Ken was out of earshot, Roman asked, “You think you’re going to find her?”

“I don’t know…” Eve said. “Not anytime soon, is what my gut’s telling me.”

“You think he’s going to be okay?” Roman gestured with his chin because his hands were full of gear.

“Yeah.” Eve nodded. “Yeah. I think he’s going to be okay. He was before. He’ll get through it. He has you, after all.”

Roman smiled. They both started making their way up to the cabin, fishing gear in hand, Karu leading the charge.

“I wanted to say I’m sorry again. I think I said it. But I really want to be sure that you know that I’m sorry for being so jealous of that guy. I should have trusted you more,” Roman said.

“Yes. You should have. Yes, you already apologized, and I’ve already forgiven you,” she replied.

“I just don’t want to lose you,” he said. “I don’t want to lose you, Eve.”

She put a hand on his arm as they walked. He was looking ahead. An oblong yellow light illuminated his face from the exterior of the cabin, breaking through the dark woods around them.

“You’re not going to lose me,” she said. “You can’t control what happens to me, Roman. You can’t control me or what happens in this town. You can’t control Chesapeake Valley, and neither can I.”

“I know…” his eyes cast out of the light and down at her. “You’re important to me.”

“You’re important to me, too,” she said.

He smiled and, with his arms full, bent down to kiss her on the forehead and then the lips. Ken came to meet them with a bucket of water, and Roman started placing their spoils inside. Before any of them could react, Karu snatched one of the juiciest fish as Roman unplucked it from the line. The German Shepherd took off. Ken went after him first.

“Hey! That’s mine!” Ken shouted and stumbled up the hillside towards the drop-off.

“Be careful!” Eve called.

“Oh God. Let’s not have him hurt himself, okay?” Roman muttered and ran after Ken. Maybe it was just because she didn’t want to be left out or because she was still thinking of control and the things that she did have control over. Like whether or not she would run after Roman and Ken and Karu.

She did.

She actually sprinted right past Roman and caught up with Ken and Karu in seconds, going for the fish before anyone else could even process her being there. Karu suddenly diverted, turning at ninety degrees and heading back towards the cabin. Ken tripped. Eve’s boots slid in the mud as she tried to turn. Roman veered. In seconds, Roman was on top of Karu and wrestled him against the grass until he was holding the trout in the air, just a trickle of blood running down his muscular forearm.

“That’s not fair,” Eve said, catching your breath. “He’s your dog.”

“Don’t be a sore loser, Sheriff,” Roman chuckled. He sauntered over to the bucket and dropped the trout inside.

Eve shook her head and turned to Ken to help him to his feet.

“Can never get too comfortable,” Ken laughed.

But she was too comfortable. She could have never imagined this life for herself. It was all changing and changing fast. Every moment she learned something new about Chesapeake Valley or about someone in it, it changed who she was as a person too. She was acquiring so much and she wouldn’t discredit Roman in that process. He had helped her a lot and taught her a lot too. He had been the first person she had told about her past in eons. And he hadn’t judged her or questioned her intensely or looked at her differently. He had accepted her wholeheartedly and waited for her to draw the same conclusions about him: to love and accept him exactly as he is. And she was getting there, and it was getting easier every day. The clock was still ticking, but it was giving her time to breathe and learn.

She didn’t have all the answers right now, and a lot of that was out of her control. She could control how she acted and reacted. She could control where she looked and who she looked for. She was in control of herself entirely, and with the empowerment of her body, mind, and soul, with her heart still pounding from the sprint, Eve felt that much closer to finding and killing Elijah Stern. Because that was really what that clock was about. It hadn’t been the countdown to find the kids and get them out of the mines before it was too late. It had been the reminder that she had to get to him before he got to her. She had to find him when he already knew where she was. She would. She knew finding Georgia was going to bring her one step closer too. One step closer to the clock running out and finding peace in being unaware and out of control.
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Hello wonderful reader!

Thank you so much for picking up THE LOST CHILDREN and joining me on this next leg of the journey in Chesapeake Valley! The love and support for the start of this series have been nothing short of amazing, and I’m beyond grateful to have you here, continuing this adventure with me. It’s readers like you who make all the hard work and late nights worth it, and I’m so glad we could explore more of Chesapeake Valley together.

Writing about the foster home tragedy was one of the most challenging aspects of this book. The idea of children being caught in the crossfire of such a dark act is heart-wrenching, and I wanted to approach it with the sensitivity it deserves. While the story involves a group of kids, I was careful to avoid any direct violence toward them, focusing instead on the emotional and psychological impact of the event. My hope was to create a narrative that honors the innocence of the children while still conveying the gravity of the crime and the deep scars it leaves on the community.

If you’re in the mood for another gripping mystery, I’d love to introduce you to my latest book in the Blake Wilder series, THE PERFECT CRIME. In this story, FBI agent Blake Wilder faces one of her most perplexing cases yet—a string of disappearances spanning decades, with nothing but a pair of shoes bound with a red bow left behind. As Blake dives into the dark underbelly of New Orleans, she’s up against what seems to be an unsolvable riddle, with no bodies and no clear evidence. But Blake is relentless, and she’ll stop at nothing to uncover the sinister truth lurking behind these perfect crimes. If you’re ready for a heart-pounding journey filled with twists and turns, I hope you’ll join Blake in her latest investigation.

I’m so grateful for your support, which allows me to keep writing every day. As an independent author, I rely on readers like you to help spread the word. If you enjoyed THE LOST CHILDREN, it would mean the world to me if you could take a moment to leave a review and recommend it to others who love mystery thrillers. 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—it truly means everything to me!

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


Connect with Elle Gray

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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