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Sheriff Eve Wicker

“I hate you. I hate you so much.”

That was the chorus in the backseat. Mostly, it wasn’t directed at Eve but at the other man in handcuffs in the back of the Tahoe. The amount of hate and disgruntlement that was spewing out of Orla Cameron’s mouth was like listening to a radio station tuned only to bitterness. Mac Farwell said very little in response. He had gotten more quiet since his acceptance that the Redding Foster Home case was going to trial and that the public defender assigned to the two fake foster parents could care less if they walked away with only a few months or several years.

“When we get in there, you don’t say anything, okay?” Orla snapped. “Just sit there and listen. I’ll talk if we need to. Just let me do it and shut up.”

Mac stared out the window.

Eve glanced in the rearview mirror and their eyes met.

“It’s already been, what? Eight weeks? What do they even have on us? The arson is circumstantial at best. They can’t prove it was us. And then you have the sheriff’s story…” Orla’s gaze slid to Eve. “And people will, of course, believe every little sweet thing that comes out of her mouth.”

After a few more minutes of Orla’s rant, Eve pulled them into the courthouse parking lot in Colorado Springs. It wasn’t a huge building, but today, it was busy, bustling with reporters and other officers. People wanted a glimpse at the young handsome mixed-race Mac Farwell and his skinny dyed-hair accomplice, Orla Cameron. Eve knew it was, more or less, the other way around. Mac had been the accomplice and Orla had orchestrated the Redding kids’ fake death, kidnapping and attempted trafficking. The judge would have to unweave those threads.

Another car pulled into the end of the parking lot and a throng of people rushed around the car doors as Easton Lacy got out of the car. His brother, Tom, hopped out from the other side, and Charlie Sowerby got out from the front. This would be an opportunity to get Mac and Orla inside, while the press was distracted.

“Alright,” Eve said. “Let’s get you two inside.”

Orla shook her handcuffs between the seats. “It would be easier to walk without these.”

“They’re not on your ankles,” Eve replied. “You’ll be just fine.”

She kicked her way out of the car and tried to keep her head down. She flagged over another officer who she recognized: Officer Tussel. She had brown hair pulled into a low bun and a face aged naturally from lots of sunshine. She smiled at Eve as she came over with her hands on her belt.

“Sheriff.”

She nodded.

“How’s it going, Tussel? Busy here, this morning,” Eve noted.

“Yeah you should get out of here before they see you. You’re a walking cover story.”

Eve shook her head and said, “Could you help me move these guys inside? I’ll take her. You take him.”

“No problem. You just dropping them off?”

“Yeah. I’d love to stay but…”

“Chesapeake Valley calls,” Tussel quipped.

Eve grinned. “Always. There’s always something…”

She rounded the Tahoe and opened the backseat. Maybe she didn’t have to be so rough, but she did half-drag Orla out of the car, to the point where she howled that Eve was hurting her. She eased up a bit but it was too late. When they were halfway across the lot, a journalist that was right on Easton’s heels suddenly yelled: “Sheriff!”

“Mac! Mac! Over here!”

“Sheriff Wicker. After such a heroic arrest, what’s next for you? Are you hoping for a life sentence?”

Eve kept her head down as journalists pushed in. She tossed a look over her shoulder. Tussel was struggling to get through too.

“Step back!” an officer from the front steps encroached and tried to clear away some of the phones and cameras.

When they got to the sidewalk, one of the reporters either fell or purposefully threw themselves between Eve and Orla and Tussel and Mac. And Eve got this feeling then. Time slowed. She saw the distraction on Tussel’s face, the loosening of her grip. Eve’s eyes met Mac’s dark stare again and then it was gone. And he was gone. He was running, taking off across the concrete, headed straight for a collection of trees across the road.

Eve pushed Orla into the hands of the officer from the steps and took off after Mac.

“Mac! Freeze!” she yelled out.

Cameras snapped behind her.

She quickly walkie’d. “Suspect is fleeing. Repeat. Suspect is fleeing. South of 105 west.”

Mac ran across traffic, his handcuffs jangling under the sounds of blaring horns and squealing tires. Eve held out a hand to keep the traffic stopped as she sprinted after him.

“Mac!” Eve threw out again. He glanced over his shoulder.

Sirens wailed in the distance.

Eve looked ahead. The foliage wasn’t thick, but if he kept going, he’d end up back in a suburb where he could very well put innocent people in danger. It was a patch of grass, a huge parking lot, and a red brick building with several black lampposts dotting the lot.

Mac almost got clipped by a truck as he cut across the road. A man opened his truck door and threw out several brutal swears.

“Stay in your vehicle,” Eve demanded, putting a hand on her belt. She took out her gun and continued the chase.

Mac hit the next parking lot and Eve could hear his sneakers slapping the pavement. He was in good shape. He was young.

“Stop, Mac!” Eve yelled. “This isn’t worth it!”

More officers were approaching behind her. Backup would be here in seconds.

Mac veered to the right, rounding the brick building. Eve was right on him. With his handcuffed wrists, Mac swung them over a metal garbage bin and yanked it to the ground. It slammed in front of Eve, plastic bottles scattering in front of her boots. She hopped over top, kicking up only one Lays chip bag.

Mac yelled something that she couldn’t make out.

She moved to the left. She saw the way the building was curving. If she cut him off on the left, he couldn’t move to the right until he cleared the walls, and this place was huge, maybe a school or community center of some kind.

As they got to the corner, Eve reached him. Mac skidded to a halt at the gun only a few feet from him.

“Shoot me!” he yelled.

“Get on the ground!” Eve replied.

“I can’t…” His eyes welled with tears. “I can’t go to jail, Sheriff!”

“Get on the ground now!” she repeated.

He came at her. She knew what he wanted. The handcuffs clinked as he tried to wrestle her to the ground. In two swift movements, Eve holstered her gun, grabbed his shoulder with her arms and twisted it around to his back. She got her knee into his back and got him onto the concrete. Dribbles of spit flew out of his mouth as his cheek squished against the pavement.

“Why?!” he cried.

Eve pushed against the back of his head. “I am not just a gun.”

They were surrounded by cars and other officers within minutes. The Colorado Springs Police Department helped Eve get Mac to his feet and back across the street to the courthouse. Her heartbeat was in her ears and sweat had built at the base of her back and her upper lip. She caught her breath back by the Tahoe, grabbing her water bottle out of the door.

“Well done, Sheriff,” a flat voice said from behind her. It was Jack Jamison, Assistant Director of the Colorado Bureau of Investigation. Not exactly Eve’s boss, but the closest thing to it when she needed extra resources.

“Thanks,” Eve replied. “He wasn’t going anywhere.”

“No. Looks like you showed some restraint there though… could have very well been bloody.”

“I wouldn’t let that happen,” she said.

“Well, it’s not up to you out here,” he stated.

“Right. No. I know,” Eve said. “I didn’t mean anything by that. Just that… I have priorities and I try to keep to them.”

“That’s apparent from your recent months’ work.”

Eve wasn’t sure if that was a compliment. She nodded and gave him half a smile. Intimidating wasn’t the right word for Jamison. Maybe stoic or domineering with not one shred of a sense of humor. The closest thing Eve had ever seen to him making a joke was him smiling at a typo on a case file.

“You can probably head back now unless you want to watch the trial,” he said.

Eve didn’t need his permission but she nodded again anyway.

“I think I’ll catch it online,” she replied. “I’ve got a bit of a drive back.”

“There a golf course out that way?” he asked as Eve tossed her water bottle on the passenger’s seat.

“Uh, yeah, but it’s outside of town… there’s one at Perry Park just before it too.”

“We’ll have to get in a round some day.”

“Sure. Have to do it before the cold comes in,” she said.

“We’ve got all of fall still.”

“We sure do.”

Eve smiled and he shook her hand. That felt like the closest she was going to get to a “good work” from Jamison so she took it with pride. He made direct contact and squeezed her palm, and it almost distracted Eve from what she saw behind him. What she swore she saw behind him. The wide frame of Jim Benson.

Eve was still clasping his hand, trying to peer behind Jamison.

“What is it?” he asked.

She stepped away and narrowed her eyes in the gathering of reporters and bystanders. Was that the top of his balding head? Moving through?

Eve said, “Excuse me.”

But she knew Jamison was still watching her as she stepped around cars and people to get a closer look. People were laughing about Mac’s attempted escape and most moved out of the way for Eve after her heroic display but a few desperate journalists tried to get her attention.

“Ms. Wicker! Sheriff! Over here. We’d love to get a few quotes about the Redding kids.”

Eve ignored them. She looked at the shoes. She remembered his large dress shoes when he had been standing behind Cleveland Cohen all those times. Jim Benson was the number one henchman to a conman that Eve had lost track of weeks ago. A part of her wondered if Cohen was dead. Maybe Elijah Stern had really given him the boot with a bullet to the head.

Eve stopped at the curb, stepping up onto it to get a better view.

A car was pulling out of the lot with tinted windows. She tried to grab the plates but it was too far away. What could Benson be looking for here? Cohen himself? Or if he was working for Elijah Stern, was he trying to get the kids back? Complete the trafficking himself. Maybe they were just getting a lay of the land, wondering if Stern and the Vine were about to be brought up and incriminated in this trial. Or maybe, he was looking for her.

Jamison had followed her through the crowd and he got the reporters to back down with a one stern look.

“What is it, Sheriff?” he asked, peering up at her on the curb.

“I thought I saw someone I recognized…”

“Who?”

“Jim Benson.”

“Unravel that for me.”

“You remember Cleveland Cohen?”

“Vaguely,” he replied.

“Benson was his muscle.”

“But they took off, didn’t they?”

“Right. Haven’t seen them since…” she left the “until now” in the air.

Jamison helped her down from the curb and said, “I can get you the plates from this lot for this morning.”

“That would be great. I thought I saw him drive off, but I didn’t get a good look.”

He said, “Trust your instincts. They’ve been serving you well.”

On the drive back home, Eve was constantly peering out for the black car with the tinted windows. She didn’t see it in town or once she got to the interstate. She thought for a second she saw it in a Chik-Fil-A parking lot, but when she did a U-turn to double check it wasn’t the right one. There was a teenager outside, leaning on the trunk, vaping and munching on chicken nuggets between hits. Not the massive, imposing form of Jim Benson. Maybe she hadn’t seen him at all, but Jamison was right. She needed to trust herself. Her instincts had so far proved her right. She had solved the murders of Duncan Springer and Diana Greer. She had saved Roman from Travis Wate. She had stopped the trafficking of three underage foster kids, and the criminals responsible were about to be tried. Her instincts were persistent though, leading her back to the answer that frightened and excited her the most: Elijah Stern. It was like a gap in her chest, small, the size of a pinhole, but wide enough to cause discomfort and for her to be very aware of its presence and the ever-lurking shadow of him in her town.

Her phone rang and it made her jump.

“Hey,” Eve said.

“Hey, beautiful,” Roman said from the other end. “How’s it going?”

“Okay…” she replied. “I got our friends dropped off. One of them decided to go for a little jog first.”

“Really? Mac, I’m guessing?”

“Yup. He’s pretty fast. But I’m faster.”

Roman laughed. “That doesn’t surprise me. Not that he ran… I guess that does surprise me, but that you caught him.”

“He wasn’t going anywhere,” Eve said. “He wanted to take the easy way out.”

“Oh…” Roman took a moment to process that. “Oh. You okay?”

“Yeah…” she replied. “How’s your day?”

“Well, I was just on the phone with my mom. I’ve been telling her a lot about you. She really wants to meet you.”

“I’d like to meet her too.”

“Yeah? We should. Maybe this fall…”

Eve smiled. “I have a feeling this is gonna be a busy time.”

“It’s never not a busy time,” he said. “We’ve got to make time to go. You’d love West Virginia. The ranch over there ain’t like the one I got here.”

“We’ll try. I promise we’ll try when things start to settle down.”

Roman sighed. “I hear you. That’s cop talk.”

“What do you want me to say?” Eve asked.

“Nothing. I want you to say what you want to say.”

Eve said nothing, stuck in decision paralysis.

“Okay…” Roman muttered. “That’s fine too.”

“Sorry,” Eve said. “A lot on my mind. As usual. You know how it is at this point.”

“I know, and I love it, don’t worry. I love watching you work… watching you think… watching you get out of the shower.”

Eve laughed. “Okay, easy. I’m on my way back.”

“Good. I need to see you. Also…there’s something going on on 6th street. Sharon call you?”

“Really? Not yet.”

Eve clicked the walkie on her belt to make sure it was on. She adjusted the radio too.

“I’m sure she’ll brief you when you get back,” he said.

“I shouldn’t be getting that news from you,” Eve replied.

“Hey! I’m dialed in, baby. I know the happenings in Chesapeake Valley now. And that’s thanks to you.”

“Maybe you should go back to being a hermit…” she mused. “Maybe I liked you that way.”

Roman laughed. “I’ll be whatever you want me to be.”
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Amy Lesterfield

It was a long time since she had been in Chesapeake Valley. Not much had changed in the last twelve years. It was still a grid of sixteen streets, crossed over by Maple, Main and Boulder, and Caledonia on the north side. The text on the water tower by the mine had faded even further to be almost illegible from the road. The shadows of the mountains still stretched across the streets as the days went on, and the white-steepled church still poked out over top of the town like a single finger gesturing for you to come closer. She decided to stop for gas at the end of Main Street and she could see the burgundy roof of the Red Rock Inn two streets over. And then there was the smell of cigarettes and pine trees. So fresh with an overlapping carcinogen. It made her want to grab a pack quickly, but her daughter, Luna, knocked on the back window just to wave at her from the backseat of the car and she decided it wasn’t worth it and had never been.

Sebastian was in the front. His long legs were forcing him to bend his knees and he had his eyes glued to his phone.

Amy opened the driver’s side door and asked, “Should I grab us some snacks for tonight?”

“Auntie Mary said they had lots of food there…” Sebastian grumbled.

“I want chips!” Luna exclaimed. “Pickle chips!”

“Okay. Pickle chips. Any other requests?”

“Whatever,” Sebastian muttered. “I just want to get there already.”

“This is our last stop. It’s just down the street.”

He finally glanced up from his screen and said, “Dr. Pepper or something.”

“Okay.”

Amy closed the door and went to pay for the gas and the snacks. She got some other chips, bananas, and a few bags of gummy candy too, because even though Mary said there was food, it was not going to be good for the kids. It never was. Sebastian was picky and Luna was somehow even more so. She tried to force them into some semblance of nutrition, but she didn’t need the crying and screaming protests right now. It was the last thing their family needed to fill the Hawthorne house with after what had happened.

Mary’s car was in the driveway. Mom’s Volkswagen was on the street and Daniel’s truck was blocking Mary from getting out. They had left her a little bit of room at least.

This was the house that Amy had spent several summers in as a teenager. She had fallen once on the front steps and split open her knee so bad she’d needed stitches. She had helped her grandmother paint the door one summer, and they had decided on an audacious red that they had both pretended that they had liked at first. It was back to a neutral taupe now and Grandma had had to hire a painter to go over Amy’s shoddy work. The bay window was usually covered with heavy curtains to block out the afternoon sun, but they were wide open now or maybe even gone completely. It was two stories with the porch out front and wide windows with white grids. The garden out front that was usually pristine had been left to the weeds and the weather but the pots were in okay shape.

Martha was gone. Grandma was gone. Without her, the Hawthorne house would be different.

“Did you see my headphones?” Sebastian asked, going through his backpack as they got out of the car.

“I think they’re in the grocery bag in the back,” Amy replied.

“I hope I didn’t leave them at Dad’s…” he said.

Amy didn’t say anything but she took Luna in her arms and threw a bag on her back. They had enough clothes to stay for a while, and she didn’t want to go back to Castle Rock anytime soon. She had one month left on the rent there and then she would have to figure something else out. Something quieter. Something better for the kids. A place like Chesapeake Valley.

“Oh, my! No way is that my grand-nephew. Look at how tall you are, Sebastian!” Mary hobbled down the steps. “Every time I see you, you grow a few more inches. Rich and Joey are in the backyard.”

“Okay. Thanks,” Sebastian murmured.

“Say hello to your grandma and your uncle too,” Amy called after him.

“Yeah!” Sebastian yelled as he slunked inside.

“How you doing?” Mary asked. She gave Luna a pinch on her cheeks and she pulled away, tucking her face into Amy’s shoulder.

“I’m doing okay. How about you?” Amy asked. “A bit weird being back here. How’s Mom?”

“She’s doing fine. I don’t know… didn’t we all kinda know?” Mary dropped her voice, and Amy put Luna down so she could go inside on her own.

“I know. She’d been sick. I didn’t think she’d ever die though…” Amy laughed a little. “I thought that woman was immortal.”

Mary’s eyes suddenly welled with tears and she pulled her niece into a tight hug.

“Oh. Oh. I’m so glad you’re here, Amy.”

Amy could smell three days of beer on Mary’s breath.

“Come on. It’s okay,” Amy said. “Did you have something to eat?”

“Yes. Yes.” She dabbed at her tears with her sleeve. “Silas won’t let me not, you know. He’s always so worried about my blood sugar but he never thinks about my waistline.”

She sniffled and patted her stomach as she led Amy up to the house.

Inside, it was mostly family. Amy’s brother Daniel was sipping a to-go mug of coffee and on his laptop at the kitchen table. Stacey, her mother, was on the phone behind him and snapping her fingers, pointing something out to Daniel on the screen before he scrolled past. He nodded at her.

In the living room, Silas, Mary’s husband, was talking to the two men that Amy didn’t recognize. They were both well-dressed. One had blue eyes and barely any hair left. The other was in a suit and well into his sixties with a hunched posture.

Luna ran ahead to hug Stacey.

“Yes. Yes. We close at five. That’s good. I gotta go. Yes. It’s fine. I’ll be back tomorrow. Okay. Bye.”

Stacey clicked off the phone and her face broke into a bright white smile. She picked up Luna and covered her cheeks with kisses.

“Hello, my little Luna!” Stacey exclaimed.

“Grandma! We saw a mommy deer and a baby deer!”

“Did you? On the highway?”

“Yup! They were on the road and Mommy had to beep at them to get them out of the way.” Luna giggled.

“Well, your mommy is a good driver.”

Straining, Stacey put Luna down and pulled Amy into a hug instead.

“How are you, darling?” she asked.

“I’m good,” Amy said. But Mom looked at her with that same look that she had looked at her with since the divorce: pity with a dash of I-told-you-so.

“Silas!” Mary’s voice cut across the house. “Silas. Did you see where we put Martha’s tea? She had some, didn’t she?”

“I don’t know, hun. Ask Emily.”

“Emily!” Mary called right away.

A woman came out from the living room. Amy hadn’t even noticed her. She had strategically placed herself in a spot where she was out of the way and out of sight, which Amy supposed was respectful of her as the family grieved all around her.

“Did you ever meet Emily, Amy?” Mary asked.

“I’m not sure…” Amy said, approaching the hallway. She reached out her hand to shake the woman’s. Her fingers were cold and clammy.

“She was helping Grandma out a lot in those last days…” Mary said.

Emily nodded. “I’m so sorry for your loss, Ms. Hawthorne.”

“Ah. It’s Lesterfield, actually,” Amy said. “I got married. Got divorced. Kept his name.”

“Yeah. Why is that?” Mary quipped. “Eliminate him from your life!”

Amy laughed. “For the kids. I want us to still be a family…”

“I can understand that,” Emily said and Amy smiled at her. She smiled back. She had smooth, pale skin and her sandy blonde hair was pulled into a low bun. She was short, and it was hard to tell how old she was.

“Ms. Lesterfield…” The man with blue eyes said from over Emily’s shoulder. “I’m Pastor Greeley.”

He reached out to shake Amy’s hand as well.

“Pastor—” Amy looked at Mary and then over her shoulder at Mom. “I didn’t know Grandma was that religious.”

“She wasn’t. I just wanted to offer my support to your family in this time,” he replied. “You’re all welcome, of course. Any Sunday morning or Saturday night down at the church. I suppose I was thinking of the iconic Hawthornes… Your family has been in this town a long time. And it felt necessary to make sure you’re all… alright.”

“We’re peachy, Pastor,” Daniel said without looking away from his laptop.

“Oh, it has been hard.” Mary nodded. “And if you ask me, suspicious.”

“Mary…” Stacey warned.

“What do you mean?” Amy asked.

“She was fine. I spoke to her on the phone the day before. She dies the next day. She was totally fine.” Mary sniffled. “I don’t get it.”

“She was old, Mary.” Stacey’s practical heels clicked over to the hallway and she wrapped an arm around her daughter’s shoulder. “It was peaceful.”

“Is she still… upstairs?” Amy looked to the stairs in the middle of the hall. They were ornate: white and oak brown with carpeted steps. They curved out at the bottom, the landing like a bulb that Amy had stubbed her toe on several times over the years.

Mary nodded.

Stacey said, “Yes. The coroner should be here soon to help move the body over to the funeral home.”

“Really? It’s taken this long?”

“Small town stuff, sweetie. Get used to it.”

“Should I?”

Daniel closed his laptop. “Are we doing this or what? Mr. Burnham?”

The man in the suit encroached the hallway and nodded in Daniel’s direction.

“Yes. Of course. Shall we review the will?” Burnham gestured for the family to join him in the living room.

Stacey turned to Emily and muttered, “That’ll be all, Emily. Thank you.”

Emily gave a nod and Amy another smile before slipping out of the house, hardly making a sound.

Burnham stood between the two couches in the living room, poking at an iPad. There had once been a wood-burning fireplace, but now it was just an empty mantle of white brick between the two antique green, floral couches. The bay window was letting in so much light without Martha’s heavy curtains drawn closed. Amy couldn’t remember the last time she had seen so much light in this house.

Burnham listed off of the legal jargon that Amy forgot about almost immediately because Luna was struggling against Stacey and Mom wouldn’t let her down. She tried, in a subtle way, to get her attention. But then, Luna kicked and screamed out, and her shirt came up as she squirmed her way out of Stacey’s arms.

“Mom. Just let her go,” Amy said.

“I got it!” Stacey huffed and pulled her own shirt down as Luna giggled her way out of the room.

“Sorry,” she pushed down her blonde hair and sat back down on the couch. “The house, Mr. Burnham?”

“Yes. When it comes to 13 6th Street of Chesapeake Valley, Colorado, Ms. Hawthorne has decided to leave it to Amy.”

“What?!” Daniel jumped to his feet.

“That can’t be right,” Mary laughed. “Right? That can’t be right, right?”

“That’s not right,” Daniel stated.

Amy took in the news. Had she thought there was a chance? Yes. A small bit of her. She kept up to date with Martha, and her grandmother had known that her living situation was less than ideal. Plus, all those summers together. Daniel and Mary had never done that with her. Daniel had barely engaged their grandmother throughout their adulthood and Mary only called to gossip at her. But Amy, certainly, had thought the house was going to Daniel or Stacey. Mom would have flipped it for an easy profit. Daniel would have found a way to make money off of it too. Amy knew he was looking to settle down soon. It was finally happening. It had taken him until his late thirties, but he was starting to get that look that men got when they got tired of their own company.

“It’s Amy Lesterfield, is that right?” Burnham asked.

Amy blinked. “Yes. Yes, it is.”

“I’ve left the keys in the drawer by the sink and we’ll get the paperwork all drawn up as soon as we can. Should only be a couple days.”

“But… the—”

“How about my mom’s body upstairs?” Stacey interrupted. “We need some time to sort through things here, I think, Burnham.”

“Mom,” Amy said.

“What?” Stacey looked at her with both eyebrows raised and pursed lips. “You don’t actually want this place, do you?”

“I don’t know. It could be… It could be good. For all of us.” Amy gestured to the echo of Luna’s sneakers upstairs.

The room went quiet.

Mary shook her head. Silas patted her shoulder. Daniel seemed to still be in shock. He was staring out the bay window, the sunlight forcing his pupils into pinholes. Stacey’s eyes were glued to Amy, appraising, trying to determine if this was real. Daniel suddenly got up and left the room. He grabbed his sports jacket from the back of a kitchen chair and slammed the front door on his way out.

Shaking her head, Stacey said, “I knew this was going to upset him. No matter the outcome.”

“He can be so dramatic.” Mary rolled her eyes. “I think… I think this is gonna work.” She patted Amy’s thigh. “You should stay here. It would be good. The kids would love it here. Great school.”

The whistle of a siren cut through the living room and Silas jumped. Blue and white lights flashed in through the window as dusk had set in. Joey and Rich came in through the back doors. Just like Sebastian, they had grown quickly. Rich was three years older and Joey was two years younger, but all three still carried the distinct and unmistakable scent of teenage boy. Rich should have been in college, but he had been sticking around home until he had a solid plan, according to Mary. Amy knew the real story though. Seeing him now, he looked near a grown man. But he still had the smugness of a boy on his face, like he was always way too cool to be wherever he was.

“Cops are here?” he asked.

“Yes,” Stacey peered out the window. “Looks like the sheriff. Did somebody call?”

“I did!” Mary stood up from the couch with her fists clenched. “I told you all. Something isn’t right with how Grandma Martha died. I want them to take a look at her while they still can.”

“Mary…” Silas sighed.

“Really?” Stacey leaned into one hip. “You think now was the best time, hun?”

“I need closure,” Mary’s lip trembled. “She’s my mom, too.”

“Oh shit,” Rich said from the hall. “She’s hot.”

Mary hissed, “Rich! Go back outside!”

He laughed. “No way.”

Luna screamed from upstairs. It made Amy’s blood run cold. She got to her feet and bolted from the room. The last she heard was the start of a disgruntled conversation between Burnham and her mother, probably Mom telling him to get out of here before things got Hawthorne Havoc. But in Amy’s mind, it was way too late.

She took the stairs two at a time, almost slipping several times. Her family was protesting below, but she could only focus on where her daughter was and getting her to safety as soon as possible.

Amy cried, “Luna!”
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

When Eve pulled up to the house, a man was pacing across the front yard with a cigarette hanging out of his mouth. He stopped his walking when she parked the Tahoe and whooped the siren to let them know she was there.

“That’s…” Sharon scrolled through her phone. “Daniel Hawthorne, Stacey’s son. Martha’s eldest grandson.”

“Why’s he look so stressed?” Eve asked, peering through the windshield.

“Says he works up in Denver. Got some big important job there. A lot of responsibilities on his shoulders, maybe,” Sharon said.

Eve cocked her head. It didn’t seem like work stress to her. Daniel had just lost his grandmother, and he was pacing outside her house on 6th Street in Chesapeake Valley. This was unnerving. Something he wasn’t familiar with dealing with.

Eve got out of the car, and Sharon followed in behind her.

Daniel came to meet them at the walking path.

“Who called you guys?” he snipped.

“Hello to you too,” Sharon said.

His lips pressed into a line.

Sharon continued, “Someone by the name of Mary Caddel.”

“Yeah. That’s my aunt. I don’t know why she called. Martha’s been dead since yesterday, and she’s as old as dirt. This wasn’t exactly unexpected,” he explained.

“What a lovely way to talk about your late grandmother,” Sharon said. They glared at one another.

Eve stated, “I think it’s best we take a look anyway.”

Daniel looked her up and down and said, “You must be the sheriff. I’ve heard about you.”

“Yes. I’m Sheriff Wicker, and this is Deputy Garcia,” she said.

“Daniel Hawthorne.”

They shook hands, but he distinctly didn’t touch Sharon. They heard a yell from inside, and Daniel led them up the porch steps to the front door.

He said to Eve, “My family is in shambles right now. Just FYI. They’re pretty manic to begin with but throw in Grandma’s death and it’s been like hell.”

They opened the door. There was a young man with sunken cheeks right at the window who had clearly been watching them. Sharon stepped back and let Eve take the lead.

“Cops are here,” Daniel called out.

A portly woman with dyed black hair came out of the living room. She said, “Oh, thank goodness. Thank you so much for coming.”

“You must be Mary,” Eve said.

“Yes. Yes. And this is my husband Silas. That’s my sister, Stacey,” she pointed to a woman with perfect highlights and dressed like she was going to corporate training instead of her mother’s funeral. “Our kids are all around too. Here’s my youngest, Joey. And that’s Rich. My oldest.”

She pointed to the young man with the sunken cheeks who winked at Eve when her eyes went to him.

“I thought I heard someone yell,” Eve noted.

“Oh. My niece went upstairs exploring… stumbled in on Martha’s body.”

Eve and Sharon looked at one another.

“Mind if we take a look?” Eve asked.

“Please do,” Mary said. “I told them all! I just don’t believe that she just… I don’t know. She was perfectly healthy.”

“She was eighty-seven years old, Mary,” Daniel grumbled.

“Still!”

Stacey stepped forward to say, “We were just going over her last will and testament. There’s lots to sort out here, so how long will this take?”

“We’ll just take a quick look,” Eve said. “I understand that you’re all grieving.”

There was a pause then, as if they were all contemplating determining if Eve’s words were true. For some of them, it was. For others, like Daniel and Stacey, this all seemed like more of a legal process to them.

Upstairs, Eve and Sharon found one of the doors open at the end of the hall, through which they could see a bedroom. In it was a queen-sized bed with a window above it that faced the backyard and provided a spectacular view of the foothills. Eve could almost point out Roman’s cabin amongst the peaks and trees.

In the middle of the bed, the corpse of an old woman with long white hair lay still. She looked sunken and small in the burgundy covers and gold-laced pillows. Her skin was a grayish hue and, at least due to the oncoming shift of autumn and the open window, there was no smell. Not yet.

A velvet sofa chair in the corner was occupied by a woman who was holding a young blonde girl close to her chest. The girl was moaning and crying softly, and the woman was shushing her, patting and rubbing the back of her shirt.

“Sorry…” Eve said. “You must be Amy.”

The woman nodded. She had large brown doe eyes and thick black eyelashes to frame them. Her hair was a dirty blonde and pulled up into a messy bun.

“Yes… I guess Mary called you,” she said. “This is Martha. Luna and I will get out of your hair. She wandered in here and it freaked her out a little.”

Amy adjusted Luna against her front as she stood up.

“Understandable,” Sharon overlooked the body in front of them. The dreariness of the corpse in the streams of narrowing daylight. It was a harrowing scene for anyone, let alone for a five or six-year-old girl.

“Everyone seems a little on edge,” Eve noted. “Considering the scenario, I understand, but is anything else going on?”

Amy let out a deep breath and said, “I guess there was some unexpected stuff with the inheritance.”

Eve stared at her, knowing there was more to it.

“She gave me the house,” she pointed with her chin to Martha. “Daniel or Mom were expecting it. Bit of an upset.”

“Really? And you’re Stacey’s youngest?” Eve asked.

Amy nodded. “Grandma and I always had a good relationship. She wanted to help me, I know. I know she did.”

“Why do you think Mary called us?” Eve followed up.

“She just doesn’t believe that Grandma passed on in the way she did.”

“Was she sick?”

“Sorta. She had high blood pressure and was definitely slowing down. We didn’t come to visit as much as we should have… I know that.”

“Anything else you think we should know?”

“Did you guys meet Rich downstairs?”

Eve nodded.

“He has a record. DUI. If you look him up, you’ll find it, I’m sure.”

“That’s Mary’s oldest son?” Eve clarified.

“Yes. Not that I think he somehow… He just… he’s… troubled.”

Eve knew that was a polite way of saying he was an absolute wildcard. She would have to be on the lookout for him while this case was unwinding if there was a case here at all.

“Mommy…” Luna said into Amy’s shoulder. “Can I have a juice?”

“Sure, honey.”

Amy smiled at both Eve and Sharon as she went out of the room, leaving them with Martha’s body. They did a circle of the room. Sharon checked out the view of the backyard, and Eve peeked under the bed and into the closet.

“We should call Dom,” Eve said. “Get her opinion on this.”

“Yeah. Let’s get her moved to Kingman’s,” Sharon agreed. “You really think something else is going on here? Just seems like an old woman who met her time to me.”

“Hard to say without any evidence,” Eve stated. “It is concerning that there’s already so much conflict around her inheritance.”

“Yeah, but that’s not really that unusual with big families, right? I remember when my mom’s dad died. It almost split that side apart.”

Eve nodded, knowing as an only child with a murdered mother that she would never be able to relate. She took another circle and then a glance outside the window above the bed frame. The backyard was fenced and Eve noticed a collection of cigarette butts on the one side.

“Anything, Officers?” A voice said from the doorway. It was Mary and she distinctly stood on the other side of the frame, not crossing into the room.

“Not a lot,” Eve said. “Is there something particular we should be looking for?”

“Candles. Upside-down crosses. Sage and lavender.”

“Uh… What exactly do you mean?”

“Witches!” she exclaimed. “Mom was killed by witches. Trust me. I know how that sounds. But I’m telling you. Our family has… had been living here forever and they really… I don’t know, they pissed off the wrong neighbors. There was this group of ladies that hated them. I remember them when I was a kid. Dad used to spray ‘em with the hose to get them off of our property…”

“I’m sorry… Witches?” Sharon half-laughed.

“I’m serious.” Mary’s expression dropped. “They’re around. They’re here and they killed my mom. She was cursed.”

“I wish you could tell us a bit more. Maybe you should come down to the station and give us the full story.”

“Nope. No. No way. I don’t know. I told you. I just kinda remember… and I don’t know, I get these feelings. I got this feeling as soon as I got inside the house. It’s not just Mom… the whole place.” She scrutinized the ornate mahogany door frame. “It’s not safe to be here. And I’m so glad that Amy got it. She’s gonna fix it, I think.”

Eve said, “We can hope. Are you all staying in town?”

“For now, until we can get the funeral sorted. We’re staying here. I guess Amy and her kids will be staying here too now. Daniel got a room down at the Red Rock. I think just Stacey is going to be back and forth.”

“Why’s that?”

“She owns a huge real estate brokerage in Denver. Daniel works for her too. She can’t take time off work, like ever. Well, not that she can’t. She doesn’t.”

“I think it’s a good idea for you guys to all stick around as much as possible. At least until we can get an autopsy done.”

“Well, you’re gonna have to talk her into that. I’m not touching that with a ten-foot pole.” Mary laughed. She tucked her short hair behind her ear and turned on her heel. Eve and Sharon followed her back down the stairs.

The rest of the house was immaculate. It was clear that it had been owned by someone with age and grace as it was well taken care of and straight out of a Victorian romance novel in terms of the floral decor and the balance of burgundies and creams. No dust on the trim. No specks of dirt, even in the darkest corners. There were two things that Eve did notice, though more cigarette butts by the back step, which stood out amongst the cleanliness, and a door underneath the stairs with a magnificent bronze knob. It was enwrapped with gilded vines that spiraled into and around a skeleton keyhole.

“Key’s been lost for years,” Stacey said from the kitchen doorway, barely looking up from her phone. “Mom never let us down there anyway. But she said that the key died with Eli.”

“Eli?” Eve asked.

“My dad.”

“How long has it been since it’s been open?

“Oh, years. I mean unless Mom was hanging out down there without us, but I doubt it. She was pretty slow near the end. She needed Emily’s help just getting up the stairs.”

“Emily?”

“She was Mom’s caretaker. Emily Silva.”

“Not anymore?”

“Well, of course not. Who’s she going to take care of?”

“Right. Where’s she at now?”

“I assume looking for another job…” Stacey glanced up. “She’ll find something. She’s smart.”

Eve tossed Sharon a glance and muttered to her, “Let’s gather some notes on this. Lots of crisscross and relationships here.”

Sharon nodded. “You got it, Sheriff.”

“We’re gonna move that body over to the funeral home,” Eve said.

Amy and Luna were in the kitchen, and they were both giggling about something. Something about the way the juice looked in the cup.

“Good,” Stacey said. “I think it best if we get her out of here as soon as possible.”

“Any reason for the rush?” Sharon asked. “Sometimes families like to mourn for a little while…”

“We have. We knew this was happening. It was only a matter of time really…” Stacey sighed. “Of course, that doesn’t make it any easier. It’s just better for the kids if she’s not upstairs anymore.”

“Were you surprised by the outcome of your mother’s will?” Eve asked.

It was clear that Stacey didn’t like that question. Her face furrowed into a collection of lines and she let loose a grin that was sideways yet perfect. Veneers, probably.

“I was and I wasn’t,” she said. She leaned in to say, “Amy deserves it.”

“Really? Why not Daniel?” Eve asked. “Or… Mary?”

She tried to get all the names right.

Stacey looked side to side. It wouldn’t have been difficult for either Daniel, who was out on the front step through the open door, and Mary, who was shuffling around upstairs, to eavesdrop if they wanted to.

“It’s just…” Stacey shook her head. “It’s complicated, and they both have well-established homes and families. Mom saw that Amy needed a bone thrown her way and did it. Daniel can gripe all he wants. Mom did this because she wanted to. And she was always the type of woman who knew what she wanted.”
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

The mayor of Chesapeake Valley came to visit Eve the next morning. The Hawthornes were still on her mind. She had looked up their records and found Rich’s DUI per Amy’s information and that meant that, at least, she could be sort of trusted. Something about the way Stacey had spoken of their dynamic hadn’t sat right with Eve. Same thing with the way Mary had vaguely described “witches” who were holding a grudge. It seemed like there were a lot of crossed wires in that family, and Eve was nervous to reach her hand in and get shocked.

Mayor Leslie Traynor was a woman in her fifties with deep smile lines and spiky silver hair.

“Sheriff!” she beamed when she came in. “I was hoping you’d be here.”

“I’m here a lot.” Eve stood up from her desk. Sharon wasn’t in yet, but she was on her way with a couple of coffees and croissants from the bakery. She smiled. “Nothing beats a Tuesday morning at the station. Good to see you. You just got back from… what was it? Australia?”

“That’s right, and New Zealand. It was beautiful, of course. The mountains were absolutely breathtaking. I can’t recommend it enough if you ever want to get out of the office!”

“Probably not in the schedule anytime soon,” Eve tilted her head. “Always too much going on in this town.”

“Right,” Leslie chortled. “It is a place where stuff happens. I’ve always said that. My mom always said that too. ‘If you’ve got nothing to do, head to Chesapeake Valley because there’s always something happening and there’s always a happening coming.’”

Eve laughed a little at the turn of phrase.

“I like that,” she said. “And I don’t mind. I like being busy.”

“Well, it’s just a match made in heaven. And the people seem to really like you too. Everyone I talked to said you were pretty impressive while I was gone. You’ve solved a couple of crimes. Saved a couple of people.”

“Sure… None of it’s been easy. But I’m happy to be here and hopefully making a difference.” Eve didn’t bother to fill in the specifics. She didn’t need to do the tally in her head again of all that had happened over these past six months. There was something about Leslie’s smile; it wasn’t reaching her eyes and Eve had a feeling there was more to this friendly visit.

“Something I can do for you, Leslie?” Eve decided to be straightforward.

“Well, we’d like to have a meeting.”

“We?”

“The town council. You know it, of course. It’s myself, Walter Presley, Freddy Campbell and Mrs. Janet Kingman.”

“Right… Yes. I knew of its existence…” Eve shifted in her boots. “I haven’t heard much from you guys.”

“Well, of course, I’ve been away. It’s hard to make the time, as you know as a fellow busybody!”

“And this meeting is in regards to what exactly?”

“No need to get nervous, dear!” Leslie patted her shoulder. “Like I said, we’re very happy with how you’ve been performing in our town. It’s been truly amazing to watch you work and help make Chesapeake Valley a better place. However… There are some concerns over the incident with the mine. Specifically, your investigation into that old house outside of town that’s on Kingman property.”

“The farmhouse?” Eve asked. “The farmhouse by the mine exit? Outside of town by what? Like a mile or two?”

“Yes. South of the mine.”

“Right. I know what you’re talking about. What about it?”

“We have some concerns over your investigation into the property.”

“As in?”

“We have concerns.”

“I’d really love to hear about them. I mean it. I don’t want anyone to—”

“Let’s save it for the town council, Sheriff. Trust me. It’ll be better if we have an audience and if you don’t have to repeat yourself to Janet because she’s the one that needs to hear it, of course. Being a Kingman. The Kingman, now, actually.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Well, since her husband died, she’s really taken a hold on the business despite her age… Not that it’s any of my business. She keeps pretty tight-lipped about most things, and don’t go poking around her house or trying to call her! She hates that.”

Eve thought of the fact that she had already tried to do both of those things when she had originally discovered the property was, in fact, owned by the Kingmans. Not that it was unusual for Chesapeake Valley. They were huge landholders in the small town and had once owned more than half of the properties in the county.

“I won’t,” Eve said.

Leslie smiled. “Good. I heard that you’re seeing that burly man who lives in the foothills…”

Eve couldn’t help but laugh at the jarring change from business to pleasure.

“Roman?” Eve clarified. “Yeah. We’ve been spending time together.”

“I did find that a little surprising. You’re both so strong and type-A. Headstrong too, and two strong heads are bound to butt.”

Eve laughed again because she really didn’t know how else to react. This was making her uncomfortable. She moved to go back to her desk and Leslie grabbed her wrist. Eve immediately pulled her arm out of her grip.

“I’m sorry?” Eve questioned. She towered over the woman, stepping up to her a little.

Leslie lifted her hands by her ears and took a step back. “Can’t a woman be surprised? I was surprised. But now that I see you and speak to you. I know him. Yes. Yeah. I get it.”

She nodded and Eve couldn’t tell if she was telling the truth. She couldn’t see how Roman was relevant to this conversation.

“You changed your mind?” Eve paced over to the reception desk, mindlessly sorting through a few papers.

“Yes. I think you seem smart,” Leslie said. “I think he would like you.”

“I’m sorry, how exactly do you know him?”

“That was my cabin! He never told you that?”

“No. No. I don’t think so.”

“Yes. My family owned it. My uncle.”

“So, not your cabin?”

“Well, I used it all the time. He doesn’t even live in the state. But Chesapeake is in my blood, you know? This is more than just a town to me. I hope you understand. My grandmother was once mayor.”

“I see. I didn’t know that,” Eve said.

“So anyway, I met Roman Marek a couple of times to talk about the details. We had a great time. Actually, we usually went to your dad’s bakery. Lovely there. I love the eclairs. You should tell him to get those back on the menu.”

Leslie winked.

“I’ll pass it on,” Eve said stiffly.

The doors to the station opened and Sharon came in carrying two coffees and a white box under her arm. Leslie went to help her, scooping the box out of her grip.

“Oh! Speak of the devil! I know a Wicker’s Bakery box when I see one!”

“Good morning, Mayor Traynor,” Sharon said, passing Eve her coffee with cream. Her father had drawn a smiley face on her lid. It was squiggly and uneven with one eye much higher than the other. She smiled.

“What brings you in this morning?” Sharon asked, taking the box back from Leslie and placing it on the desk.

“Oh. I was just coming to speak with Ms. Eve here,” Leslie replied. “I think we’re all good here though, is that right, Sheriff?”

Eve swallowed. “Yes. I’m good if you are.”

“Good.” Leslie smiled, a bright small-toothed smile. “Have a lovely day, girls.”

She went out with another smile and a wave. Sharon waved back and Eve just watched her leave.

“What was that all about?” Sharon asked.

“I think I just got reprimanded…” Eve scoffed.

“For real?”

“Well, they want a meeting.”

“About what?”

“The farmhouse.”

“The farmhouse.”

“The Kingmans’ farmhouse.”

“The one where your mom—”

“Yes.”

“Wow. Why? Why does that old house keep coming up?”

“They don’t keep up with it. They don’t want to take any responsibility for the state it’s gotten to by just leaving it there for anyone to pick up and use for any reason.” Eve felt her face getting hot. “I hate it. I hate that I’m going to have to bend over to the Kingmans on this. Why wouldn’t they have sold it? If nobody was using it anyway. They were just letting it sit there and hemorrhage money because they could afford to do that. What if they had sold it? Why is it all of a sudden my problem, my responsibility, just because they can’t even be bothered—”

“Eve.”

Eve turned around, gripped her desk, and swore into Rich’s open case file on the surface.

“You okay?” Sharon asked. She came up behind her and Eve felt her cool hand on her back.

“Yes. Yeah,” she closed her eyes. “I’m sorry. I’ve just been trying not to think about my mom.”

“You should,” Sharon said. “It’s okay to think about her, Eve. Hell, it’s even okay to talk about her.”

Eve let out a sad laugh. “I don’t know what to say…”

Sharon patted her back and said, “That’s okay too.”

Eve leaned into her and Sharon gave her a meaningful side hug that shifted into a bear wrap though she only came up to Eve’s shoulders.

“I’m here if you want to talk about it,” Sharon pulled back. “I’m serious. You can talk to me about anything.”

“I know.” Eve clutched her arm for a second, pulling on her uniform. “Let’s focus on work. That’s always a helpful distraction.”

“On it. What you find out about the Hawthorne house?” Sharon grinned as she opened the box on the desk and revealed a colorful array of macarons.

“Oh my gosh! I didn’t know he was making a batch of macarons.”

“Hot off the press!”

They both grabbed one and cheers-ed as Eve explained what she found about Rich.

“I couldn’t find much else for the rest of the family. No other records,” she said as flakes of pastry scattered on her collar. “Though Silas, Mary’s husband, that’s Stacey’s sister—”

“Right. I’m following,” Sharon said with a mouth full of macaron.

“Silas… he had a road rage incident that I found on Facebook. Somebody recorded this video of him… Here. Take a look.” Eve pulled out her phone. She quickly scrolled through her history and pulled up the video posted by Lauren Stills. In the video, two cars were smashed together from a head-on collision, smoke building between them. Silas was out of the car, waving his finger at the camera and throwing repeated terrible language at the woman holding the phone who was sobbing on the other side.

“You dumb fucking whore! Can’t you fucking see? How could you not see me coming, you stupid cunt?!”

“Holy…” Sharon breathed as the video cut. “That’s a lot.”

“Yeah. There’s some anger in that family,” Eve said.

“The Traynors used to live across the street, you know,” Sharon said, pointing to where Mayor Traynor had been parked outside.

“Across the street from where?”

“From the Hawthorne house,” Sharon grabbed another macaron. “I mean that house is kinda famous in town. Infamous, I guess. It’s a witch house.”

“What? What does that mean? Mary said that too,” Eve questioned.

“I don’t know… it’s old. People moved to town. It was the house of an… alleged witch. They fall in love with her house. They love how it looks. They offered her a lot of money for it. She said no. They waited for her to leave and just took it and didn’t let her back in. They kept offering her money but she would just stand outside, screaming to be let back in. Eventually, she either went away on her own or…”

“They killed her?” Eve asked.

“Burned her at the stake?” Sharon half-laughed. “Who knows? It’s just a stupid story. When I went to school here though, it was famous. The witch on 6th Street. Kids used to say that they could hear her screaming when you walked in front of the house.”

“Yeah. I don’t know if I believe in that kinda stuff…” Eve said.

“Hopefully it all stays as stories.” Sharon downed the second macaron and went for a third.
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Roman Marek

Roman patted the first-calf heifer and led her back to the stables. She hadn’t been eating regularly, and it had started after she’d given birth to his newest and youngest recruit, Cocoa. Cocoa was doing great, but Freya couldn’t get her appetite back up, and the weight was melting off.

“I’ve got something for you,” he whispered to her.

He grabbed the bucket he’d prepared and Karu sniffed around it. He placed the chunks of watermelon in Freya and Cocoa’s trough.

“Come on, Freya,” Roman cooed. “It’s your favorite.”

She sniffed at the trough once before heading into her stables and lying down without looking up again.

“Well…” Roman gazed after her. Cocoa came over to nudge his jeans, and he gave her a scritch behind her ears. That made Karu jealous, and he also came over for a scratch.

He would have to get Doctor Hill to take a look again. The watermelon hadn’t done the trick, and Roman was really at a loss. Part of him wanted to go lay in the stable with her and comfort her. He would listen to her troubles if he could. Just as intently as he listened to Eve’s.

That was only if she would talk about them though. Talking to that woman about her feelings was like pulling teeth sometimes, and he wondered if he had been asking about taking her home to meet his family too soon. He couldn’t be and wouldn’t be worried about scaring her away. He was passionate, and that was how he was. So far, she had seemed to accept that about him. Still, she was hesitant to make any concrete plans for a visit to West Virginia at the Marek Ranch. He knew that she was busy. She would always be busy in this job.

He didn’t mind that. He was busy too. This season especially. He had to get all the hay bought and stored for the winter, and though Cocoa was beautiful, she needed to be sold before the temperature really dropped. Maybe it would improve Freya’s disposition. It seemed a brutal thought to think that separating a calf from her mother might improve her mood, but what if her symptoms were postpartum? Roman had seen it in cows before and he had seen it in his mother when Jules was born. He remembered that distant look on her face. She would sit on the edge of the fence, looking over the pasture, and all of the cattle, the horses, the donkeys; they all avoided her. They wouldn’t go near her. And Jules would cry inside for her, and she would ignore him until Dad screamed at her.

He imagined his mother meeting Eve. They would get along. He was confident in that. His mother was so strong and Eve was somehow even stronger.

He didn’t know if it was possible for Eve to be as attached to him as he was to her. He knew that he had fallen hard, and he was also keenly aware of his track record of getting his heart smashed to bits. Leaning against the fence, he took in a deep breath of the dewy morning air. The rest of the cattle were out to pasture and, hopefully, Freya would get out again today to raise her spirits.

His phone buzzed.

A text from Eve read: “I just had a little chat with Leslie Traynor. You bought your cabin from her??”

Roman held the phone in his hand as he made his way to his truck outside the fence and whistled for Karu.

“Not her,” he texted. “Her dad?”

“Uncle,” Eve corrected right away. “She said you guys met a few times.”

“We had coffee.”

“She really sold you on it?”

“She did. Am I detecting jealousy? How the tables have turned, Sheriff.”

Roman grinned.

“Don’t flatter yourself, Marek.”

He laughed at her response as he opened the back door for Karu to hop inside. The German Shepherd settled up in the backseat.

“I’m glad that you know her,” Eve said.

“A resource,” Roman replied.

“Exactly.”

Roman remembered Leslie Traynor very well. She had taken him to the Wicker bakery for coffee multiple times, and he had always tried to pay for his own bill, but she had beaten him to it all three times. She had flirted. Roman hadn’t thought that she was into him though until he had bought the cabin, and she had shown up at his door with multigrain raspberry muffins. The signs still weren’t enough for him until she had tried to kiss him when he returned the Tupperware to the vestibule of her condo on Main Street. Then, he realized that he had maybe led her on by accident, but he couldn’t have fathomed that a woman of her age and stature would have actually been interested in him and foresaw a relationship together. Since then, he had avoided her entirely. Not really ghosted her, but he had stopped responding after trying it the polite way.

“I’m not sure that she likes me that much…” Roman said.

“Really? I got the opposite impression,” Eve replied right away.

“Don’t get your hopes up.”

“I won’t. Wyd?”

“Was just letting the girls out. Heading to Ken’s.”

“Okay. Tell him I say hi.”

“I will,” he said and then added, “I miss you.”

She said, “I miss you too.”
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It had become a regular occurrence for Roman to visit Ken in the mornings, especially in the weeks since Georgia’s second disappearance. Ken had quit his job to help his mom around the house, but he hadn’t been doing a lot of helping and instead had been doing a lot of drinking.

All of the curtains were drawn closed at the Turnbulls’ on 15th Street. Sometimes Ken was out on the porch already with a beer by this time, but today Roman had to slam on the door several times even to get somebody to answer.

Ken’s hair was sticking straight up on one side, and he let Roman into the kitchen where he poured him a thick, bitter cup of coffee from a French press.

“Where’s your mom?” Roman asked.

“She’s helping with the festival committee stuff, I think…”

“Oh good. That’ll be good for her.”

“It’s gonna be a lot of stress,” Ken said. “I don’t know why she signed up.”

“Because she’s looking for a distraction,” Roman replied.

“Exactly! We should be out there looking for her.” Ken sipped on his coffee, standing against the counter. “We could be looking for her right now. But we’re not. We don’t. It’s been what? Eight weeks? She’s dead, right? By all rights and statistics. Georgia is dead and Mom is moving on because she knows there’s no use.”

“She’s not moving on. You’re both probably never going to move on…” Roman said.

“Oh good. A lifetime of this.”

“I just mean that Georgia is always going to be there. Pieces of her are always going to be in your lives. She’s not going anywhere even if she’s…” Roman trailed off. A part of him really did want to say it, because Ken was probably right, but it was best to take the supportive approach. Roman wanted to help him. That’s all he wanted. “She’ll always be with you, man. Always.”

Ken shook his head. “I still think it’s too soon for Mom to be off planning some… what? Some party?”

“It’s the Harvest Moon Festival. It’s like a big deal, right? I remember it last year and all the people that were in town.”

“It’s a big deal for Chesapeake Valley. A minute blip in the grand scheme of life.”

Roman chuckled. “Well, a minute blip is still a blip.”

“I don’t want to be a blip.”

“You gotta do something, man. I’ve got work for you at the ranch. I know we tried to make it work during the summer and then all this… happened. But come down there with me. Come work for me this fall. I could use an extra set of hands.”

“For real?” Ken asked, staring down at his mug.

“Yeah. For real. Be just like old times. Summertime in West Virginia.”

“Autumn in Chesapeake Valley.” Ken grinned.

“You got it. You in, cowboy?”

Ken looked out into the hall, his eyes grazing the wallpaper, waiting for the ghost of his sister to exit her room and join them for a cup of burnt coffee. He tapped on the ceramic and sighed. He put the mug down, walked over to Roman and patted his shoulder.

“I’m in on one condition.”

“Anything,” Roman reached an arm across to clutch Ken’s hand.

“I’m not shoveling manure.”

Roman laughed as he got up from the chair, not letting go of Ken’s fingers. “I’m afraid this is a legally binding handshake, and I’m in desperate need of a shit-shifter.”

Ken barked out a caustic chuckle. “Dude. I did that for way too long, trying to impress Natalie. I am not doing that again.”

“We’ll see about that.”

They untangled their hands, and Ken crossed the kitchen to peel back the curtain. The leaves on the tree outside were just beginning to yellow. The sun washed over his sunken face and brought some life back into his brown eyes.

“Eve says ‘hi,’ by the way,” Roman said.

“Oh yeah? What’s keeping her busy right now?”

“You remember the kids with the kids? The ‘foster parents’ at the Redding fire?”

“Mac, yeah, he worked at Timbers… and what was her name?”

“Orla Cameron. They’re in court right now.”

“Guess Eve’s report wasn’t quite compelling enough if they’ve gone to trial…”

Roman didn’t know what to say to that. There was a bitter edge in Ken’s voice.

“Don’t blame her for what happened,” Roman tried.

Ken shifted away from the window.

Roman said, “New season coming… new opportunities.”

Ken nodded and went to the fridge. He grabbed a beer and cracked it without an offer or hesitation. It was barely ten am and that was probably late for Ken’s latest routine.

“Tomorrow then,” Roman said. “Be at the ranch by eight. And be ready to work. No beers before then.”

“What? What am I gonna have in my cereal?”

Roman gave him a serious look.

“I’m joking!” Ken took another large sip, and Roman was worried he’d made a mistake as he said with a belch, “I’ll be there.”
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Amy Lesterfield

Amy moved the last box onto the porch. Now it was a matter of moving them all inside, and she was already tired. Thank goodness for Sebastian. They had formed some kind of assembly line. She moved them out of the car and he moved their things into the house and up the stairs.

Luna was playing with two plastic unicorns at the edge of the porch, hanging her feet through the banisters.

“Honey?” Amy called. “Can you take this box up to your room?”

She pushed a cardboard box that was labeled with “Toys.”

“It’s got all your unicorns in there,” she added as Luna tucked each leg in to stand up.

“Okay!” she exclaimed as she went to grab the box and it took up her entire torso. It was light, though, and she only had to stop and re-adjust once or twice before getting it to the bottom of the stairs.

The kids had been so good. Amy couldn’t have asked for better timing with this house, the will, with Martha. This was a new start for all of them. She felt confident that things were going to be better in Chesapeake Valley than they had ever been in Colorado Springs. They were away from Jackson too. He wouldn’t be able to reach her anymore. He wouldn’t be able to stop by in the middle of the night and hammer on her bedroom window.

“Mom!” Sebastian called from the living room. He was behind the TV, trying to set up all the cords. “Did you see that black cord with the red tape?”

“I think it’s in that box by your feet,” she said.

“No. I checked in there,” he replied.

Amy joined him in the room. Her feet were screaming from standing all day. They had kept the antique couches. She couldn’t bring herself to take them out of the space because of how well-suited they were for the old home. She had also kept the heavy wood armoire in the hall, and the queen bed frame had been impossible to move from the master bedroom, so that had stayed too.

“Hmm… what kind of cord is it?” Amy asked as she dug through the box.

“As if that would make a difference,” Sebastian laughed.

“Try me, kid.”

He rolled his eyes. “It’s an HDMI.”

“Okay… Okay. I know what that is… Hmm… I think there was another box of living room stuff. It’s probably on the porch.”

“Okay,” he said. His long stride easily cleared over the box but Amy stood up to tap his shoulder.

“Thanks for all your help, Seb,” Amy squeezed his arm. “I’m so happy you’re here with me right now.”

“Of course,” he replied.

“I know things haven’t been easy with your dad…”

“Yeah. I mean whatever. I’m happy to be away from Jackson.”

“And your dad?”

“He’ll be okay.”

“Did you talk to him? Say goodbye?”

“I called him when we left. He was on set. He got some job on a big huge Netflix movie.”

“Oh? Good for him.”

“He said I could come out there and visit the set if I wanted…”

“Oh wow. Is that something you’d want to do?”

Sebastian shrugged. “Maybe.”

Amy forced a smile. She wouldn’t want Sebastian to go off to California by himself. In her view, his father was always pushing him to grow up faster than he needed to. She was hoping he would take this time in Chesapeake Valley to just be a kid for a little while.

“I want you to have a good time here,” she said. “Make some friends. Explore. I loved this place when I was your age.”

“Yeah. The Red Rock seems like a good place for a drink.” Sebastian grinned.

Amy scowled.

“I’m just joking, Mom. The foothills though… those do actually seem fun.”

“Don’t go up there by yourself. I heard a couple people were… attacked up there in the spring.”

“Murdered. You can say it, Mom. I’m not a kid.”

“You’re seventeen. You’re still a kid. Don’t forget that.”

Somebody knocked on the door. It was propped open with a box and Amy couldn’t see what was behind the wood from where she was standing. Amy went first and Sebastian followed close behind her.

“Emily?” Amy asked. “It’s Emily, right?”

The short woman was standing in the doorway with her hands folded in front of her.

“Yes!” she nodded. “Sorry. I just wanted to pop by and see if you guys needed any help.”

“Oh. Well…” Amy looked around at all the boxes they still had left. “I think we’re okay. We’ll get it done, little by little.”

“Okay. It’s a beautiful home here. I really loved working for your grandmother. I was sad to see her go,” Emily said. Etched lines broke out around her face when she smiled but she looked quite young for her age. “I was thinking maybe I could help you guys as well. I know you have the little girl…”

“Luna, yes,” Amy said. “Well… Well, I appreciate you coming over, but I think we’re okay here. We’ve got a lot more room here than our two-bedroom apartment so I think we’re gonna be just fine.”

“Right.” Emily averted her eyes and nodded. “I understand. I’m sure you’ve got it all under control here.”

“I’m sure there are some other places for homecare workers in town…” Amy said.

“Oh yes,” Emily said. “I think so. I’ve got a line on a job at the clinic. I have my nursing degree.”

“Oh, great. Small towns always need nurses.”

“Absolutely they do!” she grinned. “But it won’t compare to 13 6th Street.”

“Well, you’re welcome anytime,” Amy smiled back.

Emily gave an awkward nod and a shuffle. She lingered in the doorway before turning around and stepping off the porch. There were no nearby cars on the street so she must have walked and Amy watched her go down the walk before moving the box so she could shut the front door.

“Who was that lady? She was at the house when we got here?” Sebastian asked.

“That was Grandma’s caretaker.”

“Mommy!” Luna called from the top of the stairs. “I unpacked my box.”

“Good job, honey.”

“Come see my unicorns!”

And Luna disappeared into the darkness of the hall upstairs, just the pitter-patter of her socks against the hardwood. Amy got halfway up the steps when something crashed. She froze. Fight, flight or freeze, and she had always been a freezer. Every time Jackson had yelled at her, raised a hand, Amy felt like her shoes were filled with cement. But when her kids were involved, she had to move. She had to force herself to be brave and scoop out her feet from the concrete.

“What was that?!” Amy exclaimed, bounding back down the stairs and turning into the living room.

The floor was covered in glass. Something had smashed through the bay window. Sebastian took a step forward and the glass crunched under his sneakers.

“Be careful, honey,” Amy warned. “Did you see what happened?”

“No… No, I just…” Sebastian looked around. “I came back to look for that cord and I thought… I heard… somebody threw something…”

Amy took several hesitant steps around the couch. She peered out the window. It was just the empty street and sidewalk with another Victorian-style home across the street. The hole in the glass was like an extra wide bullet wound, shattered edges around an empty space. Somebody had definitely thrown something. Amy crouched over and she saw the rock under the couch. She delicately picked it up and turned it over. It was just a piece of stone, a piece of the foothills hurled through her living room window.

Sebastian looked intently at the rock in her hand.

“Jesus…” he whispered. “I thought you said this town was safe, Mom.”

Amy peered up at her son. “It is. I thought it was.”

She took another glance out the window, looking far left and then far right. Emily was nowhere to be seen. There was a man walking his dog a bit farther down and then on the right side she saw their neighbor smoking a cigarette, leaning on the fence and watching their house. He had curly shoulder-length hair that was thinning at the crown of his head as he turned his profile. Large bags pulled at the bottoms of bright eyes and he appeared to be muttering to himself.

“Stay here,” Amy commanded Sebastian, and he nodded. She went out the front door and crossed the yard to meet the neighbor at the fence with the mini boulder in her hands.

“Hi. Hello,” Amy greeted him. “You must be Mr. Martin.”

He took a long drag of his cigarette and said, “Yeah. I’m Jasper. You must be another fucking Hawthorne.”

Amy could only laugh out of disbelief.

“Yes. Martha was my grandma.”

“At least, she kept things quiet. I see you’ve got a little girl,” he pointed with the cigarette. “You better get her to keep it down. I need quiet.”

“We’re not too loud…” Amy started. “I just… Did you see anyone?”

“What do you mean? I see you.”

“No. I just… somebody just threw… hurled a rock at our living room window.” She held up the stone. “Did you see anything?”

Taking another drag, he looked away and said, “No.”

“Are you sure? How long have you been out here?”

“I don’t know. I thought I heard something, for sure. It’s hard to tell with all the noise you guys are making…”

“I find that hard to believe that you didn’t see anything if you were outside here.”

“Okay,” Jasper said. “You don’t need to believe me. I’ve been living here for almost two decades, sweetheart. I know how it goes in that house.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

He chuckled. “All I mean is good luck. Good fucking luck.”

Ash fell from the cigarette, scattering on Amy’s side of the fence. She noticed several butts on the grass.

“I’d appreciate it if you kept your butts on your side,” Amy said. “I’d also appreciate it if you could… if you could let me know if you saw anything.”

“Right. I just told you I didn’t. Are you deaf or stupid?”

Amy bit down on her bottom lip to stop it from trembling. “Neither.”

“I’ve got a process here. Everything that’s been going on on your side has been keeping me up and you come over here, blaming me for it. Crazy. As if I have any desire to make you guys make more noise. I’ve got so much more important work to do than worrying about another variation of the Hawthornes.”

“Well, don’t worry about us. Worry about you,” Amy said as she tucked the stone under her arm and turned on her heel. This guy was a complete grouch and she could tell that a conversation with him wasn’t going anywhere. He had to have either seen something and was keeping his lips shut, or he threw the rock himself. Those were the only two options in Amy’s mind as she marched back into the house, slammed the door and locked it behind her.

“Don’t open the door for anyone if I’m not here,” Amy said to Sebastian. He stared and nodded from the doorway of the living room, wrapping a cord around his arm as he watched her head to the kitchen and grab a broom.

She cleaned up the glass and she took her time with it. Sebastian managed to set up the TV for them but then moved it out of the living room because of the large hole in the bay window, and Amy called her mother to let her know what happened. Stacey was upset but she didn’t seem surprised.

“Chesapeake Valley is a bit of a weird place. You know that.” She gave Amy the number for a handyman that could come over to put some plastic over it until they could get the glass replaced. It didn’t help her to feel more secure.

They set up for a movie night in the back sunroom because it was the only place they could comfortably watch the TV. It was screened in with glass doors all around with one that led out to the expansive backyard with the crooked apple tree. In the darkness of a clear night, Amy noted all the rotting fruit at the bottom of the tree. She also could see straight into Jasper Martin’s window from the sunroom, where he was crouched over a laptop with what looked like a low-ball cocktail and another cigarette. When they started their movie, he started pacing and glaring in their direction.

Luna sat in Amy’s lap and Sebastian played on his phone pretty much the whole time, but it was almost a bit of normalcy. They were in desperate need of it. But, of course, it wasn’t normal. It was very unusual to be in a new house, a new town and to already be living in fear.

Sebastian carried Luna upstairs to put her to bed before the movie was finished because she couldn’t stay up anymore after the long moving day. Several boxes still needed to be unpacked, but Amy didn’t feel like there was any more they could do today. In fact, she vehemently wished that nothing else would happen today. She wished she could just go to sleep, but when Sebastian and Luna were in their rooms, and it was just her and Grandma’s bedroom, she couldn’t bring herself to lay down.

Martha’s dead body had been on top of that bed only a week ago. Though she had swapped out the sheets and pillow covers, the mahogany bed frame with the roses on the headboard was the same. The bedposts were like four wooden spears at its corners that were an unusual height. She had never noticed it as a kid, but as an adult, she wondered why the posts reached to her shoulders and if it was for some kind of past functionality or if it was just a unique design choice.

Amy touched the sheets. They felt soft. Clean. Maybe she could sleep.

Something stirred downstairs. A high-pitched whistle cut through the house.

Amy took in a sharp breath. She paused.

Another noise ensued.

She left the master bedroom and peered out into the hallway. It was dark and quiet. But the noises came again, something flapping this time. Each step felt heavier than the last. Everything in her wanted to stay upstairs, stay with the kids, stay frozen. But this was her home now. She had to protect this place as much as she could. Through the obscurity of the old house, she forced herself down the stairs and hesitated at the bottom, clutching to the ornate wood with every finger.

She didn’t dare breathe as she listened again. The noise came again but it was inconsistent. It didn’t sound human.

Amy crossed the threshold into the living room. From the broken window, the moonlight was scattered through the room and across the couches. One of the edges of the plastic had come loose and it was flapping in the wind, occasionally whistling and moaning. Amy let her chest fall and her pulse started to slow.

She shook her head at herself as she went to fix the tape.

Clearly, the person who had thrown the rock had been trying to scare them. Maybe it was a typical thing of “welcoming” new neighbors. It didn’t feel typical though. It felt targeted. And regardless if it had been their intention, Amy was scared. She was terrified that she had made the wrong choice bringing herself and her children to this town.

As she slid the tape flat with her thumb, she looked up, and there was a light across the street. It was the flicker of a candle flame and its waxy sides were being held by long fingers. It was a woman. At least, that’s what it looked like. She was covered in a long dress or robes that went all the way to her feet and over her head. If it wasn’t for the dim light of the candle and the nearby streetlamp, Amy probably wouldn’t have seen her at all. And even though Amy couldn’t see her face or her eyes, she felt confident that the woman on the street could not only see her in the living room, but was staring right at her, watching her, waiting for her.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Mac Farwell and Orla Cameron’s trial was being live streamed on the internet and Eve had gotten to the station early to watch. The evidence was so far compelling for the prosecutors, and Lewis Redding was going up to testify today, which would only improve their case, theoretically. Lewis wouldn’t be complimentary, that’s for sure. The defense had refused to submit Orla’s phone records for evidence though because according to them, the prosecution had tried to obtain the records illegally, which was a huge blow to the good guys. If they couldn’t get the phone records submitted as evidence, that eliminated the real criminal organization that was behind all of this: the Vine. It took out the Elijah Stern factor, and people were going to think that the Redding fire had been entirely coordinated by Mac and Orla when really they had just been peons in the trafficking scheme. But they were still responsible, and Eve hoped that they would serve a long sentence for what they did.

She couldn’t help but think of Mac Farwell’s face though. Even in the low-grade video of the live stream, he still had that same look as when he had tried to escape, like he had already accepted death. Not only accepted it but was wanting it. A small part of her wanted to help him. She knew that a lot of his story was a product of circumstance, and he was a young man that needed love and support when it came down to it. If only he had shown some love and support to Easton, Charlie, and Tom. Those kids could have helped him if he would have opened his mind and his heart to it.

But it was too late now.

Eve watched as the bailiff brought Orla into the courthouse as well and sat her at the defense table behind their public defender. Her hair was cut shorter and her eyes were darting around the room like a silver pinball, bouncing off obstacles, looking for a way out.

“All rise for Judge—”

The door to the station opened.

Eve stood up from her desk, and Sharon looked up from her phone. It was Amy Lesterfield. She was a mousy, beautiful woman. She had dark round eyes and delicate light-brown hairs that fell around her heart-shaped face. She was wearing sweatpants and a form-fitting sweater and she was cupping something between two small hands.

“Ms. Hawthorne?” Sharon asked as she got up and peered at her over the tall desk.

“Lesterfield,” Amy said. “Yes. Hi. Good morning.”

“Amy Lesterfield,” Eve said as she stepped out from the desk. “Good morning. Settling in?”

“Oh, sorta…” she replied.

“When did you officially do the move?” Sharon asked.

“Yesterday,” she answered.

“Everything go well?” Eve followed up.

Amy’s gaze went between the two of them before falling to the ground, latching to the thing in her hands.

“Not exactly…” she said. “It actually probably couldn’t have gone any worse.”

“Oh. Sorry to hear that. What happened?”

Amy held up a rock, she lifted it and then handed it over to Eve. Eve took it and analyzed it.

“Looks like a piece of the foothills…” Eve noted.

“Yeah. It came flying through my window yesterday.”

Eve paused. She turned the rock over again.

“When was this?”

“In the afternoon. Maybe around three?”

Putting the rock down on the top of the desk, Eve took another closer look at it. It didn’t look like anything special, just something somebody had picked up and tossed over.

“Did you see who did it?” Sharon asked.

“No,” Amy said. “My son was in the living room and it broke the bay window. We were in the middle of unpacking boxes. Somebody who doesn’t want us there…”

“Right,” Eve said. “Any idea who that might be? You didn’t see anyone?”

“Well… I saw my neighbor by his fence right after. He was smoking.”

“That’s Martin, right?” Sharon clarified.

“Jasper Martin, I think, is his name,” Amy said. “I went to go talk to him but he said he didn’t see anything. Which is… I don’t know. I don’t believe that. He was just standing there. He either saw something or he did it himself. He was the only one outside.”

“What reason would he have to throw a rock through your window?” Eve pulled her hair to one side.

“He was saying that he needed quiet? And that we make lots of noise. He wasn’t very friendly.” Amy fiddled with her fingernails and moved a bit closer to the rock, keeping her eyes on it as if it might jump up and break another window if she looked away.

“Yeah. He’s a writer,” Sharon turned to Eve. “I know who he is. ‘Not very friendly’ is a light way of putting it.”

Eve nodded. “Anything or anyone else?”

“Emily had just left, but I didn’t see her at all after the rock.”

“Emily?”

“Emily… I don’t know her last name. She was my Grandma’s caretaker. And I wanted to ask while I was here about her… um… autopsy.”

“Yes. We had a toxicology report done by Doctor Blanchard. It’s come back mostly clear. High level of insulin because she was diabetic and some acid in her blood, but that was about it. There’ll be an actual report that will go to your mom because she’s next of kin.”

“Okay… yeah. That makes sense,” Amy said softly. Despite her natural beauty, there was a sad, self-consciousness to her that made Eve want to protect her, and she assumed that she had that same effect on a lot of men.

“You okay?” Eve asked.

“Yeah…” Amy nodded and Eve pulled one of the waiting room chairs forward so she could sit down. She took it and plopped down. “It’s just been a lot. I thought this place was going to be a big change for us. I left Luna’s dad about six months ago and it’s just been terrible ever since. Well, it was more terrible with him, but I really wanted to get the kids to a place where he couldn’t follow us…”

“What’s Luna’s dad’s name?” Eve pulled out her office chair so she could sit at eye level.

“Jackson Lesterfield.”

“Did Jackson have a temper?”

“Yes. Not like that though, Sheriff. He didn’t hit me or anything. He liked to yell though… and scream and insult and… ugh. It was just not good for Luna. I didn’t want her to grow up with that. And Sebastian too… He hated him. They never got along.”

“What about Sebastian’s dad?”

Amy chewed on her bottom lip. “He’s in California.”

“You look really young for having… what? A nineteen-year-old?”

“He’s seventeen. And yeah. I had him when I was fifteen. His dad and I were stupid kids… Simon never wanted kids. I did, but just… I wish it had been easier. He helped me take care of Sebastian up until he was about five and then he bounced to L.A. to follow his dream of becoming some big-time Hollywood director.”

“How’d that work out for him?”

She shrugged. “He works. Not as a director usually, but he’s on set all the time. Sends Sebastian money sometimes. Calls him sometimes, too.”

“What a great dad…” Sharon murmured and Eve gave her a look. She stepped back behind the desk, getting the hint right away.

“I know…” Amy squeezed the bottom of her chair. “I know. I’m getting better, I think. In terms of my… sorry, yeah, I don’t know.”

“It’s okay, Amy. You don’t need to explain yourself,” Eve said gently. “We understand.”

Amy smiled a little, but it didn’t reach her eyes.

Eve asked, “Is there something else you want to tell me?”

Amy’s grip tightened on the bottom of the chair, and her chin dropped into her chest. She let out a deep sigh.

“I don’t want you to think I’m crazy…” she started.

“I won’t,” Eve said.

“Last night, I was getting ready for bed and I heard some stuff downstairs. I went down to check it out and… I saw someone on the street.”

“Who?”

“It was a woman, I think. She was dressed in these really long, messy robes. I think she had long hair but it was hard to tell. She was holding a candle in her hand.”

“In her hand?”

“Yeah. Like full wax in her palm, is what it looked like. Like she’d made marks in the wax with her fingers.”

“And she was just standing there?”

Amy nodded. “Standing and watching the house.”

“You didn’t see her earlier? This could be our stone thrower,” Eve said.

“I didn’t see her. But it could be…”

Eve got the sense that Amy was just agreeing with her and didn’t actually think that this woman was the culprit.

“Sharon…” Eve called. “You hear that?”

“Yup,” Sharon piped up.

“Think this has anything to do with what we were talking about the other day? When the mayor was here?”

“The witch on 6th street?”

Sharon’s face appeared from behind the desk again as she stood up to re-join them, her dark eyelashes catching in the fluorescent light.

“W-... witch?” Amy stammered.

“It’s just a local rumor,” Sharon started. “But yeah. Your grandparents apparently pissed off some local wiccans back in the day and now the entire street faces the consequences.”

“You’re saying it’s haunted?” Amy clarified.

Sharon glanced at Eve.

“Just a rumor,” Eve emphasized. “I believe in reality.”

Amy’s face had gone white. She looked between them and said, almost whispering, “What’s reality to a spirit?”

“Do you think this woman was trying to hurt you, Amy?” Eve asked.

“I don’t know… It was too hard to see.”

“Is there anyone else that might want to hurt you?”

“My brother was really upset when he didn’t inherit the house,” she said. She said it so fast that it seemed as if she hadn’t expected herself to say it out loud.

“Really?” Eve encouraged.

“Yes… Yes, he was really upset. He doesn’t usually get like that. It takes a lot. It scared me a bit, if I’m being honest. I know that… rage. That temper runs in my family…”

“On your mom’s side?” Sharon threw out.

“Yeah,” Amy said. “Yeah. On the Hawthorne side. I think that’s obvious…” she laughed into her shoulder. She turned back to Eve, looked at her with a wide-eyed appeal and said, “Can you help me?”

Eve didn’t really know what exactly she could help with. It seemed that there were larger, deeper problems in Amy’s life, ones that the police couldn’t exactly solve. But part of being sheriff was protecting people of this town, even the newcomers, and Eve’s heart went out to the woman who had suffered so much for so little reason.

Eve nodded. “I’ll come take a look.”
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Eve followed Amy back to the house. She pulled the Tahoe onto the street. Pearl must have been getting antsy to get back in the field, but Eve couldn’t justify picking her up to talk to Jasper Martin. Besides, Pearl deserved a break after all she had done in the mines and the last few months. In Eve’s view, she actually deserved a medal of honor, and in a lot of ways, aside from Sharon and maybe her Dad, she was her closest friend, so it was like going alone to the movies.

Eve noted the hole in the bay window at the Hawthorne house. They had already patched it up with plastic but it was a considerable break in the antique facade. Since there was a porch out front, whoever had thrown the rock had to have been standing either on it or had a really good arm to get it through the window from the yard. Amy gave her full freedom to investigate. But aside from a few missed pieces of glass on the porch, Eve didn’t find much. No indication of footprints in the dewy grass or signs of someone lingering outside the house.

As Amy pointed out, there were several cigarette butts by the fence which Eve had noticed on her first survey of the house. She considered it blatant disrespect from the neighbor and Eve was actually dreading going up to Jasper Martin’s door, but she did so with confidence anyway.

He didn’t answer the door right away. She noted his car in the driveway the lights on inside and also some lingering smells of coffee, but there was very little movement inside the house until she knocked for the fifth time and rang the doorbell multiple times.

He cracked open the door and said, “What the hell do you want?”

Wisps of cigarette stink wafted out.

“Jasper Martin?” Eve asked, holding her breath.

“Yeah and?”

“I’m Sheriff Wicker, wondering if I can ask you some questions about an incident at the house next door.”

“What? The rock? I already told her that I didn’t see anything.”

“I’d like some more details,” Eve stated.

He opened the door a bit more to say, “What other details do you want? I don’t know anything about what they do over there, and I don’t want to be involved.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I don’t mean anything. You can move along.”

Eve put one hand on the door.

“Am I under arrest?” he asked.

“We can do this now, or I can get a warrant.”

“For a rock?!”

“That rock could have really hurt someone. There was glass everywhere.”

“Boo hoo.”

Eve glared at him. “Mr. Martin, we do have cause to believe you could be the perpetrator here. Why don’t we sit down and you can explain to me what happened?”

He ran a weathered hand over his face and then opened the door further so she could come inside. The house was a mess. Papers and discarded laptops and TVs covered the living room that was clearly doubling as a workspace as he had some kind of desk set up by the window, facing the Hawthorne house. It was also covered in papers, but a nice, new-looking MacBook sat in the middle. The computer was on and open to a half-filled page of text. Blankets spilled over the edge of the couch, probably where he had been sleeping before Eve had gotten to the door.

“I didn’t see anything. As, again, I told that new young lady next door,” he explained as he went straight to a kitchen filled with dirty dishes.

“She said you were outside smoking, is that right?”

“I was.”

“Standing by the fence in the front?”

“Yes.”

He sipped something out of a coffee mug.

“How is it that you didn’t see anything when you had a clear vantage point of the bay window?”

He replied, “I was lighting my cigarette, I guess. I had just gotten out there. And if she was paying attention, she would have seen it was a fresh cig.”

“So you didn’t see anything?”

“I heard the door open.”

“When Amy came out, you mean?”

“No. Before that. When I came out, it opened and shut. I’m sure of that. That door is so goddamn loud.”

Eve asked, “But you didn’t see anyone going out?”

“I wasn’t looking.”

“I’m just trying to be thorough,” Eve said.

“I see that.”

“And I find it hard to believe that you didn’t see anyone at all if someone had just come out the door…”

“What? You think I’m lying?”

Rows of prescription pill bottles lined the counters in the kitchen. Eve peered into the hall as well; it was dark and seemed to lead to rooms that didn’t look so well-used.

“I just find it hard to believe,” Eve emphasized.

“What reason would I have to lie?”

“How’s your relationship with your neighbors?”

He laughed at that, bitter and sharp.

“The Hawthornes are a pain. I’ve been here for almost twenty years and they always find a way to keep up the noise and break the peace. There’s always some drama going on over there. At least, Martha was mostly quiet. Since she died, my God. It’s like the whole brigade’s moved in.”

“That must be tough as I can see that you’re some kind of writer?” Eve gestured to the papers and computers.

“Yes. I’m a journalist. Quite a good one at that if I have the time and space and quiet to do what I need to do.”

“Do you write about Chesapeake Valley?”

“No. I’m an international correspondent for the BBC. Mostly political pieces. I moved here for… the chance at a quiet life. I was in New York before.”

“Quite a jump,” she noted.

“If it wasn’t for the neighbors, I’d love it.”

“Is it just the noise that bothers you?”

“Well, like I say, the drama. It follows them. There’s always people hanging around outside so if I had seen someone yesterday… I don’t think I would’ve even made a special note of it. That’s a typical day on this damn street.”

Eve was trying to figure out a way to bring up the “witches” without bringing up the “witches.”

“Amy mentioned that she may have seen a woman in robes last night…”

“Hmm, that’s none of my business…” he turned away and took another sip from his mug. “I think you should leave. If you want to ask me more questions, I want a lawyer.”

Eve could only blink twice. That was clearly an off-limits topic. She lifted her hands and said, “Alright. I’ll get out of your hair. You can always call if you think of something or if you need something.”

She stepped around a pile of what looked like scripts for Greek tragedies and headed for the door.

“You should probably stay away from that place too…” Jasper said at her back. “It’s dangerous.”

“Dangerous places are where I’m needed the most,” Eve replied over her shoulder. Jasper didn’t say anything, but she heard his lighter flick, starting up another cigarette and filling the air with more of that sour smell.

She wasn’t going to push this until she had more evidence. Unfortunately, Amy’s testimony wasn’t enough to incriminate Jasper right now unless she wanted to hire someone to dig up more dirt on him. Eve got the vibe that Jasper was not a clean-cut type of guy. Sniffing criminals out had always been one of her mother’s specialties, but Eve had noticed her senses sharpening with age and experience, maybe even surpassing Mom’s radar. But at her core, she didn’t believe Jasper did this. That left Emily, and Eve had to have a talk with her when she had no address. She was sure Amy’s mother, Stacey Hawthorne, would know. She seemed like the type of woman that kept tabs on things. Eve stood on the sidewalk, comparing Jasper Martin’s one-story bungalow with smudged blue siding to the two-story Victorian white-trimmed estate with its front porch and potted plants out front.

Eve took a second look at the scene. She was wishing again that she had Pearl with her, because sometimes she really needed a second set of eyes and another nose. That was confirmed when she noticed something on the grass that she hadn’t seen before. At the base of the white wood porch, two globs of dark brown candle wax had dripped onto the lawn. Eve picked one up, and it squished in between her thumb and forefinger. She thought of what Amy had said, about the woman on the street last night. Had she been at the window too? This was truly starting to sound and look like a ghost story, and Eve didn’t want to believe in the idea that something or anything spooky or supernatural could be involved. But she swore, she felt the air chill and heard a distant howl as she rubbed the wax into her palm. It was like all of autumn had hit in an instant, and the summer sun had been swapped with the burnt orange glow of the harvest season as if a light bulb had been changed.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Eve moved her knight to C5 and Dad was in trouble now. He had her on the rocks in their first game, but she had still pulled out the win. Now she was warmed up, and there was no way she was going to lose this one. Francis didn’t win at chess that much nowadays, and he always knew when she let him win and would get way more upset over that than just losing.

“Hmm…” he murmured, analyzing the board on the one of two chess tables at Mountainside Park. The brim of his tweed hat covered his sunken eyes in shadow. “Well, that’s… hmm… W…. Why?”

“Why what?”

“W…why did you do that?” he grumbled and moved his bishop back so she couldn’t take it.

“Making moves, Dad,” Eve grinned. “Always making moves.”

“I know you are.”

“Except right now, I guess. Feeling kinda move-less.”

She munched on a macaron that Dad had brought for their game. The box was also filled with a few pain du chocolat and a croissant sandwich wrapped in plastic wrap for later. Pearl nudged at her leg, and Eve snuck her a flake of macaron.

“Move-less?” Francis repeated. “Please explain.”

“Do you know the Hawthornes? On 6th?”

“I know of them. Martha didn’t leave her house much. I was sad to hear about her p…passing. S… something going on over there?”

“Yes. Definitely…” Eve’s gaze trailed over the grass, to the sidewalk and then to the streets of Chesapeake Valley.

“But you haven’t been able to f…figure it out? So you feel, what did you say, move-less?”

“Right,” Eve said.

“Well, what are you trying to figure out?”

“If witches are real,” she laughed a little.

Francis raised an eyebrow. Eve moved her queen into an attack position. Francis moved his king to try and run.

“Witches? You’re losing me now, Evie,” he chuckled.

“Everyone I’ve talked to about that house has some type of story about how much trouble it is, but no one will tell me why other than it’s ‘haunted’ or that there were ‘witches’ of some kind in town years ago that were connected to it.”

“Not years ago…” he cleared his throat and took a bite of his own macaron. “Ms. Indigo is still in town.”

“Who?”

Eve moved her queen again. Nowhere for him to go now.

“Indigo,” Francis repeated. “She lives… I think on 2nd or 3rd. I’ve delivered her some sourdough there before. She’s a nice lady but… odd… not a witch… but what do they call them?”

“Wiccan, probably. Wicca is the religion. I did a bit of research. Witchcraft is magic and not necessarily religious. They’re not exactly the same. So she’s a practicing wiccan?”

“Well, I don’t know that,” he huffed, furrowing his brow at the board. “I know she loves Chouquettes. I told her s… several times to come into the bakery for them because when I deliver them, they get all deflated. She told me she likes them that way,” he chortled. “A bit of a funny woman.”

Then, he sighed and said, “You win. I’ve got nothing.”

Eve reached a hand across the table to shake her father’s. “Good game.”

“I’m glad you could make the t…time. You should appreciate your ‘move-less’ break.”

“I wouldn’t call it a break,” Eve said right away. “Not at all. Does this Indigo lady have a last name?”

“She’s always just gone by that as… far as I know. But you can’t miss her h… house. It sticks out. Not far from where they’re settin’ up for the Harvest Moon Festival. You should go check it out.”

“I will,” she said. “Thanks, Dad.”

“That sandwich in there is turkey instead of ham,” he noted. “We ran out this morning.”

Eve’s phone buzzed on the stone table. Francis went to start setting up the board again. The number on the screen was one Eve recognized and she said, “Sorry, Dad. I gotta take this.”

He waved one hand in response and popped the rest of his macaron in his mouth.

“Hi,” Eve answered the phone. “Stacey. I’ve been trying to reach you.”

“Yes, hi,” Stacey replied. “What can I do for you, Sheriff?”

“Sorry. I know you’re busy.”

Eve sauntered away from the table, her boots massaging the damp grass. The edges of the leaves on the park trees had yellowed, but there was a big Gambel oak by the playground that was still full green. It had lost its summer shine that had once framed the foothills behind them like a pair of crooked hands, lifting the mountains from the ground.

“I am,” Stacey said after a moment. “But I’m happy to help if you have any questions. Is this about Amy?”

“No. Well, not really. I assume that she told you about what happened at the house?”

“The rock? Yes. She told me about it. To be honest, Ms. Wicker, I’m not that surprised.”

“Why do you say that?”

Pearl followed after Eve with her ball in her mouth.

“I’ll tell you this… if that house had been given to me. I would have flipped it for a pretty profit. It’s not worth it for all the trouble that Chesapeake Valley brings. I tried to warn Amy, but she didn’t listen to me. She was intent on starting fresh with the kids after all that crap with Jackson.”

“Her ex? Luna’s father?”

Eve tossed Pearl’s ball towards the oak tree.

Stacey said, “Right. He’s given her lots of trouble.”

“Think he has anything to do with this?”

“I doubt it. He’d be too lazy to come all the way out there just to torture her, in my opinion.”

“But that didn’t stop him before?”

“Sorry… maybe torture isn’t the right word. He was manipulative. Amy can be… naive. She’s too nice for her own good. But he wasn’t an abuser. I couldn’t imagine him throwing a rock through her window. If you’re asking me…”

“I am.”

“Well, of course, it was Jasper next door. He hates us. Always has.”

“How well do you know him?”

“Well enough. He avoided me. Think he actually had a bit of a crush on me back in the day, but I don’t have time for relationships.”

Eve let out a slight laugh, not knowing how to respond to that. Pearl barked as she gathered her ball and sped back to where Eve was pacing.

Eve said, “Well, I was actually calling about Emily, your mother’s caretaker.”

“Emily? Oh.”

“I was wondering if you had her information. I’ve been trying to track her down to no avail.”

“I did wonder if she was going to stay down there. I’m sure there are some opportunities for homecare workers with all the seniors. But sure, I can send you her contact info.”

“That would be great.”

Pearl dropped the drool-covered ball by Eve’s feet.

“You really think Emily would have done something like that? She was great to Martha…”

“I’m not sure, but she was at the house that day so I just want to have a chat. How did you feel about her?”

“Oh… I don’t know. She’s quiet. Good at keeping out of the way. It took some patience to deal with Martha and she had that in droves.”

“Who paid her salary?”

“Martha did. I offered, but she refused.”

“Martha did? Or Emily?”

“Martha.”

“Alright. Well, I appreciate your time, Stacey.”

“Of course. You take care of my baby out there. You don’t think this is that serious, right?”

“It’s hard to say,” Eve replied. “It does seem like someone is trying to hurt the Hawthorne house and that could mean the people inside too.”

“Should I… should I come down there?”

“That’s up to you,” Eve said. “I’ll keep you posted if anything comes up and please send over that information as soon as you can.”

“I’ll text it over.”

“Great.”

They both hung up, and Eve tossed Pearl’s ball one more time before returning to her father. She gave him a peck on the cheek and loaded up the Tahoe with her baked goods, Pearl, and her ball. Her phone dinged. Stacey texted over a contact card for Emily including her phone number and her full name: Emily Silva. The address was the Hawthorne house, which wasn’t going to help at all; clearly Emily wasn’t there anymore.

Eve helped her father into his car and asked, “Are you going to work now?”

He nodded and winked. “Duty calls.”

With that, they went their separate ways: him, to bake and Eve, to investigate.

Eve looped the long way around, taking another drive past the Hawthorne house to make sure things were okay. They seemed quiet. Then she made her way towards 2nd Street and past the Timbers manufacturing plant. The undeveloped plot of land next to it had been squared off with caution tape and mini orange flags, marking underground power lines. A few people in high-vis vests were walking around the land, keeping their distance from the manufacturing plant fence. Eve recognized Catherine Presley and Natalie Rey who both worked at the gift shop at the Kingman gold mine. There were some other older volunteers that Eve vaguely recognized as well as a group from the church, including Pastor Greeley who was standing on the curb with a sour look on his face.

Eve pulled the Tahoe onto the street and got out of the car with Pearl on her leash.

“Sheriff!” Pastor Greeley greeted her right away. “I’m glad you’re here. I would really like to know how you feel about this upcoming festival in our town.”

“Uh…” Eve looked over to Catherine Presley, who was staring at her from a distance with a clipboard clutched in her palms and a nervous look on her face. “You mean the Harvest Moon Festival? Isn’t that what this is about?”

“Yes. Yes, exactly,” he said. “I can’t see the purpose in celebrating devilry. I understand the need and desire to… honor our farming community… However, what exactly does a costume contest and Halloween have to do with it?”

A few women around the pastor nodded. Eve knew these were some of Grace’s church friends.

“What are you suggesting, Pastor?” Eve asked.

“Get rid of it! If not just the costume contest, then we should shut this down before it gets out of control!” he started yelling, ensuring the organizers could hear him.

Another woman stepped out from behind Catherine and from the reflection on her shiny silver hair in the morning sun, Eve knew it was the mayor.

Leslie yelled back, “This is tradition!” She started marching toward them, “This festival has been going on in this town for longer than any of us have lived here! I thought of all people, Pastor Greeley, that you would respect and understand our heritage.”

She didn’t cross over the caution tape but close enough so Greeley could feel her glare.

“I understand tradition,” Greeley replied. “You know that this ‘costume contest’ you all have planned is not that. It corrupts our children.”

“Please, Greeley. It’s just a silly outfit,” Leslie rolled her eyes. “You really think God cares about my granddaughter dressing up as Elsa?”

“It’s blasphemy!”

There was a muttering of agreeance amongst the church women.

“Alright,” Eve said. “Alright. That’s good. Pastor, this festival isn’t going anywhere. You know that.”

“I do,” he said. “I’m asking for a compromise.”

“To get rid of the part that people actually like and come out for…” Leslie added.

“Because of the corruption!” Pastor Greeley protested. “They would still come. Have you so little faith?”

“How dare you. I have lots of faith. I have it in people and my town. Not in some book!”

“That book has paved the path to righteousness for thousands of years.”

“Which means it’s about time that we got an update.”

“Alright!” Eve yelled. “Alright. We’re not going to get anywhere with this. Pastor, I think you ought to give them some space. They have every right and the permits to set up here.”

“Fine,” he snapped. “We’ll remember whose side you’ve chosen here.”

“I’m not choosing sides,” Eve replied. “You have the right to protest—-”

Leslie interrupted. “This land is owned by the town… We have a local ordinance. I’ll show it to you, Sheriff. They have no right to be here right now.”

Eve looked at her and then back to the pastor who was shaking his head in disgust at the mayor.

“No rights and no love…” he clicked his teeth. “He will remember. Keep that in mind, Leslie. Whoever speaks against the Holy Spirit never has forgiveness.”

Leslie opened her mouth to retort, and Eve stopped her.

“That’s enough,” she said sternly. “Pastor, I need you to step away now.”

She placed herself between the two of them, the caution tape flapping in the wind behind her.

Pastor Greeley pursed his lips, nodded, and turned on his heel. He crossed the street, and the ladies at his side followed behind him with a sequence of their own glares and slamming of car doors.

“Thanks, Sheriff,” Leslie said as Greeley got into his car. “They’ve been here all morning, giving us a hard time.”

“I wasn’t happy to do that,” Eve replied.

“I understand. Sometimes you gotta do what you gotta do…” Leslie said distantly. “Now… we’ve got lots to do here.”

“Seems like things are coming along…” Eve stepped over the caution tape and surveyed the property.

“Still lots to do,” Leslie said, following at her heels. “It’s going to be a great year though, I think. Catherine here is doing a great job.”

“Sheriff Wicker…” Catherine Presley smiled as they approached.

“Sheriff!” Natalie smiled too as Eve shook both of their hands.

“Good to see you both,” Eve said. “If you’re both here, who’s managing the gift shop?”

She gestured to the top of the abandoned water tower that they could see from the lot.

“We have reduced hours in the fall and winter… Not much for tourism,” Catherine said. “Natalie was looking for something else to do so I thought she could help me organize the festival.”

“Gap year, right?” Eve asked Natalie.

“Right,” Natalie bit her lip. “One more year here, I think, and this sounded like fun. Good for the resume and college applications.”

“Smart girl,” Eve noted.

“Don’t know what I’d do without her!” Catherine pulled her into a cozy side hug that Eve could tell that Natalie hated. “Thanks for dealing with the church crowd there. I don’t know why they’re making such a big deal this year. We’ve had the costume contest for almost a decade now!”

“For sure. But if they want to protest, they have the right.”

“No, they don’t,” Leslie piped in. “As I said, we have a local ordinance on this land. They have no right to protest here.”

“The streets are public. They can protest right on that curb if they want to and if they’re this upset, I’d expect them to be back. I can hang out to help, but I won’t be turning them away again if they’re being respectful and peaceful.”

“You call that respectful?” Leslie laughed.

“Since you’re here…” Eve turned to the mayor. “There was something I wanted to talk about with you if you don’t mind.”

“Well, I am busy.”

“I know. Just a couple of minutes.”

Eve pulled Leslie away from Catherine and Natalie who both gave her wide smiles as she guided them to a quieter spot, along the Timber’s fence. It had not been that long since Eve had been here, and Pearl seemed to recognize some of the smells. This was where she had investigated Mac Farwell and noticed how good of a view he had of the mines from his work.

“What’s this about?” Leslie asked, crossing her arms.

“I wanted to touch base with you about the Hawthorne house.”

Her eyes went wide, and she uncrossed her arms, but Eve noticed goosebumps immediately rising on her forearms.

“What about it?” she asked.

“Well, my deputy told me that you used to live across the street. You grew up across from Martha and Eli.”

“I did…” she said. “Listen, Sheriff, I’m too busy to talk about small stuff like this. You can handle this yourself, can’t you?”

“I was more so just looking for your opinion…”

“On the Hawthornes?”

Eve nodded.

“They’ve been a part of this town for a long time…” she stated. “Eli was a hateful man. A product of his time, I think. Martha was more normal but she could be pretty crotchety too. It was a long time ago. I was a kid.”

“You don’t remember anything strange happening over there?”

“Strange? Strange in what way?”

But Eve could see it in her eyes and the nervousness in her fingers. Leslie knew exactly what she was talking about.

“Like I said…” Leslie continued without allowing Eve to answer. “I’m just too busy with other things to dredge up old memories. Let’s put a pin in this. We’ve got the council meeting coming up anyway.”

“I’d like to keep that business separate,” Eve said.

“Well then, you can make an appointment to speak with me about this,” she snapped.

Eve tucked in her lips and all she let out was, “Fine.”

She wouldn’t push this. Not with the mayor, even though her unwillingness to share information was suspicious. She would uncover this herself and make an appointment if she needed to. Better yet, Eve thought of Roman. He was clearly on good terms with Leslie and, maybe, Eve could use that relationship to her advantage.

“Appreciate your time,” Eve said and walked away before Leslie could have the last word.

With Roman on her mind, Eve decided to head back down 2nd towards the Marek Ranch. She needed to see him. They had been apart and as the story unraveled in front of her, she needed something solid to grab onto. The wind was picking up and Eve needed stones in her shoes to stop her from getting blown away and wrapped up in all of the Hawthornes, the Lesterfields, the Martins, and the Traynors. Roman could be those stones. He could keep her feet on solid ground.
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Amy Lesterfield

Amy hadn’t slept at all. She was happy that she had gone to the police, and she had watched the sheriff pull up to the street and visit Jasper Martin’s house from the hole in the living room window. But the pull of exhaustion was getting worse with every passing hour. When she went to check on the status next door, the sheriff was already gone, so Amy assumed that meant it was dealt with or not dealt with at all. As long as it led to fewer rocks being thrown through her window, she would be happy.

They all decided to go to bed early. The kids didn’t seem worried about the rock, but it was gnawing at Amy’s mind. She swore she heard the glass break again as she was making dinner. But when she went to check, there was nothing. Just the plastic on the window. The antique couches. The decommissioned fireplace.

But despite how tired she was, sleep in Martha’s bed eluded her. She lay there, staring up at the ceiling, thinking and listening. She could hear Sebastian’s phone distantly in the next room; he was scrolling on something. Every noise seemed to move through the walls in this house. When her eyes finally did close, she was woken by a door slamming.

Amy turned over and checked her phone: 1:18am.

Slowly, she got herself out of bed, pulling on her tank top and shorts. The hardwood floors were cold on her bare feet and as she stepped towards the door, it all squeaked beneath her. She peeked her head out the hallway. Sebastian’s door was closed and quiet. She crept toward Luna’s room. She was tucked against the wall with no blanket but instead covered in stuffed animals, dead asleep. A sliver of moonlight cut through her bed and along the floor like a skinny sword. The silhouette of a tree outside her window creaked in the wind, and the breeze that was coming in was freezing. Amy crossed the room to slide her window shut. As the wood of the window hit the sill, Amy heard another slam from downstairs. She jumped. That hadn’t been in her head. No. That had to have been real. But Luna hadn’t even stirred.

Amy went back out into the hall. Sebastian’s door was still firmly shut. She peeked over the staircase.

A shadow passed through the entryway.

It was indistinct. A wipe across the floor. Maybe a bird passing in front of the door. No, a bat. Someone couldn’t be inside. She was certain she had locked all the doors and then checked them again before bed. Maybe it was the rock-thrower, coming to do more damage than just the window.

Amy held her breath and her instinct was to hide. She crouched down, clutching to the banisters of the stairs, watching for any other movement. She waited for any other sounds or shadows but nothing happened until she stood up and got to the top of the stairs.

She called down, “Hello?”

Nothing.

With trepidation, Amy grasped the staircase rail like it was a safety line and she was hiking up a mountain.

“Is someone there?” Amy called again.

She landed at the bottom of the stairs by the entryway and waited. She peered into the living room and into the kitchen. Things were exactly as she had left them. Outside the kitchen window, the street was quiet too. Just the circle of streetlights illuminating 6th Street. No woman in robes. No candlelight. Amy suddenly wanted to pray. She needed protection. She needed something, someone, to help her. Moving here had been too ambitious. This was not the fresh start she had imagined.

She went back out into the hall and she noticed something: the light under the basement door was on.

It was a thin line of warm glow, a rhombus of light across the dark wood floors. How was that possible? There wasn’t even a key for that room. How could anyone get inside to turn on the light? Did that mean someone was in there right now? She had left her phone on the nightstand upstairs and was kicking herself for it. She could run up and call the sheriff right now. But what would she tell her? That she had heard doors closing and that a light was on?

The panic welled in Amy’s throat. Tears of frustration stung the sides of her eyes. She crossed the hall and grabbed the ornate door knob of the basement door. She tried to turn it. It was locked. She jiggled it, yanked on it, and then slapped the door with her palm.

The light went off.

Her breath caught in her throat as she stumbled back. She stuck herself against the opposite wall and watched that thin gap under the door, waiting for the light to turn back on, waiting for a voice to call out, for someone or something to reveal themselves. Nothing happened.

Amy stared at the basement door. She wouldn’t allow this. She wouldn’t allow insanity to take her. And if what she had seen and heard was real, she wasn’t letting anyone get to her kids. When dawn started to creep in through the windows, she finally went back upstairs. The pink glow of a sunrise covered Martha’s room. Amy collapsed into the bed, but she didn’t sleep. She lay there, waiting and listening once again for the house to move and the hauntings to begin.

“Mom!” Sebastian woke her up the next morning, so she must have fallen asleep at some point. He brought her a cup of coffee and placed it on the nightstand. “Are you okay? It’s like ten o’clock.”

“What?” Amy groaned as she peeled herself off the covers. “I gotta go.”

“Go? Go where?”

“I’m going to just… run into town… okay?”

“Uh… okay.”

“Can you watch Luna?”

“Um, yeah, I guess. Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked. “I made some eggs if you want.”

“That’s great… No. That’s good, sweetie. You feed your sister, and I won’t be gone long.”

“You don’t look good, Mom,” he noted.

Amy gave him a soft smile as she pulled to the edge of the bed and used his arm to help her stand.

“I didn’t sleep well,” she said. “I’m okay, Seb.”

He looked at her. He was beginning to look more and more like his father. His hair flopped in front of his face and he had the same crooked nose and slanted smile. He towered over her now, which he had also inherited from his father because the Hawthornes were pretty short all around. Though Amy’s father, wherever he was now, had been tall too.

“Hey. You didn’t… hear anything last night?” Amy asked as she crossed the room to open up the closet and pick out some clothes.

“I thought I heard you get up,” he replied.

“Like a door closing or anything?”

“Uh… I don’t think so.”

“Okay… No. That’s good.”

She threw a pair of jeans and a sweater onto the bed.

Sebastian asked, “Where are you going?”

“I’ll be back, probably in like an hour or two. I’ll be back soon. Don’t worry.”
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The church was on Maple and 12th, and Amy decided to walk instead of taking the car, just in case Sebastian needed it for anything. She hated leaving the kids at home like this, but she felt as if she didn’t have a choice. Her feet felt like concrete as she walked. Cars driving by slowed to take a look at her, which was treatment she probably wouldn’t have gotten in Colorado Springs. It was a pretty small town to show immediate concern for an exhausted woman walking up the street. Maybe it wasn’t a concern. Maybe it was just curiosity or even shame.

Amy hoped they weren’t thinking about her at all, but her mind was whirring with anxieties as she got to the steps of the white wood church with the steeple.

She knocked on the front door and then pushed it open a few seconds later, questioning why she was knocking at a church but feeling like she needed to. This wasn’t her church. This wasn’t even her town, really. She felt very much like a visitor, very temporary.

“Hello?” she called out as she entered the hall with the stacked pews. The lectern sat empty at the end of the aisle. Three sticks of incense were burning on top of it, filling the space with the smell of jasmine and patchouli. The morning sun streamed through the smoke from the stained-glass windows behind. They lit up the space enough, but it was still very dim and dark; all of the house lights were off.

Amy called again, “Hello?”

She passed the small kitchen and dining area on her right and found a hall where she could see a light on at the end under an office door. She was transported to last night, to that light under the basement door, stretching across the hall, reaching her bare feet, yanking her down.

Amy took a deep breath and forced herself down, white wood floors squeaking under her sneakers. She passed by the bathrooms on one side and the Sunday School room on the other. The office had a square of privacy glass in the middle. Amy knocked on it.

Someone shuffled on the other side and a few moments later, Pastor Greeley opened the door. Amy guesstimated that he was around her mother’s age. He was balding, with intense eyebrows and deep wrinkles around his eyes. His eyes were puffy and red, as if he had been crying or not sleeping like her. Over his shoulder, Amy noticed a futon with a blanket thrown across it.

“I’m sorry to…” Amy started. “I’m sorry if I woke you.”

“Who…? I’m sorry, my dear. Who are you?” he replied.

“Amy Lesterfield. I think we met the other day…”

He just stared at her.

“My grandmother was Martha Hawthorne…” Amy explained.

“Oh. Oh! I remember you. Of course you’re one of the Hawthornes,” he chuckled a little. “Apologies, I wasn’t expecting anyone. Come in. Come in.”

“Yes. I… I should have called or something.”

“No. No. Please come in. I’m here when you need, of course.” He stepped back and gestured to an armchair across from the futon. “I was having a bit of a rest. It has been a rough couple days. I apologize, Mrs. Lesterfield.”

“It’s alright. It’s early.”

She sat down on the armchair. Crooked, dusty blinds lined the window behind the pastor’s futon and he opened them a bit on his way to sit down in a wooden office chair. The antique desk behind him was covered in papers and Amy really wondered how much paperwork a pastor in a small town like this could have. It seemed like too much.

“What can I do for you, my dear?” he wheeled the office chair closer to her.

“I… Well… I’m new to town…”

“I am very sorry about Martha. She was a lovely woman. She came quite regularly to my services.”

“Did she? I didn’t think she liked to leave the house much,” Amy replied.

“She didn’t, but she made a point to come here. She told me that she came just for the sound of my voice some Sundays…” he chuckled.

Amy thought that he did have a nice timbre to his voice, and she could understand why people enjoyed hearing him speak. She nodded and said, “Well, this is kinda about Martha, I guess. She left me the house, and my kids and I moved in about a week ago.”

“Oh that’s lovely. What about the children’s father?”

“Uh…” Amy looked at her lap. “Luna’s dad is back in Colorado Springs. Sebastian’s is in California.”

“I see,” Pastor Greeley said. “Go on and speak, child.”

She avoided eye contact, worrying and assuming that he was judging her. “I don’t even know where to start.”

With a smile in his voice, he gently said, “You got the house from your grandmother… and then what happened?”

“I haven’t been able to sleep. I haven’t been able to sleep at all. Somebody threw a rock through our window the first day that we moved in and broke the glass. The kids could have gotten hurt. I don’t know why somebody would do that. They were trying to hurt us or hurt the house.”

“Or warn you…” the pastor said.

She looked at him.

“If you’d just moved in,” he continued. “Maybe it was a sign.”

“Do you… Do you believe in spirits, pastor?”

They locked eyes. His eyes were a light watery blue, and they danced around her face.

“I’m sorry… I’m sorry maybe that’s not the right question,” Amy said.

“No. No, my dear,” he said. “I believe in the power of spirits. I’ve seen the devil myself.”

“What?” Amy gasped.

“Yes. As a child, I was haunted by him… I remember waking to his eyes at my feet, staring up my legs, looking for sin,” his gaze drifted into the distance. “I couldn’t sleep. Of course. It felt like I spent a few years of my childhood fully awake.” He laughed a little. “He always found me when I was asleep. If I was awake, I could keep my eye out… I wouldn’t let him take me by surprise.”

“Did you… Did you get rid of him?”

“Yes…” he nodded. “Yes, I did.”

“How?”

“I prayed. I studied the bible.”

Amy said, “I did try that.”

“How much did you try?”

“I mean… just a little bit. I don’t know. I don’t think it’s the… devil.”

“What do you think it is?”

“A witch…”

The pastor’s lips pursed and he turned his chin towards the window.

“Do you know anything about witches, pastor? Here? In Chesapeake Valley?”

“Of course. They exist everywhere. I warned them of this festival. I knew this celebration of devilry and witchcraft would bring in evil. I knew it.”

“What festival?”

“The Harvest Moon Festival… it brings no good to this town.”

Amy went to stand, but the pastor put his hand on her leg.

He asked, “Where are you going?”

“I need to get home. Thank you for speaking with me, pastor.”

“We’ve hardly spoken… Shall I come with you? Perhaps I can cleanse your home and help you find the source of evil.”

“Is that something you could do?”

“Of course. Like I said, I knew Martha, and I know that this town has an ugly side to it, one filled with sin. I don’t want it to affect a good woman like you and your children. Let me help you.”

Amy’s eyes welled with tears, and she dropped her chin into her chest. She cupped a hand over her face to hide the emotion. “Thank you. It’s been so difficult.”

The pastor squeezed her knee. “I’m so sorry, my child. We’ll find a path out for you. The Lord will guide us to the right path.”

Sebastian and Luna were in the sunroom when Amy got back to the house. Sebastian had managed to set up his PlayStation on the temporary TV setup and was sitting on the couch with a controller in his lap and his phone in his hand. Luna’s plastic unicorns hopped up on the ottoman with her small hands and she danced them towards Amy as she came into the room.

“Mommy! Look,” Luna did a twirl with the unicorns in tow.

“That’s very nice,” Amy said.

There were two empty cereal bowls on the coffee table. She sat on the couch next to Sebatian and put a hand on his leg to get his attention.

“What’s up?” he murmured, not looking away from his phone.

“You’ve got your video game on the TV and your eyes on your phone,” she said.

“I’m multitasking,” he replied.

“Is that what you call it?” she laughed. “Can you put it down for a second? I need to talk to both of you.”

It took him a second, but Sebastian put his phone down and placed the controller next to him. Amy opened her arms for Luna to come into her lap.

“Do you guys want to go see your dad this weekend?” Amy asked.

“Really?!” Luna piped up.

“Dad? Why?” Sebastian scoffed. “Wait, Jackson?”

“Well, I thought maybe you could go visit your dad on that film set you were talking about…” Amy continued. “And Luna could go stay with Jackson for a little while. I think they’d like to see you both. It’s been too long and you guys don’t start school here until Tuesday.”

Sebastian looked at her with a twisted expression. “You’re trying to get rid of us.”

“Of course not,” Amy said. “But… I am a bit worried. I want to make sure this place is safe.”

“Sending me away makes it less safe,” he replied.

“No. I need you to be safe. And I just…” she lowered her voice. “I just don’t think that’s here right now.”

“I don’t want to leave you here then,” he said.

“Sebastian…” Amy sighed. “I’m going to have the pastor come by and help me with the house.”

“What?” he twisted his face. “What the hell does that mean?”

“It’s okay. It’s all going to be okay. I just want some help to deal with… to deal with the things I’ve been dealing with…”

“You mean the rock?”

“It’s been more than that,” Amy replied. “I’ve been hearing things. Seeing things. I can’t sleep, Seb. I haven’t slept since we got here.”

“You were sleeping this morning!” he threw up a hand and stood up from the couch. “What the fuck is a pastor going to do?”

“Watch your language,” Amy said and stood up to match him even though she was much shorter.

“Mommy…” Luna piped up. “I don’t want to leave you.”

“I know, sweetie,” Amy said. “I don’t want you guys to leave either. But just for a little bit. Just for a little bit to help me fix this so we can really live here. So we can really start fresh.”
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

When Eve got to the ranch, Roman was hauling hay out of the back of his truck. He had his shirt off because it was an oddly hot day for September and the muscles in his shoulders rippled with every toss. They were landing at the feet of Ken Turnbull and Eve was happy to see him putting some work in too. He was in a white tank top and he had put on a bit of muscle as well, though he was still probably on the thin side for his height. He had lost a lot after what happened with Georgia. And there was still that loss between them; Eve of an important case, tying her town so directly to her nemesis, and Ken, of his sister. And Georgia had also been just a girl. Possibly a friend. Eve missed her, and she hoped at that moment that she was alive. Somewhere out there. She desperately wished that Georgia was safe but she also knew Elijah Stern. She had been ripped apart by him before. He was a merciless man. And she would kill him if he hurt Georgia. It was an impulsive thought, but one that hit Eve when Ken grinned at her and said, “You look good.”

“Thanks,” she replied. “How’s it going over here, cowboys?”

“We’ve been pretty busy. Putting Ken to good use,” Roman grinned from the bed of the truck. “What’s going on, Sheriff?”

“I wanted to talk to you,” Eve said.

Collars jangled as Pearl and Karu chased each other around a bale of hay.

“Anytime,” Roman replied and hopped down from the truck. He clapped the dust off his hands as he approached her and gave her a peck on the cheek. He said, “I missed you.”

“Me too,” Eve said bashfully, looking at Ken, who had a colossal grin on his face.

“You guys are getting me excited,” Ken said.

“Shut up, Ken,” Roman shouted and pointed to the bales at his feet. “Those gotta move.”

“Alright. Alright.” Ken sighed and started moving for work again.

Eve and Roman found a spot in the Marek Ranch field. At the entrance, the fence was all chain link but it transitioned to metal and a natural tree barrier as it squared around the corners. Roman found a wrapped-up bale and pulled himself up onto it. He stretched a hand down to help Eve up and she plopped herself onto the hay bale with her boots hanging over the edge.

“How’s it going with you two?” Eve asked, nodding at Ken who was now on his phone.

“Ah…” Roman grunted. “He can be kinda lazy. And I’m pretty sure he’s still drinking but just getting better at hiding it.”

“It’s good that you gave him something to do,” Eve said. “I’m sure he appreciates it more than you know.”

“Yeah. I think he does. He just… yeah… He’s been having a hard time.”

“I get it,” she leaned back.

“Still no leads on Georgia?”

“We definitely think she went out of state. That really puts it out of my hands. I drove all the way to Pueblo one day to check around for her but…”

“Nothing,” Roman finished.

“There’s been no sign of her yet,” Eve said. “I think about that day… when we were down in the mines… if we hadn’t been, would I have been able to stop it from happening?”

“You’re not a superhero, Eve,” he said. “You can only do so much.”

“I want to do everything.” She laughed a little. “I want to protect everyone, not just some of us.”

“You’re too hard on yourself.” He put a warm palm on her leg. As he leaned forward, his core folded over a collection of hair, muscle, and a bit of fluff.

Eve leaned her head on his shoulder. She closed her eyes, taking the moment.

“Though I would love it, I know you didn’t come here just to cuddle,” he said softly, wrapping a hand around her cheek.

“Yeah. You’re right.” She lifted her head back up. “I came to ask you about the mayor.”

“Noooo. What? Really?”

“Yes, really. You said you knew her.”

“We went out for coffee a couple times.”

“Dates?” Eve raised an eyebrow.

Roman laughed at her expression. “No. She was trying to get me to buy the cabin, remember?”

“Well, it obviously worked.”

She threw out a hand towards the foothills.

“It was the cabin that sold it. Not her,” Roman explained. “Plus, the cute locals.”

“Of course…” Eve smiled. “I was wondering if maybe you could talk to her for me. She clearly likes you a lot more than she likes me.”

“I’m sure she likes you.”

“I’m really not sure she does.”

“What do you want me to talk to her about?”

“Well… It’s about the Hawthorne house on 6th street. Leslie Traynor grew up across the street and when I look through the records, it seems like there’s a gap. There is absolutely nothing out there about the grandfather, Eli Hawthorne, and anything on Martha is scarce. I can’t get Leslie to talk about it, and I really feel like she’s hiding something from me.”

Roman’s brow furrowed. “Why would she be hiding it from you? You’re the sheriff…”

“I don’t know. She seems…” Eve looked at him. “She seems scared.”

“Really? Leslie Traynor? The same Leslie Traynor?”

“Well, at the very least, she really doesn’t want to talk about it.”

“And you can’t leave it be…” he said pensively. “Not that I think you should, but—”

“No. I think it has to do with this stupid rock that went through the Hawthorne’s window.”

“You think the mayor threw a rock through their window?”

Eve laughed, thought, and went quiet. The possibility of it being Leslie herself hadn’t much crossed her mind, but the seed planted itself at the back of her brain, just in case.

“I’m not sure. But I bet you could get more out of her than I’ve been able to,” Eve said. “And maybe… while you’re at it, you could put in a good word for me. Get her to like me.”

“I’m telling you, Sheriff. She likes you already.”

“Whatever. We know for sure that she likes you.”

“Alright, well, it’s no problem,” he said. “You know I’d do anything for you. I’ll go talk to her. It’s a bit busy here right now, but I’ll do it.”

Karu sprinted across the field with three-legged Pearl on his heels. The German Shepherd came straight for them, barking at Roman to get down from the bale and help him take on the white border collie chasing him.

Eve slid off the bale and said, “Thank you.”

Roman slid down too and landed right next to her, towering over her despite the heel in her boots and the flatness of his galoshes. He suddenly grabbed her and pulled her face into his.

He whispered, “You owe me though.”

“I’ll get you back,” she replied.

They kissed, and a ripple of heat ran through Eve’s body. And, of course, part of her wanted to stay here, to hide in the bales, to even help them haul, and care for the cattle while Roman looked after her with his intense brown-eyed stare. Maybe one day they could. But not today. Realistically, not ever. But Eve tried not to think about that. She reveled in the moment and laid her head into his chest, listening to his heartbeat as he whispered to her, “You’re doing so good, Eve. Don’t worry so much.”

“There’s something I want to tell you…” he added and Eve pulled back to look up at him.

“Maybe I should wait…” he said. “I think I should wait. Will you go to the festival with me?”

He tucked a hair behind her ear.

“Well, now you’ve got me in suspense,” Eve replied.

“I know. I just want the right time.”

That put a heavy pit in Eve’s stomach.

“Okay…” she said. “I mean, okay, of course, I’ll go to the festival with you.”

“Good. It’s a date.”

Karu let out a sharp bark, and they both jumped.

“Alright, Karu!” Roman shouted. “We hear you, boss. Back to work we go!”

He held onto her hand a bit longer than he needed to, and Eve could still feel the warmth of his fingers on hers when she got herself and Pearl back to the Tahoe. She could also still feel that pit in her stomach. But she didn’t have time to worry about what Roman wanted to say but didn’t. They had been seeing each other since spring and things were getting intense. Maybe more intense than things had ever been with Eve’s one serious ex, Anthony.

She headed back down 2nd Street, where she did another drive by the Harvest Moon grounds. Gray clouds were moving in quickly; hopefully the boys could get their work done before the rain. Pastor Greeley and the church crowd appeared to have left the spot alone for now, and the mayor was also gone now, just Natalie and Catherine remaining, walking around and brainstorming ideas for what the festival might look like next weekend. Eve was on the hunt for the home of “Indigo.” Her father had said that she couldn’t miss it, and he was right. Most of the street was filled with bungalows and an occasional colonial-style two-story, but there was one house made of stone. It was pulled back from the curb and English ivy entirely covered its one side. A huge garden out front was filled with what looked like weeds, but it could have been unkempt herbs that Eve didn’t recognize.

There was a woman out front, crouched over the garden. She matched the description of what Amy had described of the woman on the street. She was in a long dress that was almost robe-like and covered her from her shoulders all the way to her feet. The robe had a hood that was filled with long, tangled brown and gray hair. Eve heard the snip of garden shears as she approached along a stone pathway. The shears snipped again. And again before the woman looked over her shoulder at Eve’s approaching footsteps.

“This is private property,” she said.

“I know,” Eve replied. “I’m Eve Wicker. I’m the sheriff in town here.”

The woman turned back to her garden and snipped twice more, saying nothing.

“You must be Indigo…” Eve tried.

Snip. Snip.

“I wanted to talk to you about the Hawthorne house.”

She stopped mid-snip. She stood up and turned to face Eve with the garden shears wrapped in long fingers. Deep wrinkles sat on her forehead and around her eyes, but her lips were plump and youthful. Her eyes were a dark brown, almost black, and they went to Pearl at Eve’s side, who was sniffing at the clover in the yard.

“Sorry. This is Pearl,” Eve said. “Very friendly except when she’s on duty.”

Eve laughed a little, and the woman just stared at her.

“I’d like you to leave,” she said.

“Sorry for disturbing you—”

“Now.”

“Okay…” Eve wasn’t going to argue so she stepped back down the path, walking backward with Pearl confusedly trailing behind her. “Please let me know if you’d like to talk.”

“They deserve everything they’re getting,” she said.

“The Hawthornes?” Eve clarified.

The woman’s lips pursed, and she glared after every step that Eve took. But the more distance Eve seemed to put between them, the more words she gave her. So by the time she got to the end of the pathway, Eve had to ask, “It is Indigo, right? No last name?”

The woman turned her back and snipped the garden shears at her side, almost catching the fabric of her robe between the metal.

“That’s right,” she said under her breath.

“And what about the rock? You wouldn’t know anything about that?”

She turned her profile to Eve. “What rock?”

“The one that went through the Hawthornes’ window.”

Indigo smiled. Crooked teeth grazing her lips.

“I know nothing about that,” she whispered so Eve wasn’t entirely sure if it was what she said, but she would have to accept it because Indigo went inside her house. The screen door closed and then a wood door behind it. She was gone. Eve gave Pearl a gentle tug and led her back to the Tahoe. As she loaded her into the backseat, the rain started to fall. At first, the space between the drops was vast, but it was pouring within minutes. It hammered against the windshield as Eve sat and waited in the driver’s seat. She watched a light turn on in Indigo’s living room, but the ivy completely covered the window, just a warm glow beyond the leaves.

She hadn’t gotten the sense that Indigo was stonewalling her on purpose, not like Leslie. Eve had gotten the sense that Indigo really hated the Hawthornes, and that was the only conclusion she could draw right now. But hate was motive. It had been the motive for Travis Wate too, and Eve could still remember the look in his eyes, the way he had looked at Roman, that nothing would have stopped him from having his revenge. And she didn’t only understand, but she could relate. She had hate within her. She knew that. She recognized it. She felt it with every breath. The hate for Elijah Stern. The pain of having her mother ripped away, of almost losing the Redding kids, of actually losing Georgia. That pain created holes. For her, that one pinhole under her heart that could only be repaired by seeing the life leave Stern’s eyes.

Indigo had that look too, like she had holes of pain too, perhaps dug in by the Hawthornes. But it wasn’t an excuse to throw rocks and to damage property. It wasn’t an excuse to kill someone. It was a reason, yes. But not an excuse.

The rain continued on throughout the night. Eve worked late at the station because it was Sharon’s day off. She sorted through more files on the Hawthornes and Indigo but could find virtually nothing. There was nothing on any “Emily Silva” in Colorado either, aside from an old Facebook account that had such a low-quality, outdated profile picture that Eve couldn’t even tell if it was her. Around eleven o’clock, she got a call from an old couple on 14th Street who thought somebody was trying to break in, but it turned out to be some hungry raccoons trying to take cover from the weather; they ran as soon as Eve had her flashlight on them.

Before going home for the night, Eve took another drive past the Hawthorne house on 6th Street. The kitchen light was on, and she did catch a glimpse of Amy pacing past the window, but that was it. She snapped a few pictures with her camera, zooming in on Amy doing the dishes. There were no witches standing outside, no rocks, no candles. Though Jasper Martin’s light was on too, Eve could see him working away on his laptop inside. Nothing nefarious.

As the rain slowed, the clouds opened up to a large yellow moon. Holes in the sky made way for stars, and Eve breathed in the crisp air outside the Tahoe before heading home to try and get some sleep. Pearl crawled under the comforter, trying to warm herself from the autumnal chill. Eve couldn’t sleep though. That pinhole kept her tossing and turning. Her mind, whirring and calculating, like she was missing something.

And then her phone rang.

It was early. Still-dark early. And though she hadn’t slept, she felt immediately awake, like the ominous feelings had all come to a head in one moment. Dad hadn’t turned the heat on, and it was so cold inside the house that Eve swore she was seeing small puffs of white coming from her mouth as she answered the phone.

“Chesapeake Valley Sheriff’s Office,” she said quietly, sitting up in bed.

“Is this Eve Wicker?” a male voice said on the other end.

“Yes. Speaking,” Eve replied.

“Thank God,” he breathed. “It’s Daniel Hawthorne.”

“Mr. Hawthorne…”

“Sorry to call you so early… It’s… It’s serious though. I didn’t know what to do. I don’t know what to do.”

He sobbed.

Eve threw her legs off the bed. “What’s happened?”

“My sister… It’s my sister—” his voice broke. “It’s Amy.”

“What’s going on, Daniel? Talk to me.”

“I saw her there on the floor. There’s blood… I can’t touch it. I don’t want you to think it was me. It wasn’t. I could never do that to my sister. I can’t believe it—” he broke down into more cries. “She’s dead, Sheriff. She’s dead.”
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Eve felt like she was walking through mud as she pulled up to the Hawthorne house. Physically, her body reeled with the lack of sleep, but mentally, she felt invigorated. Which was a terrible thing, but there had always been a part of her that longed for beats and violence. It gave her a sense of purpose, and she had to assume that her mother had been the same way and that’s what had driven her to law enforcement as well.

“You okay?” Sharon asked as she put a hand on Eve’s back.

“Yeah… Yeah, for sure,” Eve nodded as they stepped up onto the sidewalk.

“You sure you’re sure?” Sharon prodded.

“Yes. Why?”

“You’ve got that look on your face.”

“What look on my face?”

“Like you’re gonna kill anyone who looks at you the wrong way…”

Eve tried not to smile. “Isn’t that a good quality for someone like me to have?”

“You and I are both victims of your RBF.”

“How exactly are you a victim of it?”

“People look at you and think you’re mean so they approach me instead.”

“Oh come on,” Eve scoffed. “That is so not true.”

“Yeah… No, you’re probably right. They go to you first because you’re blonde.”

“You know that’s not true either.”

“It’s because you’re the sheriff.”

“There you go,” Eve tapped her name plate. “That’s why. And I’m just…” Eve faltered. “I’m just focused. That’s just how my face looks!”

“I know,” Sharon said, laughing lightly. “I know you are. Let’s take a deep breath and take a look.”

They shared a nod and approached the house. Daniel opened the door as they got to the bottom of the steps. He was in a Nike shirt and khaki slacks. His hair was pushed back, and his eyes were bloodshot.

“Thanks for coming so fast,” he muttered.

“Of course,” Eve said. “We’re only a few blocks away. Want to show us what’s going on?”

He nodded solemnly. “She wanted me to come this weekend… She was worried. I got here early because I was gonna… I was gonna come by for breakfast and then go golfing in Palmer Lake.” Daniel opened the door, leading them inside as he spoke, the hardwood floors squeaking under their weight. “And then… And then… I’d come back and stay with her for the night… just make sure she was okay. But I was too late. I was way too late... Jesus Christ.”

She thought of how he had spoken on the phone. Of course, she was suspicious of him. Wasn’t he next in line to inherit the house if Amy died? Or was that Stacey?

He gestured towards the kitchen and then turned his back to the scene.

The first thing Eve noticed was a bloody handprint, dragged along the kitchen tile, as if Amy had tried to crawl away. She was on her stomach. A wood-handled kitchen knife was sticking out of her back. A pool of dark blood was framed around her still, thin body.

Eve and Sharon stopped in their tracks, staring down at Amy Lesterfield’s dead body.

“Should we get some backup in here?” Sharon whispered.

“Let’s get forensics,” Eve agreed. “Call the Coroner’s Office and let’s get her to Dom as soon as we can…”

Sharon nodded and got on her walkie.

Eve bent down next to the body, making sure not to step in any of the blood. There were multiple wounds in her back, and she assumed if she flipped her over that there would be several in her front as well with this amount of blood. Immediately, she knew this was a crime of passion. This did not seem like a planned killing despite the indications of stalking around the house.

Eve identified the knife block on the counter that was missing the butcher knife that was planted in Amy’s back. No blood on the counter. No blood on the block. The knife had been grabbed before any of the violence had begun, which made Eve think that there had not been that much of a fight from Amy’s side. She tried not to think about how young she was, how beautiful she was, how kind she had been, how scared she had been, how Eve could have prevented this. Maybe if she had checked in last night when she had seen Amy in the window, maybe she could have protected her. She should have staked out all night. Maybe she shouldn’t have slept. She tried not to think about all of those things.

She checked every room on the main floor. There were no signs of forced entry aside from the previously broken window in the living room. Daniel had collapsed on one of the couches. He started texting every now and then before going back to staring out into the distance. He was in shock, or he was damn good at pretending to be.

Eve circled past the door to the basement, and she tried turning the brass knob but it was tightly locked. In the back porch, a TV and a PlayStation were set up with the controllers thrown on to a white and pink floral couch that had been pulled from its original spot based on the sunspots in the carpet. The back door was open. Eve went to it and peered down the concrete stairs that led to the backyard. Cigarette butts littered the bottom step. She looked up to see Jasper Martin watching her through his window. He wasn’t smoking a cigarette this time, but he did have a beer in one hand. He raised the bottle, tipped it in her direction, and took a sip. She shook her head. Did he know what had happened? Could he have done such a thing to Amy? A disgruntled neighbor. It seemed to Eve that it had been someone closer than that to the woman. She had let whoever had killed her into her house, into her kitchen. She must have known them.

Eve stepped back inside the Hawthorne house, and she heard a car pull into the driveway. From the window by the door, Eve watched Mary get out of an SUV and come up to the porch. She was wearing a black sundress under a jean jacket and oversized sunglasses.

“Hello!” she called and knocked simultaneously.

Daniel opened the door for her and put a hand out in front of her. “Don’t come in here.”

“Let me in, Daniel,” she snapped. “I want to see her!”

“No, you don’t. Trust me.” He put his body in front of her, trying to block out the kitchen doorway. “Trust me, Mary. You do not want to see her like that. You’ll never forget it. Trust me. You don’t.”

Mary started to cry and wail. “Daniel! What happened?! How did this happen?!”

She collapsed into his chest, and they hugged tightly. Daniel guided her onto the porch and sat them down on one of the couches. He patted her back. Mary sobbed. It filled up the entire street. It echoed through the morning dew, woke the birds in a nearby bush, and cut Eve to her core. She had never had a sibling, but she knew what it was like to lose someone close to you. With every broken cry, Eve felt every bit of her loss.

A car door slammed, and Rich, Mary’s son, the kid with the sunken face, adjusted a backpack against his shoulder, staring at Eve. He grinned as she caught his eye, and Eve looked away. He gave her the creeps. He had a record. He would be on her list too. Not as high as Daniel or Jasper or even Indigo, but high enough for her to take out her notebook from her breast pocket and start writing things down so she wouldn’t forget.

“Sharon, watch the back door,” Eve called to the kitchen as she stepped out onto the porch and closed the door behind her. “This is an active crime scene. No more in and out.”

“What?” Daniel snapped, pulling away from Mary. “That’s my house. You can’t do that.”

“Mr. Hawthorne, she’s barely cold,” Eve snapped back. “I’ll say it again, this is an active crime scene, and you stay out of the house until I say so.”

Daniel looked shocked. His eyebrows went up and his mouth dropped. His nostrils flared, and, for a brief moment, Eve thought he was going to blow up, that he was going to call her something foul and spit in her face. His eyes quivered with anger, but he sat back down on the couch next to Mary and took her back under his arm.

“Stacey’s… Stacey’s on the way too…” Mary said between sniffles.

“To go nowhere now apparently…” Daniel glared at Eve.

“When’s the last time you both talked to Amy?” Eve asked.

“The funeral,” Daniel said.

“Yesterday,” Mary stammered.

“Really?” Eve asked. “How did she sound?”

“Yeah,” Daniel said. “She’s been texting me. She’d been hearing things… and seeing things in the house. Sounded to me like she was losing her mind in this big house.”

“She just got here, Dan,” Mary said. “She was just… getting used to it.”

“How did she sound on the phone, Mary?” Eve asked again.

“She sounded…” Mary wiped her nose with a tissue. “She sounded really scared. Like really scared. She sent the kids away. Thank goodness that she did… look at what happened. What if Seb had been home? Or… Oh God… Luna…” she broke into sobs again.

“Are the kids safe with their fathers for now?” Eve questioned.

“Yeah. They should be fine,” Daniel sighed. He rubbed his aunt’s back. “Sebastian’s got it mint right now, hanging out on some movie set. He’s probably having the time of his life.”

“And Luna’s going to be okay with… Jackson, is it?”

Daniel and Mary exchanged glances. Mary said, “I’m gonna check in on them when I get back tonight and see how she’s doing.”

“Good idea,” Eve said. “Did Amy say anything else on the phone, Mary? Anything else you remember?”

Mary shook her head, moving her sunglasses to her head and looking at the front steps as she thought. “She was just scared. She said she had been praying, which I guess was unusual for her. We were never much of a church family. Not like that.”

Eve nodded and leaned back. A door squeaked, and Jasper Martin came out of his house next door. The smell of the cigarette hit them within seconds, and Eve sent out her own glare in his direction.

“What’s all the racket?!” he yelled.

Really bad timing. Not capable of reading a room.

Daniel leapt from the couch, and he was off the porch before Eve could get her hands off her belt.

“You son of a bitch!” Daniel screamed over the fence. “Did you do this?! Huh?! Did you kill my sister?!”

Daniel beelined for the end of the fence. Jasper watched him go around, at first just grinning with disbelief and then his face dropping when he realized it looked like Daniel was absolutely serious, angry, and coming right for him.

“Mr. Hawthorne!” Eve yelled.

“Let’s go, Martin! You wanna talk about a racket?! I’ll give you a fucking racket, buddy,” Daniel screamed, ignoring her.

“Daniel!” Eve shouted.

She caught up to him and got in front of Daniel on Jasper’s front walkway, putting a hand on his chest. He only had a few inches on her, but at least forty pounds, twenty of which had to be all muscle.

“What the hell is your problem?!” Jasper spat over Eve’s shoulder.

“Let’s take a breath, gentlemen,” Eve said.

Daniel grabbed Eve’s fingers that were against his chest. He squeezed them, crushing them against each other.

“What if he killed her?” He looked into Eve’s eyes with an intense stare.

“Let me figure that out,” she said.

Her other hand went to her belt, and he let go of her hand. Eve stretched and flexed her fingers, feeling to make sure he hadn’t popped anything out of place. Squaring herself in front of him, not backing down, she pointed with her good hand back to the Hawthorne house and said, “I’m going to have to ask you to exit this property.”

“I’m getting an alarm,” Daniel yelled at Jasper. “I’m getting an alarm and I’m getting cameras. I’m gonna know if you even breathe in my direction, Martin.”

Eve took half a step toward him, and Daniel started stumbling back. He kept talking.

“Better yet. I’m gonna tear this whole place down and build two houses in its place. I’ll make sure all the materials I get are on backorder so it takes the guys a real long time. Real long. Maybe years.”

Jasper laughed as he took another fat drag of his cigarette, watching Eve bully Daniel back around the other side of the fence. Mary was on the porch, watching it all unfold, clutching her jacket in one hand and shaking her head. Eve escorted Daniel back to the porch couch. He collapsed onto the cushion, and Mary clicked her teeth at him, saying, “That was really unnecessary.”

“He deserves it,” Daniel replied. “He’s always hated us.”

“And you wonder why…” Mary sighed. “You don’t really think he had anything to do with this?”

Daniel looked at Eve and asked, “What do you think?”

“It’s hard to say,” she said. “We need to look at all the evidence first.”

“I’m telling you…” Daniel grumbled. “He’s unhinged.”

In some ways, Eve felt like he was projecting. But he was going through fresh grief, not only of his sister but his grandmother, so she would give him some grace.

“I’d like you to come in for a statement…” Eve said.

“Me?” Daniel asked.

“Both of you. But, yes, you.”

He scoffed.

“What time did you get here?” she asked.

“I told you this morning.”

“Do you remember the time?”

“I don’t know… early. Like seven?”

Eve nodded. “Do you know where the station is in town?”

“At the end of 8th, there? Yeah, I think so.”

“Okay. Later today or tomorrow I’d like to see you.”

“You don’t seriously think I could do something like… that?” his thumb went to the kitchen window behind them.

“It’s not about that,” Eve said. “I’m just trying to get everyone’s… perspective.”

“Do you need mine too?” Mary asked.

Eve said, “That would be great.”

She excused herself and went back inside the house to the chorus of the family members whispering behind her. She kept herself close to the door and pulled out her phone. She pulled up a text message to Roman and started typing.

“Things just escalated at the Hawthorne’s,” she said. “I doubt you’ve had a chance to talk to her yet?”

He started typing back right away. “I’m still at the ranch. I’ll try first thing tomorrow.”

“Thanks,” Eve said.

“What’s happening?”

She replied, “Everything just changed.”

“??”

Eve put her phone back in her pocket, not knowing how to unpack this story via text. Her eyes drifted to that bloody handprint on the kitchen floor. Fat streaks of red across the linoleum. Could it be her family that did this to her? Eve wanted it to be a stranger, a violent passerby who couldn’t hold in their impulse, but it was clear that Amy knew she was in danger. She had been terrified. And Eve hadn’t been able to stop the dark force that had been following her. She hadn’t been able to protect Georgia Turnbull. She found the door with her back and leaned against it. She told Georgia she would be free again. Amy had pleaded for her to help.

Eve breathed in through her nose and out through her mouth.

She felt the strain of zip ties on her wrists. She looked down. Of course, nothing was there. It was this house. She saw why Amy had been so scared. The walls, the doors, the windows, the staircase, it felt like they were all screaming at her, reminding her of everything she had ever done wrong, reminding her of a past she didn’t want to remember. A cool gun against her forehead. Mom being dragged from a small concrete room by her hair. The click of Elijah Stern’s shoes coming up the hallway, making her blood run cold. Whenever it had been those shoes, it was always torture to come for Mom. He was the one that wanted her. He was the reason that Eve and Mom had been taken from their home in Maryland, held in his clutches for almost two weeks, before Sheriff Castro had found them starved and bleeding.

She couldn’t let herself delve into this. She couldn’t think about… It had been so long that she had kept this down and out of the way, and yet it felt like everything in this house was screaming at her with visions of her past.

“Eve?” Sharon interrupted. She was standing by the staircase with her hands on her hips. “You okay over there? Do you see something?”

“No…” Eve shook her head. “No. Just Amy.”

“Just lost in thought?” Sharon questioned and took a step closer.

Eve looked at her. “Yeah.”

She rubbed her wrists absentmindedly, but maybe she was actually checking, ensuring that she hadn’t been dragged into her violent history. Maybe this was what Amy had been through too.

“This place is totally haunted,” Sharon said.

“What makes you say that?”

“I know you’re getting the same feeling as me. I can tell from the look on your face. And whatever, maybe it’s a gas leak, but… I don’t know. You can feel it, can’t you?”

“Yeah…” Eve squared herself in the kitchen doorway, looking glumly down at Amy’s dead body. “Yeah, I can feel it.”
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Eve and Sharon stayed up all night gathering everything they could on the Hawthorne family. They set up a corkboard in the back room of the station by the holding cell, and they started stringing pieces of yarn to help them connect the family members. Martha was married to Eli, who passed nearly twenty years ago. Martha and Eli had two children: Stacey and Mary. No record existed of Stacey ever being married, but she’d had a long-term relationship with a real estate tycoon in Denver, which had resulted in Daniel in her early twenties. Amy’s father was less clear. They didn’t have any birth records for her, and they couldn’t confirm if Daniel and Amy shared a father. It seemed like Stacey had gone through an eat-pray-love phase after she and Daniel’s father had split, and Amy had occurred after Stacey had backpacked across Eastern Europe. Mary married Silas in the early two-thousands and they had two boys, Rich and Joey. Daniel was divorced with no kids. Amy had Sebastian and Luna from their separate fathers.

“Do you think the kids know?” Sharon asked, pointing to their photos on their multicolored board.

“I’m sure,” Eve said.

“God… I feel so bad for them…” Sharon shook her head.

Eve agreed, “Me too. And that’s the part of this that I really hate.”

“What?”

“That she sent the kids away. That she was so scared and so confident that she was going to get hurt, that she made sure to send them away first.”

“She knew she was in danger.”

“We knew she was in danger,” Eve said.

“Somebody threw a rock through her window, Sheriff,” Sharon said. “How could we have known it was going to escalate to full-blown homicide?”

“I should’ve stayed there last night. I should’ve just sat on the street and watched and made sure…”

“You’re only one person, Eve. You’ve got to sleep too.”

“I did sleep…” Eve muttered. “That was the problem.”

“Stop blaming yourself,” Sharon pinned up another piece of paper to the board, Rich’s DUI record. “This is the fault of the murderer and the murderer alone.”

Eve took a step back to appraise their work. “Yeah… now we just have to figure out who the hell that is.”

They had Xed out the deceased, and the red marker over Amy’s young, smiling face made Eve sick to her stomach. But her eyes drifted to the man at the top, where all the strings of yarn seemed to emanate from: Eli Hawthorne.

Eve said, “What do we know about Grandpa?”

“Not a lot,” Sharon said. “He was a Chesapeake Valley old-timer.”

“He grew up here too?”

“I think so. Hawthornes go way back. I was looking for some records of him… Nothing. Like suspiciously nothing.”

“As in what? They were scrubbed?”

Sharon nodded. “Somebody took some files, is what it seems like to me.”

“I’m in the process of working on that…”

“What do you mean?”

“I think the mayor is withholding,” Eve said. “She might have our missing records.”

“Really? Why would she do that?”

Eve shook her head. “I guess we’ll find out when we get the records. I would think it has something to do with Chesapeake’s reputation that she’s worried about.”

“And you’re just going to talk her into handing them over?” Sharon laughed a little. “She’s known for being so accommodating.”

“I’ve got somebody on it…”

“Okay. I’ll try not to take offense to that.”

“Just somebody with a connection to her.”

“Why are you being so cryptic? It’s Roman, isn’t it?”

Eve’s cheeks flushed. “I thought he could help.”

“I’m sure he will…” Sharon poked Eve with her elbow.

“Keep it PG, Deputy,” Eve laughed.

“He’s so hot. You guys are getting… together regularly, right? Please say yes.”

“When we can.”

“Maybe it would help with the stress, you know? Get him to bang it out of you.”

“Jesus, Sharon…” Eve did laugh though, and she needed it. “You know how I handle my stress.”

“You shove it far down and never talk about it?”

With a roll of her eyes, Eve grabbed her gym bag from the back room and said, “I run.”

“Ah yes, ‘cause running away from it is much better than shoving it down.”

“It is!” Eve protested as she started changing.

“I know you’ve been through a lot…” Sharon said as Eve struggled with her leggings. “I know you put a lot of pressure on yourself too. I hope you realize how good you’ve been doing too. I know that this… This Amy situation was unexpected. But it’s not your fault, just like how Georgia wasn’t your fault either. It’s the fault of the men and the murderers behind it. You know that, right?”

“I know that…” Eve put on a long sleeve compression shirt so she could stay warm in the dipping fall weather. “It’s harder to put into practice.”

“Okay, well, run it out or whatever. But it starts and ends up here…” she tapped her forehead. “Don’t let it get the best of you.”

“I won’t.”

But Eve didn’t feel convinced, and she could tell by Sharon’s face that she wasn’t either.

Outside, it was the perfect weather for a run. She wasn’t going to go far, but she needed to move. That pinhole in her chest felt like it was ripping open wider with every discovery she was making with the Hawthornes. It was making space for memories, and for some reason, the house had activated those thoughts of the kidnapping all those years ago. Maybe it was the idea of Amy being in that house all alone when somebody had showed up with intent to hurt her. Eve had been young and in a Josie and the Pussycats costume. Amy had been young and alone. Eve had been taken from her home with her mother by Elijah Stern. Amy had been stabbed to death by someone who was seeking a world without her. How far away had Eve been from the same fate? If Elijah Stern wasn’t such a sadist, she would have been dead.

The cool air kept the sweat at bay as Eve turned onto and cut through 11th Street to grab Pearl. It wasn’t just for the company but for protection. She felt the stagnant tension in the air; it was like what had happened with Travis Wate, when Duncan Springer had been killed. Everyone in town knew there was someone in their community working against them. And it felt like everyone in town was looking at her like it was her fault. At least it was the early morning and not everyone was out and about yet.

She went down Maple and passed the church and the funeral home before circling back around the highway and towards the Red Rock. Pearl was keeping a good pace and looking back at Eve every now and then to check in on why she was going so slow. The run was simultaneously making her more exhausted and waking her up. She headed through the footpath behind the Red Rock and veered onto 16th. The wind howled at her back, pushing her towards the foothills and Mountainside Park and that oak tree that still had most of its leaves. She looked up, peering through the pines, hoping for a glance at the A-frame cabin at the top. She could keep running all the way into Roman’s arms if she was less worried and less disciplined. But unfortunately, Eve was both of those things, to the point of a fault.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket as she went by the Subway, the HVAC place, the clinic, and Cohen’s old cell repair shop that was all boarded up. Two cars sat in the parking lot. One was Dom’s and the other Eve recognized too: a truck with DFPC painted on both sides. Reg Henson’s truck. What was he doing here?

She slowed her pace to a walk and appraised the truck. The windows were foggy and at first, she thought it was just from the condensation and contrast between the cool fall air and a warm truck, but as she got closer she saw the two shadows tussling in the backseat: Dom and Reg.

Eve picked up Pearl so she wouldn’t jangle too much and backed up and away, stifling a giggle. Dom had clearly shown an interest in Reg when they had gotten the kids out of the mines a few weeks ago. Eve was glad to see her making a connection that wasn’t with her patients, and she was sure that super friendly Reg got off on Dom’s boss energy. Maybe they were a perfect match. Still, Eve remembered when he had been enamored by her and he had moved on pretty quickly. That worried her a bit. That Dom was a rebound and a second choice. Not that Eve thought so highly of herself but more so that she was worried for Dom getting taken advantage of. But she was smart and controlled. Eve was sure that if she was getting taken advantage of that she was the one that had told him to do it.

Eve jogged down Caledonia Avenue, returning to the station between 7th and 9th.

She wanted to spill what she had seen to Sharon, but there was another car in the parking lot next to the Tahoe and the squad car. The gossip would have to wait. Daniel Hawthorne was waiting for her in the lobby. She checked her phone before she went in. The text had been from Jamison and it included a photo of a license plate. The message said: “I traced this one back. It belonged to Jimmy Allen Benson, like you said. Is that what you were looking for?”

Eve shook her head. It was exactly what she was looking for. So Benson was invested in Mac and Orla now too. Why? If he had been working for Cohen, how did that tie him to the lost children? Unless… Eve thought, maybe he wasn’t working for Cohen anymore. Maybe he was working for someone else because Cohen had skipped town and needed to lay low. Maybe he was working for the Vine. Maybe he was working for Elijah Stern.

The door opened. Daniel stuck his head out and yelled, “Are you coming in or what?”

Eve scowled and headed inside, letting Pearl lead the way. The border collie left wet pawprints on the concrete and then on the carpet inside, making a point to sniff at Daniel’s trim pants and clean shoes.

“You need a second, Sheriff?” Sharon asked, looking between Eve and Daniel with that look that Eve knew well.

“I’m… uh…” Eve pulled at her Nike sweatshirt. “It’s fine. We can do this now?”

Daniel nodded. “That’s why I came. You said to come in and I did and you weren’t here.”

“Well, I don’t live here,” Eve said.

“Just decided to go out for a jog instead of figuring out who killed my sister?”

“I’m trying to figure out who killed your sister right now.”

Daniel blinked at her and asked, “Should I be getting a lawyer?”

“If you need,” Eve said. “I just wanted to talk about Amy.”

“Okay… Okay. Well, let’s talk about Amy.”

Sharon had fortunately been smart enough to turn the corkboard the other way around so Daniel couldn’t see the yarn-strung chart they’d made of his entire family tree as Eve led him to the interrogation room. Inside the room, the blinds were half-open, which made them look less broken and crooked than they really were.

“Can I get you a coffee? Water?” Eve asked.

“I’m good.”

“Get any sleep?”

“No. How about you?”

“Not exactly,” she replied.

“But you went for a run anyway? Pretty dedicated…”

“It helps me think,” she said.

“Damn. It helps me feel sore all over my body.”

Eve laughed a little and said, “Well, it gets easier the more you do it.”

“I imagine.”

“Thanks for coming in… How’s the family?”

“Mom’s a mess… Mary is trying to be more of a mess. And Silas is trying to stop Mary from making a mess…” Daniel shook his head. “We’re missing her. We’re missing Amy.”

“Are you guys staying in town?”

“We got rooms at the Red Rock. I don’t really want to be at the house right now…”

“Fair enough,” Eve said. A pool of sweat moved down her back, hitting her now instead of on the jog because the weather had kept it at bay. “So, you said the last you had spoken to Amy was the funeral, is that right?”

“Well, we were texting, though.”

“Did you text a lot?”

“Yeah. Pretty regularly. Amy kept up with the whole family pretty much. She was good about that.”

“And did she text you anything on that night or the night before?”

“She told me she was hearing things. She told me… This is so stupid…”

“No. Please, tell me.”

“She told me she saw the basement light go on.”

“The… The one that’s perma-locked?”

He nodded. “It’s just insane. There’s no way. That door hasn’t been opened in years.”

“Why is that?”

“Grandpa was so strict about that. He refused to let us down there. He wore the key around his neck, that’s how crazy he was about it. I think we buried the key with him, actually,” he laughed. “It’s nuts. I never had the desire. Mary did though. She did everything to try and get down there and Martha got pissed one day. This was after Grandpa died so she really really didn’t want it opened out of respect for him, I guess. When Mary chipped the fancy knob, Grandma siliconed the door shut.”

“What?”

“Yeah. She used caulking to seal it closed.”

“Wow… She really didn’t want anyone to go down there.”

“Eli didn’t. And she always did what her husband told her to do.”

Eve asked, “Did your grandparents have a good relationship?”

“I always thought that maybe Martha secretly hated him. ‘Cause I for sure would if I was in her position, getting bossed around all the time. But she just kept to herself and did her thing. When Eli wasn’t around, that’s when you got to see the real her… she’d let her hair down and actually laugh sometimes, but then she had this strict side to her, that was like taking Grandpa’s spot when he wasn’t there.”

“How often did you get to see that real her?”

“Well, Grandpa traveled a lot for work. He was a really important man, and never let us forget it. Martha was alone in that house a lot.”

“And did she ever talk about seeing or hearing things?”

“Well…” Daniel thought. “Yeah, actually. Yeah, she did. Sorta, I mean. She complained about the neighbors a lot.”

“She blamed them for the noises?”

“Maybe…” he said. “I don’t know, that house always had a way of messing with people. My mother is the most pragmatic person ever, totally, you know”—he popped his hands next to his eyes—“straight edge. But she swears she saw a ghost in that house.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. I bet she’d love to talk about it now that she’s getting the house.”

“Is that what’s happening? I was going to ask if you were next in line to inherit it… It seemed like it from the way you were talking to Jasper Martin…”

Daniel scoffed. “Oh. I was trying to scare him. No, unfortunately, it’s going to go to my mom. I would’ve loved to flip it… Hell, maybe I would have even moved here. It really is a beautiful town.”

He gestured to the greens, oranges, and yellows of trees at the base of the foothills outside the window, boulders scattered amongst the wood.

“Does… Did that upset you?” Eve asked.

“Of course,” he said. “It hurt me more the first time. I couldn’t believe Martha gave it to Amy. Like, yes, Amy made an effort, but come on, she was the youngest and… not…” he trailed off, his face glazing over with sadness as if he remembered she was dead. He asked quietly, “Do you have any idea who could have done this?”

“I have some ideas,” Eve said, mentally crossing him off her list. This conversation had done a lot to open her up more to who Daniel was. The motive didn’t line up either now that she knew the situation with the house. He could be lying though, and Eve had to be on her toes for that. “I’d like to know if you have any idea who could’ve done this.”

“I thought it was obvious… I think it was Jasper.”

“What reason would he have to kill Amy?”

“He was always complaining about the noise.”

“You think that’s enough to drive a man to kill someone in cold blood?”

“Man, I lived in an apartment once with thin walls. Could hear my neighbors putting their shit in the microwave. I could have… Well.” He looked at her nervously. “I mean, not literally. I would never.”

He continued, “This is a long shot, but… there’s Rich too.”

“Mary’s son?”

Biting down on his lip, he nodded and looked around like they were swapping secrets around a campfire.

“He has a history. He had a DUI a few years back, and when he was in high school, he spent almost a year in Juvie for assaulting a kid.”

“Really?” Eve leaned in.

“Yeah. He smashed a girl over the head with a lunch tray. It was brutal. She had a serious concussion and permanent damage.”

“Wow…” Eve took that in, remembering how he had been staring at her.

“He always liked Amy… like a lot,” Daniel said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You know what that means. He was a horny teenage boy who liked to stare.”

“That’s his cousin.”

“It didn’t stop him from staring.”

Eve reeled back, sure her face was showing blatant disgust. She covered her mouth with her hand and cleared her throat. She tried to understand.

“But he got here this morning?” Eve said. “After Amy had already been murdered?”

“What would have stopped him from coming the night before? Colorado Springs isn’t that far…”

Eve thought to when she had pulled up outside the Hawthorne house on the night of Amy’s death. She didn’t remember seeing any other cars, but she would have to re-check some of the photos she snapped. Relying on memory could only get you so far.

“What kind of car does he drive?” Eve asked.

“He’s got an old Chevy that he drives when his mom doesn’t let him use the SUV.”

“Guess he didn’t lose his license…”

“Not yet,” Daniel murmured. “He’s young and a bit of an idiot and reckless. I really hope he didn’t have anything to do with this. But if it wasn’t Jasper, or some new boyfriend that Amy hadn’t told us about… then, well, I don’t know. Rich is capable. He’s a walking red flag.”

“Was it usual for Amy to get new boyfriends that she didn’t tell you about?”

“Well, not me. She would probably tell Mom. But she’s got bad taste in men. Lately, she was talking more about the Big Man to get her through things.”

He pointed to the ceiling.

“You mean God?” Eve asked.

Daniel nodded. “She told me she was going to see the pastor and that she was going to get the house, and I quote, ‘cleansed.’”

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t know!” he laughed again. “She was just… going through it. Looking for support here because all her family was gone and she relied on Mary and Mom a lot… And it’s better than the boyfriends, in my opinion.”

Eve nodded. A chill ran through the room, and she felt at that moment that she really needed to get back in uniform. Despite her best efforts, how she was dressed and how she looked impacted how confident she felt. Sure it would be great not to think about what other people thought. But when she put on the sheriff’s uniform for this town, she felt more connected. More grounded. A representation of the valley and all the people in it that were looking to her to help them.

“Well, thanks for coming in, Daniel,” Eve said, reaching out her hand to shake his. “I appreciate it.”

“Absolutely,” he said. “I’m sorry. I know I can be… Yeah. I don’t know. I’m trying to help.”

“I can see that.”

She opened the door for him and led him out of the station. Her impression of Daniel had grown a lot since first meeting him. He had been more complex than she had thought but still arrogant.

Pearl lay in her bed in the backroom and watched Sharon and Eve with wide dark eyes as they went straight back to work. Eve was now in uniform, with a cup of coffee in hand, she felt unstoppable.

“It was that easy to rule him out, hey?” Sharon asked, pointing at Daniel’s LinkedIn profile picture.

“I really don’t think he did it,” Eve said. “It doesn’t make sense.”

“It doesn’t always make sense,” Sharon replied.

“Yes. Yes, it does. There is always something. There’s always a piece that brings it all together, and Daniel doesn’t have that piece. Trust me. I don’t think he’s lying.”

“If you say so, Sheriff. What about Rich?”

“Yeah… he really threw him under the bus.”

“Daniel did?”

“Yes. He said that he thought Rich was capable of doing something like that.”

“Wow… That’s… not a good review.”

Eve shook her head. “We still need to know more about the grandfather, about Eli Hawthorne. For such a supposed Chesapeake institution, it’s weird that his records are completely missing. Seems like a lot of the stories of this house, ghost or otherwise, started here.”

She went to the top of the tree and landed a fingernail on the man’s crinkled forehead.

“I looked,” Sharon said. “Absolutely nothing. We’re lucky we’ve talked to the family or else we probably wouldn’t know he exists.”

“It can’t just be because he’s older,” Eve stated. “He must have had something in his life at some point that left an impression. It’s more suspicious that there’s nothing at all.”

“I agree,” Sharon said. “It seems intentional.”

They nodded at each other.

Eve took a sip of her coffee, circled the board, sighed, and took a seat next to Pearl. She said, “I got a text from Jamison.”

“About this?”

“About that first day at the courthouse when Mac Farwell tried to run.”

“And you chased him down because you’re a badass bitch?”

“Yeah. Well, after that, I swore… I swore I saw a familiar car in the parking lot and that it was Benson inside.”

“Benson? As in Jim Benson?”

“One and the same.”

“What the hell was he doing there?” she asked and crossed her arms.

“I don’t know…” Eve took another sip. “But I don’t like it.”

“Where’s he now?”

“Could be anywhere…”

“Should we put out a bulletin?”

“We’ve got nothing on him. Cohen, yes. Benson, diddly squat.”

“Maybe we could get him to talk…”

They exchanged glances. Sharon hung her head and said, “Sorry. That’s a stupid idea.”

“No. Not stupid. But we know he wouldn’t talk,” Eve said. “We know that for sure, don’t we?”

“You’re right,” she waved. “No. You’re right.”

“There’s something else too…” Eve went on. “Not really work related.”

“Spill.”

“I saw Reg Henson’s truck at the clinic.”

“Why would the DFPC be back in town?”

Eve looked at her and raised an eyebrow.

“Was he visiting Dom?”

Eve gave her a nod and a silent smile.

Sharon squealed. “Oh my gosh. Good for her. No wait… honestly, good for him. I love that for them both. He’s so hot. She’s so hot. They would make the most beautiful babies. Firefighter. Doctor. Super smart. Brave. I really hope you’re not pulling my leg here. I’m already invested and writing the fanfic.”

“I saw his truck and… a foggy window…”

Sharon’s jaw dropped open. “Like the Titanic?”

Eve laughed. “Like the Titanic.”

They both let the laughter trail off and be replaced by the contemplative silence of the murder, possibly murders, in front of them and down the street.

Leaning back in the chair, Eve took a deep breath and said, “What if this goes deeper than we think?”

“Reg is going deeper than—”

Eve held up a hand. “Alright. Let’s put a pin in that.”

“Sorry…” But the grin on her face was huge.

“I mean the Hawthornes.” Eve stood up and put herself in front of the board. She pointed at Martha with the red X over her face. “What if Martha was murdered too?”

“What? But Dom said it was natural.”

“Well, there were abnormally high levels of insulin.”

“She’s a diabetic.”

“Still. The timing. The house?” Sharon nodded along as Eve continued, “What if Amy’s death was revenge for Martha’s?”

Sharon came over to stand next to her, shoulder-to-shoulder. “Well… that’s… That’s possible.”

“Say somebody killed Martha… that was planned and well-executed. What if it was Amy? Or if she was involved? Somebody close to Martha, maybe one of the other family members, gets revenge on Amy for what she did—”

“There’s no way that Amy killed her grandmother.”

“Maybe not directly.” Eve sighed and said, “I’m not convinced either. I’m just thinking out loud. I still haven’t been able to find Emily Silva either, who I feel like has answers that we need.”

“Well, let’s keep looking.”

“Right. That’s all we can do.”
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Roman Marek

“Hold her still…” Roman said.

They braced themselves on either side of the heifer as Roman took the sharp end of a syringe and pierced it through her stomach as the veterinarian had shown him. Freya snorted and lurched to one side.

“Hold her, Ken.”

“I’m trying!”

Freya lurched again and almost knocked Roman off the stool. He stumbled back and said, “Okay! Okay. I think we’re good. Go on then.”

They both stepped away, and with a creak, Roman opened up the stable doors. Freya went out right away, hooves ripping up some of the soft grass and looking back at Roman like he had just betrayed her trust. The medicine was supposed to help her appetite. Right now, it doesn’t look so good. She was getting so skinny that she was mostly just laying down during the day, conserving what little energy she had.

“Think that’s going to work?” Ken asked, watching her go join the other cattle in the field.

“I hope so…” Roman replied. “It’s really the last option. If this doesn’t work then… I don’t know.”

“Going to sell her?”

“Not sure anyone would buy her in her current state.”

“So what do you do then?”

Roman went quiet. He turned back to the stable and washed off his hands in a cool bucket of water.

“Oh…” Ken said after a moment. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay. These girls become pretty important to me, but I’m no stranger to the ways of farming and nature…”

“No, you are not,” Ken said as Roman expertly rolled up a thick rope and slung it onto one of the fence posts.

The day was perfect. It was just cool enough to need one layer but beyond that, you’d be sweating. It would have been a perfect day for fishing or hunting if they had more time.

“So what else we gotta do, boss?” Ken asked.

“I thought maybe we could take Cocoa up to Gleneagle. I’ve been talking to this farmer up there, and he’s interested in taking her. Giving me a good price too.”

“Sure. I’ll do what you tell me.”

“You’re doing a great job,” Roman said. Ken was sitting up on the fence and Roman clapped his shoulder. “I know you probably liked the routine of what you had going on in Palmer Lake there, but I don’t know… I feel like it’s your calling to be outside with me.”

“Yeah. I don’t miss the shop at all…” he laughed a little. “I do like it here. You’re making it pretty easy on me, man.”

“You think? I can make you scoop more manure if that suits you.”

Ken swatted Roman away with a scoff, but couldn’t help from laughing. “No… No. I mean, like, it’s easy working with you.”

“Good. I want you to be okay, Ken. That’s all I want.”

“I’m getting there… It’s the not knowing that’s killing me. That she could still be out there… desperate for someone to help her and I’m here… shoveling shit.”

“Well, if you went out to look for her more, do you think it would make you feel better?”

“No. I tried that too. Absolutely fruitless.”

“So what’s the alternative?”

“Nothing… There’s nothing. All I can do is… distract myself.”

“I can distract you more. Should I hire some hot ranch hands or something?”

“Yeah, a girl in a cow-print bikini might do me some good…” He let out a sad laugh. “Maybe a girl period.”

“I wish I knew someone to set you up with…”

“That deputy? Sharon? She’s seeing someone?”

“I think she’s married.”

“For real? I’ve never seen her husband.”

“He’s military. I think he works out of the Air Force academy.”

“Damn…” Ken hung his head. “I am such a loser.”

“Ken, you’re not a loser. You’re figuring it out.” Roman squeezed his shoulder. “Come on. Get down and let’s get to work. I can put on a bikini if that would help.”

He chuckled. “Don’t make empty promises, Roman. I’d pay to see that.”

They spent the rest of the morning loading Cocoa up into the trailer and taking the drive to Gleneagle. The transaction was smooth and simple, and Ken put on a friendly face for the farmer. When he applied himself, Roman could really see his skills shining through. He actually could be a great business partner in the long run if he was able to get through his trauma and addiction. They stopped for lunch at a roadside diner where Ken was too friendly with the waitress. Roman thought he was overcompensating. He had always struggled to hold down a girlfriend and to keep his eyes from wandering, except when it had come to Natalie, Roman’s sister. He had loved her. But lots of men had loved Natalie. The neighbor, Alek, and his sister, Irina, had both respectively been in love with Marek kids. Alek with Natalie and Irina with Roman. Alek and Ken had constantly been at each other’s throats all those summers back, and that was the angriest Roman had ever seen his friend. Because, in general, Ken was not an angry person. Sad sometimes, sure. But he wasn’t the type of guy to throw hands unless he really needed to.

Roman wondered at times what Ken had been doing all that time that Roman had served. He had been in the Marines for ten years and that was a long time for Ken to potentially figure his life out, but it felt like Ken had barely moved while he was gone. He had come back to Chesapeake Valley and found some refuge living again with his mother and sister. And then that had all been torn away from him too.

“I gotta make a stop, so why don’t you take the afternoon off?” Roman suggested as they came back in on Main Street.

“Hot date?”

“With the mayor.”

“What? Why?”

“Eve asked me to talk to her.”

“Oh, so you’re contracting for the sheriff’s office now? Hope you’re getting compensated…”

“Only in love.”

Ken laughed. “Have you guys said that to each other already?”

“Well…” Roman gripped the steering wheel. “No.”

“But you feel that way?”

“Yes.”

“You should tell her.”

“I will. When she’s ready…”

“Girls love to hear that. Don’t wait too long,” he said.

“You’re one to talk.”

“Hey man, I may only know a thing or two, but that’s one of the two things I know.”

“Just waiting for the right moment. She’s been so busy.”

“Just text her…” Ken laughed, pointing at Roman’s phone.

“No… No. I’m not going to do that.”

Ken was not a person to take relationship advice from, but Roman found his efforts amusing. He dropped him off at his house and rounded back towards the center of town to city hall.

City Hall in Chesapeake Valley was a three-story brick building with a wooden facade out front to make it look like you were walking into a saloon. It doubled as a visitor’s and information center, and Roman had been here a couple of times before to get some permits for the ranch.

The floors were original pearlescent tile, and Roman glanced over his shoulder to see the trail of mud he was traipsing inside. A receptionist sat at a circular desk in the middle of the shiny floors. She had wire glasses and super curly white hair piled up onto her head.

“Hello,” she said sharply, not looking away from the computer screen in front of her.

“Howdy,” Roman leaned on the desk. “I’m looking to speak with Mayor Traynor.”

She raised an eyebrow and looked him over. “Do you have an appointment?”

“No… Uh… no.”

“Well, we can make an appointment for you to come see her at a later date.”

“Is she here now?”

She said nothing.

“It would really be great if I could see her today,” Roman tried.

“I’m sorry, sir. As you can imagine, the mayor is quite—”

“Roman!” Leslie’s voice cut through the wide hall.

She was at the end of the open room with her phone pressed to her ear and waving at him with her other hand. Shoving her phone into her pocket, Leslie crossed the building with a wide smile. She picked at her silver hair as she got closer, smoothing it down and then pulling on her blouse.

“What are you doing here?” she asked and laughed simultaneously.

“I came to see you, actually,” he replied. “I think I might need an appointment though—”

“Nonsense. Come on in.”

She gave the receptionist a cold look and gestured for Roman to follow her. With a narrowed glare, the receptionist followed them to the back of the building, glowering at the streaks of mud from Roman’s boots.

The mayor’s office was on the third floor, and it was a trek up three flights of tiled stairs. The building was beautiful and squeaky as all get out. It let out a reminder of its age with every step and clutch to its banisters.

The office itself was at the back of the building with a complete view of the foothills from an arched window. A perfect fall day with a perfect view. Roman wondered what it would be like to work in an office like this, if it was something he could do.

“I think I can see my cabin…” Roman gestured to the pointed top of his A-frame roof at the peak of the hills.

“I know you can,” Leslie said with a smirk. She waved a hand to a cushioned wood chair and sat in her own ergonomic office chair on the other side of the desk. “It’s been a while.”

“I know,” Roman replied.

“It seems like you’ve been enjoying Chesapeake so far though… You’ve been here for over a year now?”

“Just.”

“And?”

“I do… Yeah. I love it here.”

“Good.” she smiled again. “Good. I’m so glad to hear that. And the cabin is treating you well? Change anything major?”

“Not really. Your uncle really did a great job at the renovation. Just maintenance things I’ve had to keep up with…”

“New locks?”

Roman grinned. “Yeah, of course.”

“Sorry you had to go through all of that…”

“You mean Travis Wate?”

She nodded. “I knew you’d come out on the other end, but I was shocked when I first heard. I couldn’t believe that someone had put in so much effort to… well, to try and get to you.”

“Travis was disturbed. I really think he could’ve latched on to anyone. I was unlucky.”

“Or lucky. If had been anyone else, he may have been successful.”

“Eve saved my life.”

“Yes… Yes, she did, didn’t she?”

“She did.”

A long pause.

“What about you?” Roman asked. “What’s been keeping you busy?”

“Oh, the Harvest Moon Festival this weekend… Everyone’s getting quite excited. Greeley is a pain, trying to shut down the costume contest! After all these years! Ridiculous.”

Roman was trying to think about how Eve had questioned him a few months ago, trying to emulate her skills. She asked lots of questions. That’s what he remembered. Got him to talk more than he had in weeks.

“What happened?” Roman asked.

She looked at him and scrunched her face. “Greeley thinks the contest is against God. It’s just kids in plastic masks, for goodness sakes. Let them make something out of a cardboard box and spend some time outdoors for once instead of scrolling on who knows what on their phones.”

“I’m sure the festival will still turn out great,” he said. “Have you always had a hand in the organization?”

“Since I was a little girl. It’s my favorite time of year.”

The only time that she came back for, Roman thought but said nothing. He knew that she loved to travel, and Eve had been working just fine without her backing for months.

“Did you come to talk about Harvest Moon?” she asked. “Please don’t tell me it’s a hindrance to you now too…”

“No. No. It’s nothing like that.”

“Maybe just for a chat? I miss our little coffee dates,” she giggled.

“Right. Yeah. Thanks for all your help with that…”

“I’m so glad you decided to move here.” she smiled. “And I’m so glad you’re making such good friends.”

“Well, I knew Ken before I moved here.”

“Did you?”

“Yes. He worked on my ranch back home for a little while. I thought maybe we talked about this…”

“Maybe we did…” she giggled again.

“But Eve’s the best thing that’s come out of moving here,” he said.

Her face dropped, and she moved a sticky notepad out of the way even though it was perfectly fine and out of the way already.

“Right. Aren’t we all thankful for Sheriff Wicker?”

“Are you being sarcastic?”

As if she was caught off guard, Leslie sneered, “No. I’m thankful for her. She does her job… she does have a tendency to stick her nose in business that doesn’t concern her though.”

“I think she’s trying to be thorough,” Roman said. “That’s all that it is.”

“That’s why you’re here then? Because of her?” she murmured.

“Yes. Well, she wanted me to talk to you about the Hawthorne house… she told me that you grew up across the street—”

“See! This is exactly what I’m talking about. What business does she have airing out my business…” she shook her head in disgust.

“A woman died,” Roman said. “Last night, a woman was murdered in that house.”

Leslie’s gaze locked with his; the antique desk between them providing Roman some protection if she tried to attack him, because she looked like she was half a step away from slapping him. Her nostrils flared and her shoulders dropped.

She said, “You’re right. I’m sorry. I want to help.”

Roman nodded. “Good.”

She waited expectantly. Roman was beginning to think that he wouldn’t be very good at this job and that Eve really did make it look easy.

“Uh, well… Do you remember anything happening when you were a kid?”

“I grew up across from Eli and Martha Hawthorne. There were always things happening. I suppose this had to come up eventually.” She stood up, placing both hands on the desk for a moment before crossing the room. She pulled open the drawer to the bottom of a glass cabinet that was filled with a variety of top shelf boozes, framed certificates, and a bust of a Roman woman. “I was terrified of that place as a kid. Martha was scary enough, but when Eli was home… people didn’t come out of their houses for fear of waking the bear.”

“What did he do?”

A blue file folder was in her hands when she turned around. She said, “It’s all in here. I don’t want to talk about it, so just take it.”

“It must have been pretty harrowing, whatever happened…”

“It was. My grandmother was mayor, you know? I think I told you that.”

“You did.”

“Well, she knew… she knew something was wrong with the Hawthornes. She didn’t want people to know that their neighbors were… like that. She wanted to protect people, especially after Eli died. People were better off not knowing about what happened on 6th Street.” She passed him the file, stroking his hand with one finger. “If you ask me, people are still better off not knowing. It’s not going to bring that girl back.”

“It’s going to help Eve figure out who killed her though,” he said.

“I don’t think so…” she replied quietly. “I really don’t think so.”

“Well, thanks for trusting me with this,” he tucked the file under his arm.

“For you?” she smiled. “Of course.”

He grinned down at her and reached out to shake her hand. Instead, she leaned forward and wrapped her arms around him, leaning her head into his stomach. Roman half-laughed out of surprise. He patted her back and pulled away.

“I can’t wait for the festival,” he said.

“I better see you there!”

“You will!”

And Roman took the acquired file and his trail of mud back out of City Hall and into the streets of Chesapeake Valley.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Though Daniel had shown up to make a statement, there had been no sign of Mary or her family. To be fair, maybe they were just busy with all that had been happening, but most people didn’t evade her. Eve fell asleep in her office chair for about an hour, and Pearl woke her up when she shook herself off and her collar clinked. Sharon was at her desk, typing something, staring at the computer in front of her.

Eve watched the world unblur.

“Dom called,” Sharon said.

“What? When?”

“About thirty minutes ago.”

“Why didn’t you wake me up?”

“You needed to sleep,” Sharon said.

Eve looked at her with the most unimpressed face she could muster.

“Hey. It was Pearl’s idea.” Sharon lifted her hands and pointed a finger at the collie who was headed now for her tennis ball in the corner of the lobby.

Eve called Dom right away, and she picked up right away too.

“Finally, Wicker. Amy’s ready here, I think.”

“You’re at Kingman’s?”

“Yup. I’ll meet you there.”
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The basement laboratory was cooler than usual today. Amy’s still, sliced-up body was like a piece of pink meat on a silver tray, bits of her covered in bright red lines from the kitchen knife, which was also set out on a nearby tray. Her eyes and mouth were both frozen open, and Eve had to force herself to look away after a few minutes and take a break.

“This is horrific…” Eve whispered.

“Terrible,” Dom agreed. “I think it took a few minutes before she died and it didn’t look like the perpetrator was stopping.”

“A lot of rage,” Eve said.

“Yes. A lot of force behind these puncture wounds but not all of them are as deep. Some are quick, fast stabs. Maybe trying to take her by surprise.”

“I think it was definitely somebody she knew… How else could someone have gotten that close to her before stabbing her real quick?”

Dom made a face like she was holding in laughter. “I think you might be right on that one, Wicker. Any leads?”

“Too many,” Eve said.

“Yikes. That makes it tough. Gotta start crossing people off…”

“I’m trying.”

“We tried to scrape fingerprints,” Dom said. “They’re running them in Colorado Springs but at first glance, they told me there’s no matches. Not for anyone with a record.”

“You took the fingerprints off her knife?”

Dom nodded.

“What about her body?”

“We swabbed her. The only thing that touched her was the knife.”

Eve thought. She forced herself to look back at Amy now. She circled her and scrutinized every piece of her, running her gaze up her arms and legs. The wounds were bright red on her pale skin. It was hard not to stare at them instead of anything else on her. But she seemed pretty clean. Like someone had literally stabbed her and then stabbed her again and again and again until they were satisfied. Eve leaned forward and smelled her. She went over to her head and light mousy-brown hair.

“Smell this,” Eve said to Dom.

Dom bent forward to take a whiff.

“What is that?” she asked.

“Jasmine…” Eve said. “Incense?”

Dom shook her head. “Maybe she was burning some at home.”

“I searched that whole house. I didn’t see one stick of incense.”

“So she went to a friend’s?”

“She’s new to town…” Eve thought. “The church?”

“Well, that… that does make sense,” Dom said. “Greeley definitely burns incense there. You know who else burns incense?”

“Who?”

“Witches.”

“What?” Eve asked. “What would make you say that?”

“I don’t know… it’s funny. I’ve got this new nurse’s assistant and she’s been telling me about all these rumors of the Chesapeake Valleys of old.” Dom laughed. “Which includes all these scary stories about witches… and… well, ‘tis the season.”

“A new nurse’s assistant?”

“Yes. Emily.”

Eve stood up straight and asked, “Emily Silva?”

“Uh… I think she said it was… Campbell? I don’t remember. Why? You know her?”

“She was Martha Hawthorne’s caretaker.”

“Yes, she said that she did some work with seniors and home care. That’s why she’s an asset. She’s actually been incredible. Really helped to reduce my workload.”

“Glad to hear it…” Eve said, but her mind was already whirring with thoughts and she wasn’t even sure what she had said out loud.

“Official cause of death?” Eve asked.

Dom tapped on her iPad and said, “Homicide. No doubt.”

“No doubt for me either…” Eve shook her head, giving Amy’s body one last look before turning away and trying to shut it out until she needed to think about it again. She needed to stay focused.

The church was added to her mental list of places she needed to go, and Pastor Greeley to the list of people she needed to talk to.

“You good?” Dom asked, as Eve had frozen at the bottom step on her way out.

“Yeah… I was just…” she turned to her. “I saw you in Reg Henson’s truck in town last night.”

Dom pursed her lips. “Where?”

“At the clinic.” Eve smiled and said, “He’s a nice guy.”

“He is…” Dom looked away and then back down at her iPad.

Eve figured that was the most she was going to get right now. Two drinks in Dom and she became like a different person, but she always kept herself together at work. Eve admired it, but she also enjoyed having Sharon around because she had a good sense of play that Dom was too mature for.

When Eve left the basement of the Kingman funeral home and climbed up the stairs out of the crawlspace entrance, she paused at the edge of the pathway. They had to pass through the garden in order to get through to the morgue. A thick hedge of bushes lined one side of the concrete pathway until it reached a slab of a wood fence with a black iron archway over top. The other side of the pathway was littered with flowers and a pristinely kept garden that lined the entire back of the house. There was also a white wooden gazebo with a white iron bistro set arranged in the middle of it, like a picture straight out of a Disney storybook. But despite the gaiety of the outdoor space, Eve felt eyes on her.

She looked up. Janet Kingman was watching her from the top window at the back of the Victorian house. She was a short woman with a white pixie cut. She was wearing a pastel blue coat with white sparkly thread at its seams. A mug was in one of her hands and the other was in her pocket. She frowned down at Eve more intensely as they made eye contact. She even shook her head a little and Eve looked around, wondering what in the hell she had done so wrong. She had investigated the farmhouse where her mother had been found dead of a suspicious overdose when she had no history of drug abuse. That farmhouse just happened to be owned by the Kingmans. It made Eve’s blood boil that the woman was so angry with her for simply doing her job: investigating. She was dreading the town council meeting. They clearly weren’t going to get along. And the mayor barely liked her, tolerated her at best.

Eve turned down the path and out of Mrs. Kingman’s glare. A scalpel clinked and a drawer closed in the morgue below and Eve quickened her pace. She got into the Tahoe and checked her phone. She had two missed texts from Roman and a missed call. He had the file. Finally, a break. She needed the win. She was so happy he had come through when she needed him to. She was desperate to do something about Amy’s murderer. This couldn’t be left. This had to be solved. Fast. This was the type of person that kills again. Eve rubbed at the back of her neck, high-fived the steering wheel out of excitement and furor, put the Tahoe into drive, and headed to the bakery.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Roman was already at a table by the time she got there. His coffee mug was half empty. He had been waiting for her for a while, but he still gave her a wide, genuine smile when she walked in. A blue file folder was sitting in the middle of the table. Eve immediately went for it, and Roman put a huge hand down on top of it.

“Ah-ah.” He pointed at her. “Sit.”

Eve sat down across from him. She laughed and said, “Come on. Thank you very much for getting that. Now please give it to me.”

“You’re gonna give me something first…”

She raised an eyebrow.

He lifted his hand off the table, using only the pads of his fingers to hold the folder as he said, “You owe me a favor.”

“Excuse me?”

“You owe me one favor if I give you this file.”

“Uh…” Eve laughed. “Okay.”

“Do you promise?” He leaned forward and locked eyes with her. “I get one. You can’t say no.”

His dark eyes searched her face. He was wearing a black t-shirt that rounded his biceps nicely as he took his hand off the file and gripped the edge of the table, staring into her soul.

“Roman… you’re being ridiculous. I would do you a favor anytime,” she said.

“Promise?”

Eve went for the folder. His hand slapped the file again.

“Fine,” she glared at him and tried to yank the file out from under him.

“Promise?”

“I said fine!”

He let go and the file sprung back into her hands.

“Roman,” Eve breathed and smiled. “What is wrong with you?”

“My momma taught me to never do nothin’ for free,” he said, laying on an accent. And then he whispered, “You’re gonna do what I tell you to do.”

Eve blushed intensely, her whole face burning hot. It moved down her neck and to her chest, reaching the pinhole and filling her stomach with desire.

“Within reason,” she clarified. “But there’s not a lot I wouldn’t do.”

Francis dropped a tray on the counter behind them. He stared between them with a blank stare, and Eve couldn’t be sure if he had heard any of that. She really hoped he hadn’t.

“Evie!” he smiled. “Can I get you s…something to eat?”

“What’s on the tray there?” She half-stood up to get a better view of what looked like caramelized egg tarts. “I’ll take one of them, please. And any more of those macarons back there?”

“I’ve got your favorite…” he went digging behind the counter and through the trays on the other side of the crescent-shaped glass.

“Well?” Roman said.

Eve looked at him.

“What’s inside?”

“Oh…” Eve opened it up, shaking her head, annoyed how he could just turn his sexual self on and off in seconds. “I’ll need to go through it in more detail later. Looks like… Looks like a long one. Thank you for the help though. Really. I really appreciate it, Roman. I think it would have been much harder for me to talk her into it.”

“She doesn’t hate you, you know.”

“Are you sure? You should have seen the way Mrs. Kingman was glaring at me at the funeral home. The whole town council hates me.”

“I don’t think Leslie does. They are just… I think the Kingmans are weird and she’s protecting them.”

“Weird?”

Grace brought Eve over a cup of coffee and re-filled Roman’s.

“Yeah. They own everything. So nobody wants to talk shit about them. I bet they own that building that Leslie lives in. The condos. On Main?”

Eve sipped her coffee. The taste was a bit bitter and sludgy, but it would pair well with the egg tart. “Maybe…” she said. “I do think Janet has her in her pocket.”

“When’s that meeting you’re gonna have?”

“Next week. After the festival. Leslie wanted to make sure they didn’t overlap.”

“Well, I’m sure it’s going to be fine. They just want to talk, right?”

“Yeah, I mean, it’s not like they can fire me.”

Roman laughed. “How would that ever happen? This whole town relies on you now.”

“I’ve been here over a year and feel like…” she hung her head a bit. “I’ve definitely made some strides but I could do better.”

“Strides as in: solved a double homicide and rescued lost children from getting trafficked… are you forgetting about that?”

“No. No. It’s just… Now there’s another dead body. A young woman… I could have protected her. Maybe I could have stopped it from happening. Trust me, I am proud of everything I’ve done so far. And I don’t need a pat on the back to tell me I’m doing great. Actions are so much more important to me.”

Roman leaned forward and said, “You couldn’t have stopped whoever killed that girl from killing her. If you were there that night, they would have found another way. I saw it on Travis… it’s more than insistence. It’s mania.”

Eve thought about that. No one so far in the Lesterfields or the Hawthornes had given her manic vibes. The closest thing had been Daniel screaming at Jasper Martin and even that had seemed relatively understandable considering the circumstances of his sister’s death.

Francis had made his way over. He was holding a silver tray of green macarons. He plucked them off one by one and placed them on their plate in the middle of the table.

“That’s good, Dad,” Eve said after the sixth macaron.

“They’re pistachio!” he protested. “Your favorite.”

“Okay… Okay. One more…”

He delicately placed another. He had a way of always placing things in an aesthetic way without much of an effort.

“Maybe one more…” Eve muttered.

Francis chuckled and emptied out the tray onto the plate.

Eve helped herself to three, a few flakes falling into her coffee, but she didn’t care. Dad was right. Pistachio had been her favorite type of macaron he made since she was a child, but they weren’t so easily accessible because buying pistachios was like taking out a second mortgage on your home.

“I wanted to…” Roman clutched to his coffee mug. He didn’t make a move for the macarons.

“What’s wrong?” Eve asked.

“I wanted to tell you something.”

“I’m all ears.”

But he hesitated for a minute, and then another. Eve thought it was weird, but didn’t press the issue. She smiled to give him an easy out.

“I’m going to try to pin down more of the family today who haven’t given me statements. I’ll check in on the festival grounds, gotta give the church a visit and the clinic too.”

Roman nodded, staring down.

She finished chewing and reached out a hand, grabbing his forearm.

“What’s up?” she asked.

“I love you.”

It came out fast and sudden, and Eve froze with her hand on his arm. He lifted his head, looked her in the eye, and said it again, “I love you.”

Eve didn’t know what to do or say. She removed her hand and sat up straighter. She hadn’t even thought about the idea of him being in love with her and her being in love with him. But she did, didn’t she? If there was a question there, maybe she didn’t. But she loved spending time with him. She loved the safety he provided and the way he encouraged her to do well in her career. She loved the way he looked and the way he kissed.

“I…” Eve trailed off into silence.

“You don’t have to say anything,” he said. “But I wanted to tell you. I wanted you to know. I think it’s important. With this stuff that we… that you do… I want you to have that with you. Because you just never know…”

“You just never know what?”

“You know what I mean.”

“You never know which case is going to be my last.”

“I just know that you’re constantly in danger. And I want you to feel reassured that I feel that way about you. That I love you. And I’m not the only one… there are so many people that love you and want you to do well, Eve. I hope that you know that.”

Slowly, she nodded, processing his words, taking them in.

Roman plucked a pistachio macaron off the plate and put it in his mouth with a bit of a grin. “These are really good.”

Eve relaxed a bit, still in shock, not knowing how to respond.

“Eve… it’s okay.” Roman laughed. “It’s just a feeling. I’m not trying to pressure you. I hope you don’t feel that way.”

“No… No… I don’t… I don’t feel that way.”

Francis called from behind the counter, “N…need some more coffee?”

“No,” Eve said right away. “I, uh, I think I should get moving here.”

She stood up and tucked the file under her arm. Roman passed her another macaron for the road. She held it in her palm. He stood up to give her a peck on the forehead, and Eve felt the worries start to melt away. She needed more time and it seemed he understood that, or, at least, was trying to.

“I hope I didn’t scare you,” he whispered.

“No, I’m not scared,” she whispered back. “I was just… surprised.”

“I know, sorry. It just kinda came out.”

They shared a quiet laugh and a kiss, and Eve went on her way after saying a quick goodbye to Dad and Grace. The words stuck with her as she got in the Tahoe and annihilated the last macaron. They kept with her as she took a drive past the clinic, looking for Dom’s fresh assistant, Emily Silva. Apparently, Emily was on her day off and would be working on Saturday, the day of the festival. Eve left her card with the receptionist and told her to give it to Emily with a pointed, “Tell her to call me.”

It was the best she could do for now with no address for the girl. She was aloof, which was difficult to be in Chesapeake Valley. Maybe she was staying at the Red Rock or had rented a room out of town. Maybe it would be worthwhile to check with Dill.

Roman’s words were still with her as she pulled onto 2nd street, and they echoed in her head as she went past the ranch. Anthony had told her that he loved her too, but it had been after several months, and it was something he rarely said so she rarely said it too. Despite Roman’s outward appearance, he was emotional and sensitive, and he shared how he felt simply because he felt. Eve found it hard to wrap her head around. She had never been good at sharing her feelings, shoving them down under the trauma for years because emotions weren’t productive. Love was dangerous.

The festival grounds were bustling with activity. The tents were going up and a small Ferris wheel was being built on the backside of the lot.

Natalie Rey came to greet her right away with a clipboard in one hand and her phone in the other.

“Sheriff!” she squeaked. “Hi!”

“Hi Natalie,” Eve gave a one-armed hug. “How’s it going here?”

“Oh good. A lot better now.”

“Was it not good before?”

“Oh just the pastor and all that church stuff. Like that was a pain. But now that you talked to them and Leslie talked to them… we’re good. They’re gonna let us do the costume contest-. She smiled wide. “It’s gonna be so good. I can’t wait.”

“You got your costume all ready to go?”

“Oh yeah. I can’t wait for you to see it…” she giggled. “Anything I can help you with? Catherine is just out getting some more zip ties.”

“Right. Yes, actually. I was looking for Mary or Rich Caddel… I thought maybe they would have wandered down here while they’re in town…”

“Hmm what do they look like?”

“Mary is short with black hair… Rich is a lanky kid, early twenties. Cheekbones like Cillian Murphy.”

“Oh yeah!” Natalie pointed towards the tents. “That guy?”

Sure enough, Rich was helping two other guys his age set a tent pole. His baggy hoodie slipped down his skinny arms as he pushed the pole up.

“Thanks, Natalie,” Eve said as she headed over.

Rich turned around and nearly jumped out of his skin at the sight of her.

“Hey Rich,” Eve said. “Keeping busy, hey?”

“Mom… Mom thought it would be good for us to get outside,” he replied.

“That’s smart. And the festival does need the extra hands.”

He nodded, pursed his lips together, and tried to move past her. Eve stepped in front of him.

“Wondering why you guys didn’t make it to the station.”

“What? I don’t know. Ask Mom.”

“I’m asking you.”

He furrowed his light eyebrows and looked her up and down, but said nothing.

“You’re twenty-two, right?” Eve asked.

He nodded.

“You’re a full-grown man…” she grinned a bit, trying to soften him. “I’d like to hear your side of this story.”

“About… Amy?” he asked softly.

Eve nodded.

His eyes flashed to the ground, and he blinked away tears. His eyes were red and puffy, like he had already been crying. And though he was, in the eyes of the government, a full-blown adult, he still looked like a boy in his face and in his build.

“I don’t… I don’t really want to talk about her,” he said.

“We don’t have to do it here,” Eve said. “We can go to the station.”

He shook his head. “No. No, I really don’t want to.”

“Okay…” Eve tried to be more gentle. “Are you okay, Rich?”

“I’m just…” his lip trembled. “I’m triggered. I’m scared.”

“You guys are staying at the Red Rock, right?”

“Yeah.”

“All of you? Your mom and dad and brother too?”

“Yeah. Mom is having a hard time…” he said. “She really is taking it hard.”

“Was your mom pretty close to Amy?”

“Oh yeah. They talked all the time. But… I don’t know…” he looked over Eve’s shoulder, looking out for someone. “I don’t know. Mom would get off the phone and then tell us how much she hated her.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. I think she’s just jealous or whatever.”

“That happens in families sometimes,” Eve said.

“Sure,” Rich moved his hands to his pockets. “Look, I know I have a record and you probably saw that but I promise you, I’m clean. I had nothing to do with this. I don’t want any trouble in this town.”

“That’s good. I don’t either.” Eve continued, “Your family is going through a lot. Do you remember much about your grandparents?”

“Well, Grandma didn’t like me very much, I think. I think Amy was the only one she liked.”

“What about your grandfather? Eli?”

“Oh. I barely remember him… he died when I was young and he wasn’t around that much. When he was around though, he would play with us and stuff. But he had this crazy temper. He would snap and then everyone would hide except for Grandma. She would whisper to him and he would be okay again. But she always had to wait for the right moment… She was good at that. She would wait and wait until he was sitting in his armchair or sipping on tea and then whisper one sentence and you could literally see the anger draining out of him.”

“They were a good pair,” Eve said.

“Yeah. I guess. They were both kinda mean,” he laughed.

“Rich!” a squeaky voice cut through the air. “Rich! Hi! Oh! Hi, Sheriff! What’s going on here?”

Mary came up behind them and placed a hand on Eve’s back. Unsure of where she’d come from, Eve looked her over. Her hair was pushed back with a headband, causing black hairs to stick out in every direction.

“How are you, Mary?” Eve asked.

“Fine! Fine… what are you doing here?”

“I came to check on the festival progress… I saw Rich. Thought I’d come say hello.”

“Why?” she blinked.

“I told you to come into the station,” Eve said. “Why didn’t you?”

“Oh… Well… I didn’t really think it was that important. Right now?”

“As soon as possible,” she replied. “These first hours are important, and it’s already been a couple days. I need all hands on deck.”

“You mean from Amy’s… death?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I can give you my statement right now, Sheriff,” she said. “That house is haunted and cursed. I don’t want it. I can’t believe Daniel does after all that’s happened. Stacey only wants to sell it. It’s cursed and Martha always used to warn us about the dangers in this town. She was so, so right.”

“If Martha was convinced that the house was dangerous, why would she pass it on to Amy?”

Mary shifted and scratched at her chin. “Maybe she knew what was going to happen… Maybe she wanted it to happen…”

“That seems… odd,” Eve said. “As far as I know, Amy and Martha had a pretty strong relationship.”

“Well, as much as Mom could like anyone… I guess,” Mary muttered.

“So you think that the house was the thing that killed Amy?”

“No…” Mary laughed. “I think it was that witch… Indigo. The woman who threw the rock through her window the day before? Yeah. That was a warning. She was telling Amy to leave and when she didn’t…” she shook her head. “It’s just terrible all around.”

“How do you know it was her who threw the rock?”

“Amy told me! Robes? Candle? In her bare hand? Hello?!”

Mary was getting loud, and people were starting to look in their direction.

“I hear you, Mary,” Eve lowered her voice, hoping Mary would join her. “I want this in an official statement if this is your theory. If you don’t want to come down to the station, I can come to you. Rich said you guys were staying at the Red Rock.”

Mary tossed a glare toward her son.

“Yes… That’s fine. You can come to us.”

She grabbed Rich by the arm and dragged him away from Eve without another word. Eve watched her go, coming away way more confused by that interaction than she had anticipated.

Mary dragged Rich all the way out of the festival grounds and to their car parked on the street. Much to Natalie Rey’s dismay, who just lost extra hands because of Eve when it was all hands on deck to get things ready. She gave Eve a look from the other side of the lot, but Eve could only shrug it off. There were still too many unanswered questions. Everyone involved had been aloof and almost avoiding her, which made Eve all the more suspicious that something bigger was going on here, something that involved the entire family if not the entire town. Blood from a stone. That’s what it was feeling like. And it wasn’t only frustration leading the way but sadness and grief. Amy had been such a nice young woman, and she had been ripped away from her future for what? For an ancient rivalry? For someone to get a valuable house? Or for revenge?

Eve made her way back to the Tahoe, scrolling through her messages until she found what she was looking for. She called Jackson Lesterfield as she got back in the car and put it into gear. He didn’t answer and she left him a message letting him know who she was and that she wanted to speak with him ASAP. Apparently, he had an alibi. Colorado Springs PD had sent over the records already and questioned him briefly at his front door. Eve wanted to hear it herself. Jackson and Amy had had one noise complaint while living together. The neighbors had heard screaming and crying at three in the morning once and had called the cops. Though it had seemed like Jackson had been at fault for some kind of abuse, Amy hadn’t pressed any charges. Though in Stacey’s words, Jackson had been “not an abuser.” It seemed just not that she knew of and that Amy was closer with her grandmother and aunt than she was with her mother. For now, she needed to focus on what was in her control and what was in her town. For now, she needed to keep moving forward.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

With the festival coming up tomorrow, the town was bustling with activity. Lines of people waited for Candy’s Chicken for lunch, and even the bakery had patrons sitting outside, which usually only happened in the dead of summer. She smiled at her father’s business as she went by, wishing she had more time to stop in again, but she already stuffed herself full with macarons. She was heading to the church on Maple St. It was next to the funeral home, and Eve parked a bit farther away so she could avoid any lingering glares from Mrs. Kingman as she went by.

The incense in Amy’s hair still lingered in Eve’s nose, and as she climbed the stairs to the church, the same smell hit her. Inside, a few women that Eve recognized were setting up a lunch and preparing sandwiches and juice. Some of them were Grace’s friends, and they stared at her as she came in.

Betsy called out with a grin, “Sheriff Wicker! Come to join us for a little lunch?”

“Oh… Uh…” Eve took a look at the sandwiches, cut into perfect triangles. “Maybe I’ll grab one for the road.”

“I’ll put a salmon aside for you…” Betsy winked.

Lydia Weisserman knocked a wooden spoon against a plastic jug, mixing juice.

“Lydia…” Eve said gently. “How are you?”

The skinny woman flashed her eyes over to Eve and blinked at her several times. “Hello,” she said.

“How are you?” Eve asked again.

“Fine…” she replied. “Making juice for everyone.”

“It all looks great.”

“How are the children?”

“The children? From the mine, you mean?”

Lydia nodded.

“Tom and Easton are up in Denver now. They found a nice foster family there. Charlie actually is down in Arizona. I heard the boys might be coming up for the festival though…”

“No…” she whispered. “They shouldn’t.”

“Why’s that?”

“Surely, it’s a curse. The devil will be there.”

“Is this like the monster in the mines?” Eve tried not to say it like she was making fun of her, because in many ways, Lydia had been exactly right.

“No…” Lydia furrowed her brow. “That’s not the same. That monster is dead. You killed it.”

“I did…” Eve nodded.

“The devil. It’s the devil,” Lydia muttered. “It’s different.”

“Are you talking about the witches? Do you know anything about that?”

Lydia stirred the jug, wood spoon knocking. She shook her head.

“Nothing,” she whispered. “Nothing about witches. Be careful. Be very careful.”

Eve nodded, patted Lydia on the shoulder, and headed down the hall to search for Pastor Greeley. The cryptic way that Lydia spoke wouldn’t help her right now, and this wasn’t like the mines where Lydia had lost her son and husband in a flood. That personal connection was gone. The only people so far who seemed to have a legitimate personal connection to these alleged witches were the Hawthornes.

Greeley’s office was at the end of the hall, and the door was open. She knocked on the wood and said, “Pastor Greeley. Do you have a second?”

“Sheriff!” He turned around with a pile of papers in his hands. His face went white at the sight of her. “Uh… Yes. Yes, of course.”

He found a place for his papers and gestured to a chair for her to sit in.

“You guys are setting up for a lunch here?” Eve asked as she sat.

“Yes. We figured we’d give an alternative to that festival. Lunch today and dinner tomorrow. Remind people of the strength of our community, we hope,” he said, leaning on his desk.

“Don’t you think that the festival serves as a reminder of that too?”

He laughed. “Not of strength.”

Eve waited for him to say something else, but he didn’t.

“Of what then?” she asked.

“You know how I feel of it already, don’t you?” he quipped.

Eve raised an eyebrow. “Everything okay?”

He sighed and sat down on the futon across from her. “Yes. I’m sorry. It has been stressful. No matter what I do… the devil parades forward.”

“You can’t control everything,” Eve said. “Sometimes things are out of your control.”

“Right. But I hoped for better… I can’t help but hope for better.”

“Do you really think the festival will cause that much harm?”

“When we’re already fighting against the blasphemy in this town? Yes.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“The witch who killed that young, beautiful woman.”

“That’s actually why I came here,” Eve said.

“I know it is,” he replied. “She came here. Terrible, what happened to her.”

“During her autopsy, we smelled incense on her.”

He nodded. “Yes. She came here and then I went there.”

Eve went quiet for a second, processing.

“You were at the house?” Eve clarified.

“Yes.”

“On the day she was killed?”

“Yes, Sheriff. I was.”

“What did you do?”

“I...” he sighed again, got up from the futon, and gently shut his office door. “She came here looking for my help. She was frightened. She was very scared and hadn’t slept since she moved in. She wanted me to help her cleanse the house.”

“What time did she come here?”

“Very early in the morning. I was still asleep actually.” He turned from the door and sat back down.

“Still asleep? Here?” Eve gestured to the futon.

He nodded. “Yes. I often end up falling asleep here… It is my sanctuary.”

“And did she say anything specific?”

“That she had been tortured by the witchcraft in this town… They had thrown a rock through her window… forced her to question her own sanity. I was so… I was heartbroken to hear what happened…” he said softly.

“What time did you go over there?”

“In the evening,” he replied. “She said she wanted to send the children away first.”

“And how did she seem then?”

“She seemed better when the kids were gone. She knew at least that they were safe and what a smart, caring mother she was… If those children had been there, just imagine how much worse it could have been.”

Eve shook her head. “Yes. It shouldn’t have happened at all.”

“You’re right about that. I took a look around the house. We burned some incense as you must have smelled… and we read some passages in her living room. I tried to give her some sense of peace and clarity. I’m really not sure that it helped, but I did stay for several hours.”

“How long is several hours?”

“I would say three or four… I left around eleven that night.”

“And all of that was enough time to… cleanse the house?”

The pastor gave her a pointed look.

“Yes,” he said. “Listen, Sheriff, I know what you think. I know that you think it was nonsense and you’re only looking at me as a suspect, but she was in crisis. All I wanted to do was help her whatever way I could.”

“Do you feel like you did that?”

“I think so…” he murmured.

Eve took in a sharp breath. He may have been the last person to see her alive.

“She fed me a delicious meal,” he chuckled quietly. “She was an excellent cook. A woman with a lot of untapped potential… very sad. A child of God. Reclaimed.”

“Do you know of anyone that can corroborate your story? Anyone that saw you leave or knew that you were going?”

He shook his head. “No. As you may know, Eve, our positions have some overlap. In that, yes, we are in positions of authority, but we are isolated in it. I don’t have much for family… only congregation. That is my family and my purpose.”

Eve nodded. “I understand. But that leaves you with no alibi for that night.”

“I would never harm a hair on that girl’s head.”

“That’s what they all say.”

He laughed out of disbelief. “I’m sure there’s a security camera or two out there that caught me driving home.”

“The church doesn’t have any cameras though, does it?”

“No… No. Of course not.”

“Well, believe me, we’ll look,” she said and stood up. “Don’t go anywhere.”

“I wasn’t planning on it,” he replied. “With the festival tomorrow, we’ll both be busy, won’t we?”

“Yes, we will.”

“I’m going to make sure things don’t get out of hand and you should too,” Greeley said, leading her to the door, lingering his hand on the knob.

“That’s my job. Keep yourself clear of the festival.”

“I’ll do my best,” he said, and when he didn’t open the door, Eve grabbed the knob and opened it for them.

She was on the phone with Sharon as soon as she’d left the church. She told her to grab as much CCTV from the night of Amy Lesterfield’s death as she could, even if it seemed irrelevant. Eve wanted a survey of the entire town that night. Considering that Pastor Greeley had completely flown under their radar, she couldn’t let anyone else slip by. She needed to find Emily Silva. She needed Mary and Rich’s official statements. Somehow Daniel had ended up being the most helpful family member so far.

Eve stopped by at the Red Rock. Dill was behind the bar, as usual, with three beers grouped into a triangle cupped in his large hands. He dropped them at a table of what looked like visitors. With the way they were admiring the driftwood booths and foothills from the windows with wide eyes, they couldn’t be from Chesapeake. Eve hadn’t wanted to get used to the scenic views, but she could feel it happening. Roman would never get bored of the mountains. He would probably be happy to stay here for the rest of his life if he could.

“Sheriff Wicker,” Dill grinned as he wiped his hands on a greasy gray apron around his waist.

“How’s it going, Dill?”

“Busy. Busy busy with this festival. You going tomorrow?”

“Of course,” Eve smiled. “You?”

“I doubt I’ll have time. Maybe in the morning.”

“It’ll be busy here tomorrow night. You call me if there’s any trouble.”

“I got your number memorized,” he tapped his forehead. “Something I can do for you?”

“Yes, actually. Do you have the Caddels staying out back? A husband and wife and their two sons?”

“Yeah… Yeah, I do.”

“Got their room number?”

“Police business?”

“Is there anything else?”

“Not with you.”

They shared a light laugh, even though it wasn’t that funny, like they both needed it.

“How about a beer?” Dill asked. “On the house.”

“Not right now.”

“No time?”

“No time.”

“Don’t work yourself to death, Wicker,” he said. “We need you, you know. I don’t know what would be happening if Broder was still here with all this shit that’s been happening. You’re our first and last line of defense.”

“No pressure,” Eve quipped.

Dill grinned, reached a peachy palm across the bar and said, “I wouldn’t say any of that if I didn’t think you could handle it, hun.”

Eve squeezed his hand. “I know. I got it.”

“I owe you a beer.”

She let go of his hand, gave him a huge high-five that made the tourists jump and said, “Next time.”

The Caddels’ room was a mess. It was scattered with chip bags and pizza boxes. Rich tapped away on his phone on top of one of the beds while Joey had a seat on the floor, flipping through cable. Mary let Eve inside, and Silas was nowhere to be found. Mary said he was at work and that it wasn’t uncommon for him to work long, grueling hours back in Colorado Springs. Eve already knew that he was a civil engineer but Mary told her all about it as they sat at a small round table, covered in more snack packages.

Eve recorded their conversation. Mary’s statement was clear and concise: She spoke to Amy the day before she died. Amy was scared. She had been praying and was feeling very alone. Mary got a call from Daniel the next morning that woke her up. Daniel had been absolutely distraught on the phone. She had come to town as soon as possible.

“And what about Stacey?” Eve asked. “When’s she going to get here?”

“I think Sunday.”

“Seems odd that it’s taken her so long. She knows exactly what’s happened, yes?”

“Yes. Daniel called her first. Denver PD came to her door. She’s just in the middle of closing on this huge sale. She’ll be here as soon as she can.”

Eve nodded, trying to understand how the sale of a house could be more of a priority than your own daughter getting murdered. Of course, people dealt with grief in different ways, and Eve had seen it all at this point, including the I’m-going-to-distract-myself-until-I-have-a-nervous-breakdown-in-the-office types.

“And what about your husband?” Eve asked. “Silas?”

“What about him?”

“Where was he that night?”

“Working late… as usual…”

“I’d like to get some confirmation on that.”

“I can tell him,” Mary said.

“Please do. I’d like to talk to him too. I was hoping he’d be here.”

“Why would you want to talk to him? We were all the way in Colorado Springs.”

“Right. I wonder if you remember anything about a Lauren Stills?”

“I have no idea who that is.”

“Does Silas have a history of road rage?”

Mary picked at her fingernails and said, “You’ll have to ask him about that stuff. I don’t want to talk about… that…”

“Your husband?”

“Yes! Whatever. You talk to him.”

Eve hrmed. “When will he be back?”

“Tonight!”

“Can you tell him to come see me?”

“Sure. Yes. I will.”

But with Mary’s record of aloofness, Eve wasn’t convinced.

“Are you guys going down to the festival tomorrow?” Eve asked as she stood up.

“I thought it might be a good little distraction…” Mary said. “Right, guys? You want to go tomorrow, right?”

“Yeah!” Joey exclaimed.

“Yeah, whatever,” Rich said.

“And Silas will be there too?” Eve asked.

“I… I think so,” Mary replied, ladened with a nervous laugh.

“I’ll see you guys there.”

Eve went out of the hotel room and crossed the Red Rock parking lot back to her car. More and more vehicles were coming in by the second, and though Eve was happy to see a bit of a tourism boom again, it was making her nervous. Unfamiliar faces. Unfamiliar intentions. An unsolved murder. Maybe two.

The sun had lowered behind the foothills when Eve arrived back at the station. Sharon was busy going through the security footage, scraping for anything from that night and, more specifically, scanning for any familiar vehicles. Eve re-checked the photos from her night checking in on the Hawthorne house. In the back of one that showed the dark street, circles of yellow street lamps across the pavement, an old Honda Civic was parked close to a fire hydrant. Eve tried to enhance the photo to make out the license plate, but she didn’t have the technology or the skills. She showed it to Sharon and said, “Do you think we could make this out with better tools?”

“Hmm… Probably not. It’s pretty far away,” she said. “We can try sending it to Denver. They have a digital imaging tech there that might be able to pull it.”

“Let’s try it,” Eve replied. “Any luck on the footage?”

“Nothing yet. Town was pretty quiet that night…”

“Nothing for Pastor Greeley?”

“No. He drives that green sedan. It sticks out.”

“If he was driving down Maple… who would have seen him?”

“The Cinemark, maybe?”

“Let’s keep looking.”

Eve sauntered to the backroom and took a moment to scrutinize their board. Then, she gathered the file that Roman had given her, pulled up a chair and a fresh cup of coffee and got to reading.

Eve knew right away why this file had been sealed away by the mayor. It was filled with evidence that not only most of the properties on 6th Street but all of the properties on the west side of town had once been “owned” or at least occupied by a coven. A literal coven that was mostly listed in the file as “local heretics” aside from a few spots where they referred to the group as “an association of believers of magic and satanic worship.”

Eve had to cross-reference some accessible files, but she was eventually able to put the whole story together. During the Gold Rush, one of the very successful miners, married a woman by the name of Seanna January. He built her several properties on 2nd and 3rd Street and put them all under her name as a wedding gift to her. He wanted homes for all of her friends and family so they could grow their own family. Little did the miner know that Seanna was an actively practicing occultist, and had soon moved in several other praisers of nature and magic into town until it was bustling with pagan and secular activity. Over the decades, the town experienced mass amounts of Catholic and Christian immigration from western Europe and the United Kingdom, looking for a new settled, American life. One of these immigrant families was the Hawthornes.

The Hawthornes took on a personal project to “cleanse” the town of Seanna’s pagans and restart Chesapeake Valley with “proper” morals and values. A good, clean Christian town, free of devil worship. Though Eve found very little evidence that any of the people involved actually participated in devil worship, other than the townspeoples’ and reporting officer’s opinion.

The first major incident was a group of fires, a collection of arson. It seemed to have happened mostly on 2nd and 3rd Street with a few more scattered on 5th and 6th where several of Seanna January’s homes were burned to the ground. No one was ever charged.

In response to the fires, the coven invited the entire town to a fall supper. At first, it seemed like a hope to make amends and find a sense of community in the growing town. But no, Seanna’s coven apparently put arsenic in the apple pies. Several people got very sick, with one young woman dying from the incident. That caused everything to escalate.

The file listed several items back to back. Riots. More fires and burnings. Public beatings. And the person leading the war against the witches was a strict, hardened man named William Hawthorne. There was a grayscale photo of him, standing in front of a house in complete flames with a cigarette hanging out of his mouth. A line of men stood behind him, ready to die for him and their town. And though he was young, no older than Rich, Eve recognized the man standing to William’s side immediately.

“Eli,” she whispered.

She started to put things together in her mind. Clearly, William had primed his son well to continue the crusade even after his death.

Eve noticed in the back of the photo: an empty noose hanging from an oak tree. She scoured through the file for any records of lynching, but there was nothing. Of course, that didn’t mean that it hadn’t happened. This history had been purposefully buried. But it was no surprise that there was still resentment from the remnants of this history. Eve imagined that if it had been her ancestors, on either side, that it would be difficult not to be bitter, if not vengeful.

William Hawthorne died, but his legacy lived on. Eli took it to new heights, whipping up the townspeople in such a frenzy that even his own father could not have imagined. This is where the details started to get spotty: where things began to be left out or swept under the rug.

As Eve continued through the file, she found the specific section that Leslie had been trying to keep buried. It listed the house across the street from the Hawthornes, the mayor’s childhood home as a hotspot for the final violence. Seanna January herself had lived there, and despite the protests, she had held strong to her home and the town she had once been a part of. Until young Eli Hawthorne dragged the old woman out of her home one night, placed her in the middle of the street, and demanded that God strike her down with lightning. The file was unclear what had happened next. Either Eli had killed her with no corresponding evidence, or she had disappeared into thin air. No lightning. No fires. Nothing but a black mark on the street remained of what was once Seanna January.

From there, that house on 6th street, the mayor’s house, had several reports of suspicious things over the decades. Break-ins. Natural disasters; a tree fell through the roof, not once, not twice, but three times. A fire tore through it right before the Traynors had acquired it for a steal and a plan to rebuild it as better than it had ever been. And they did. It was a beautifully restored Victorian home, but the incidents continued even after the Traynors moved in. The most recent was only a few years ago, when apparently so many mice had moved into the basement that they had chewed away all the insulation in the subfloor.

By the time Eve closed the file, it was dark outside. Sharon had called it and gone home. She had found a record of Pastor Greeley’s car coming up Maple from the Cinemark CCTV, just the tail end of his license plate, so they could confirm the pastor’s story. He had gotten back to the church before Amy’s estimated time of death. That was good. One answer amongst several questions.

The stories stayed on her mind as she got in the Tahoe and took the long way home. She went up and down from 1st Street to 10th, looking for evidence that the violence and controversy from that file was true, searching for anyone acting up in Chesapeake Valley in the dead of night. She understood why Leslie had tried to cover it up. If the modern Wiccan community was to get their hands on this information, they could wreak hell on the town. Other consequences and reparations could be demanded from either side.

The festival grounds were quiet. Peaks of multicolored tents piercing a gray sky, and custom-build kiosks wrapped up with tarps, flapping in the building autumn wind. A group of teenagers sat on the curb across from the grounds, passing a bottle between their hands. When they saw the sheriff’s Tahoe approaching, they took off through somebody’s front yard.

Eve rolled past Indigo’s home, where there was one light on behind the tangles of ivy. The garden was somehow clean and a mess. Well-taken care of, but only one person who would be able to decipher what was a weed and what was useful. An organized disaster.

Eve gripped the steering wheel a bit tighter as she wondered what Indigo had seen. She was on the older side but, surely, not old enough to have seen the violence that the Hawthornes brought on her people. Though Eve may have been underestimating her age. Clearly, the woman didn’t spend much time outside, giving her the advantage of avoiding sun damage.

When Eve got to 6th Street, she parked by the curb. She got out of the Tahoe with her flashlight but didn’t light up for fear of waking up anyone in the line of darkened windows. The streetlights every fifteen feet provided a walkway of dim yellow circles. Right in front of the Hawthorne house, one flickered.

A light was on upstairs at the Hawthornes’. She assumed it was Daniel or maybe Stacey had finally arrived, now that the scene had been released to them. As Eve got closer, the light flicked off, and the house was plunged into shadow. The bay window reflected the streetlight like an iridescent clam shell under murky lake water. Across the street, every light in what was once Mayor Traynor’s house was also off. According to Eve’s records, the house had sat vacant for several years after the Traynors before being bought up by the Stewarts. Carter Stewart was the manager of Timbers Manufacturing Plant, who Eve had been forced to have a conversation with during the summer while trying to discover more about Bill Sowerby and Mac Farwell. The rumor around town was that Carter and his wife were going through a divorce, and she had taken the kids, so it was just Mr. Stewart in the two-story house. So far, Eve had heard no complaints from him about hauntings and witches.

But the story, the pictures of it, wouldn’t stop running through her head. Seanna January being dragged through a bright teal door. Hauled down the concrete walkway, skinning her calves. Placed in the middle of the street as an example, as a penance, as a demand for justice, as a martyr.

Eve flicked the flashlight on and followed it down the walkway towards the street as she envisioned the file. She landed in the middle of the concrete where the last remnant of Seanna January supposedly was. Just as it had listed in the documents, a black mark.

“They never repaved this road?” she wondered aloud. Or maybe they had. Maybe the mark remained anyway, no matter how deep it was buried.

She crouched down next to it. It was like the scuff from a shoe on a shiny gym floor. Her fingers grazed along it as if Seanna might hop up from it, whispering the true story and all that came after in an instant. But it was just a mark. Just a blemish of Chesapeake Valley’s history.

Something flicked, and Eve jumped up, twirling the flashlight in the direction of the noise.

Jasper Martin stood by his fence, taking a drag from a fresh cigarette, watching her in the circle of the streetlamp. He lifted a hand to wave, but she could barely make it out in the darkness. Eve nodded in his direction and just as she made her way back to the Tahoe, she swore she saw someone else: someone in long robes by her car. But they were gone in a flash. As if they hadn’t even been there or if it had been in Eve’s head. But she trusted her eyes. She trusted the pinhole in her chest telling her that there had been much pain here and there was more to come if she didn’t stop this.

“Hey!” Eve called as she searched the street with the flashlight, catching the tail end of the robe and a bare foot, disappearing into someone’s yard.

They were gone by the time Eve got back to the Tahoe. No sign that they had been there. No candle wax. No rocks. Not even a black mark on the pavement to mark their presence.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Eve, Roman, Pearl, Karu, and Ken met at the Marek Ranch the next morning. The dogs were eager to be up and ready to tackle the day of the Harvest Moon Festival. Eve was eager too, but something else lingered beneath the surface after what she had seen and read last night. Fear. A faint belief that this town was actually haunted.

“You need another coffee?” Roman asked, analyzing her face. “Late night?”

“Yeah, another coffee sounds great,” she replied.

“How about a beer?” Ken grinned and unzipped a cooler bag at his side, thrusting a Coors Light in her direction.

“Uh… it’s ten am,” Eve laughed.

“Saturday! Saturday at ten am.” He wiggled the beer.

“I’ll wait until we get there,” she said. “You chug it back for me.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

He cracked the top and took several sips, his Adam’s apple working hard.

“I’ve got a pot in the office,” Roman said. “I’ll grab you a to-go mug.”

“Think they’ll have coffee there?” she asked.

“They… might.”

“There’s lots of booths. I’ll bet they’ll have something there. Don’t bother. We should get moving.”

“You sure?” he asked, placing a hand on her back.

Eve nodded.

He cleared a hair from her face with his other hand, bent down to kiss her forehead and said quietly, “We’re gonna have a good time today.”

“Right.” She kissed him back, getting up on her toes to plant one on his lips. “Yes, we are. Once a year.”

Ken grinned and whooped. “Once a year!”
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They walked as a group down 2nd Street until they reached the festival grounds. Sharon and her husband, Nic, met them there. It was odd to see Sharon with him as Eve rarely saw them together. Nic worked outside of town, so they must have spent time together in the evenings which Eve obviously didn’t see, but he had never made much of an effort to be involved in Sharon’s work. Maybe they liked it that way. He certainly wasn’t like Roman, who had stuck his nose and compound bow right into her business and had even helped her take down criminals.

A table was set up for ticket sales, and Catherine Presley was working it when they approached.

“Sheriff!” she smiled wide. “And the entire crew! Welcome!”

“Thanks,” Eve returned the smile. “Okay if we bring the dogs in?”

“Absolutely. Just be best to keep them on their leashes.”

“Of course.”

“No costume?”

“Uh…”

As Eve surveyed the crowd, almost everyone was in some type of costume or mask. Several booths sold Ren Faire-style garments and leather masks that were flying off the shelves so people could enjoy the beer garden in anonymity.

“I think it’s best if people can see me,” she said. “If people know who I am.”

“You’re not expecting any trouble, are you?”

Eve looked over her shoulder at Sharon, who had disconnected herself from Nic’s arm to approach the table.

“Trouble can be hard to predict,” Eve replied.

“It’ll be a great day, I’m sure,” Sharon said, clamping Eve’s shoulder. “Great job you’ve done here, Catherine. It looks great.”

“Thank you!” she beamed. “Empty lot to this! It took a lot of volunteers. All hands on deck!”

A banner hung between two tall metal posts. It read: Harvest Moon Festival— Chesapeake Valley. It was riddled with hand-drawn pumpkins and orange and yellow leaves. Underneath, hay bales were stacked up for seating and photo ops under the sign.

“Those are my bales…” Roman muttered to Eve as they walked in.

“Really?” Eve laughed.

“Yup. Catherine needed some extras. I had some.”

She sat on one and leaned back. “Surprisingly comfy.”

“Don’t sit on a pumpkin,” Ken said as he picked up a gourd and thrust it to the sky.

“Don’t mess with their stuff, Ken,” Sharon said.

“It’s a pumpkin!”

“I’m sure that pumpkin was placed there very much on purpose…”

“For me to pick it up!”

“And now you put it back…”

“Ugh… who decided to come to this festival with a couple of cops?” Ken said to Roman, sipping his beer, which was wrapped in a foam koozie. “Literal fun police.”

He tossed the pumpkin back onto the bale with one hand. It half-rolled off and Eve grabbed it before it hit the ground. Before anyone could protest, but really because no one wanted to stop him, Ken went off to the beer garden tent.

Eve clocked several things as she stood up from Roman’s bale and put the pumpkin back in the right spot. She saw Mayor Traynor by the apple cider booth, sipping from a hot mug. She was wearing a burglar’s outfit with a black and white striped shirt, a piece of fabric for a mask, and a bag with a money sign on it at her side. She was standing with Walter Presley, Catherine’s father and town council member, who was wearing one of the freaky leather masks. His mask looked like an owl’s face. There were several other animals and variations around: cats, monkeys, goats. A disturbing sea of creatures in the morning overcast, a frame of autumn colors around them on one side and the tall steel fence surrounding Timbers on the other.

Daniel Hawthorne was at the beer gardens with a glazed-over look in his eye and a mask laid out on the picnic table in front of him. Mary and Rich were sitting at the other end of the table, snacking on mini-donuts. No Silas again. That man seemed to spend as much time away from his family as possible. But Eve could understand being a hard worker. Sometimes that means having work consume you. But his wife had just lost her mother and niece back to back. Eve was sure Mary was craving more support. Though maybe she wasn’t grieving as much as it seemed. She seemed pretty content right now, picking up a donut and popping it into her mouth and then sipping on a Gatorade. Rich’s back was to Eve, but his skinny shoulders didn’t hide much of his mother. She wondered if Joey had been left behind but then she saw him as they kept walking. He was playing in the pumpkin patch with some of the Stoneway grandchildren.

Over by the corn booth, Dom was standing with Reg Henson. Dom was dressed up as Morticia Addams, and Reg was wearing a white firefighting t-shirt, brown khakis and heavy-looking boots. Reg messily worked his way through a cob, and Dom waved them over.

Reg grinned, bits of corn in his perfect teeth.

“Sheriff!”

He pulled her into a hug.

Eve let out a bit of a laugh and said, “Good to see you, Henson. Art imitates life?”

She gestured to his t-shirt.

“Oh yeah… I came straight from work,” he laughed. “Just came off the night shift. Going to eat my face off.”

“You should. Food’s great.”

“I’m happy Dom invited me.”

He squeezed her shoulder. She smiled with her black lipstick and gave him a wink. “I know how hungry you get after your shifts.”

“How are things going with the investigation?” Dom asked, turning her attention to Eve.

They all went quiet and looked at her. Nic stepped into the corn line to get himself a cob.

“It’s a bit slow going. None of my leads are that strong,” Eve said.

“You talked to the pastor?” Dom questioned.

Eve tossed a glance around. “Yes.”

“And?”

“We shouldn’t talk about this here.”

Sharon said, “He’s cleared. His timeline adds up.”

“So what? The brother?” Dom lowered her voice, looking over at glassy-eyed Daniel.

“It’s still ongoing,” Eve said before Sharon could say anything else. “There’s still some people I need to talk to. Like your new nurse. Emily Silva.”

“Oh. Emily? Right. Yes. She’s here somewhere…” Dom straightened up and scanned the crowd. “Hard to tell with all these masks… and it’s just going to get worse as the booze continues…”

“We’ll keep it under control,” Eve said. “I thought Emily had to work today.”

“Oh yeah. I ended up giving everyone the day off…” Dom said. “They deserve it.”

Reg said, “Where’s your costume, Eve? Or are you dressed up as a small-town sheriff?”

Eve laughed. “Unfortunately, this outfit is very real.”

“Very real and still, you somehow make it sexy,” Sharon said.

“Yes, she does,” Roman said, a bit more pointed than Eve expected. Perhaps a bit of jealousy lingering with him.

“I don’t know why Halloween has become equivalent to sexy,” Dom said, sipping on a water bottle. “You can dress up without showing every bit of your body.”

“Says the woman dressed up as the pinnacle of sex appeal,” Sharon quipped.

“Morticia Adams is much more than that. She’s a matriarch,” Dom returned. She moved her black wig over her shoulder and said, “It’s not my fault that I’m just sexy.”

“True that,” Eve agreed.

“Oh look at you two… just too sexy for the rest of the world,” Sharon giggled.

Dom smiled and rolled her eyes.

“What about you?” Dom turned to Roman. “Where’s your costume?”

“Ah…” he said, dark eyes surveying. “I’m an undercover cop.”

“Oh right.” Dom laughed. “How could I have missed that?”

“We should get some masks!” Sharon said. “Help us blend in.”

“And Eve will make you guys stick out…” Reg pointed.

“Why’s that exactly?” Eve laughed.

“Because there’s no way you’d get one,” Reg said. “A mask.”

“You’re right. I want people to be able to see my face,” Eve said.

“In case they need you,” he said.

Eve nodded. “In case they need me.”

Roman said, “I’m getting a beer. Eve, you want one?”

“You know what… yes. Yes, I do.”

In retrospect and with all of the audacious things that Eve had seen in her life, the Harvest Moon festival was a simple glorious blip. The breeze made for a pleasant temperature, and the sun came out in the mid-afternoon for the cornhole tournament and the apple cider making demonstration. She had a couple of beers and laughed with her friends. She visited with her father at his Wicker Bakery booth where she indulged in many pistachio macarons. She talked A.J. Portokalos down after he lost in the Cornhole final, and she watched Mayor Traynor get dropped into the dunk tank by a baseball thrown by a middle-schooler. When the sun set, the festival lit up with string lights. They were set up to look like constellations, stretched between the booths to provide a pathway of stars in the shape of the Big Dipper, Orion’s belt, and Cassiopeia. It all led to a tall light in the shape of a full moon on top of a wooden pole in the middle of the grounds. What Natalie and Catherine had been able to accomplish with the festival was remarkable, and it was a true demonstration of passion and hard work.

They set up a stage by the center pole for the costume contest. Mayor Traynor entered, soaking wet in her burglar costume, and she got a big drunken applause. Dom walked the runway in her Morticia outfit to a chorus of whoops and whistles. Several children in costumes that Eve didn’t recognize walked across the stage as well: superheroes, princesses, the whole lot. Easton Lacy’s once-girlfriend got up there in an ornate Star Wars costume, and Eve was convinced she was going to take the entire contest with the amount of detail on her Padme Amidala dress and makeup.

Eve scanned the crowd for Emily. A sandy blonde ponytail sat in the second row on the far end with a black ribbon wrapped around the back of her head to keep a mask in place. People kept moving around, blocking Eve’s view and though the beer had helped her to relax, she didn’t feel at her sharpest. She wasn’t sure if it was Emily Silva, but she would try to corner her after the contest. Find some answers. But her attention tore from Emily after only a few seconds.

Despite her dulled senses, Eve heard something.

Underneath the applause, the crackling of the bonfire in the pumpkin patch, the raucous laughter from the beer tent, the building wind, an alarm was going off in the distance.

Eve turned over her shoulder.

Sharon whispered, “What’s up?”

“Do you hear that?” Eve replied.

Daniel Hawthorne appeared behind her, staring down at them in the back row with a panicked expression.

“Sheriff,” he hissed. “Somebody’s breaking into the house.”

He shoved his phone in her face. On the screen, it read: Alarm Triggered.

Daniel gave her one more look, and if not for the beers, perhaps Eve could have thought something clever to stop him. But she just wasn’t quick enough and Daniel was already gone and sprinting by the time she was to her feet. Eve went after him, and Sharon went after her.

Roman yelled after them, “Hey!”

Eve could only turn over her shoulder and flash him a “don’t worry” smile. It was the best she could do, but she was worried. She was very worried.

In the darkness, Daniel Hawthorne ripped straight through the backyards from 2nd to 5th. One fence got in their way, and he skidded around it instead of over it, taking them straight into a mud-lined hedge.

“Daniel!” Eve called. “Daniel, let us handle this!”

The man said nothing as he exploded out onto 6th Street, the street with the black mark.

The Hawthorne house leaned into the night like it was bowing them in greeting. The bay window was still waiting to be replaced, but clearly, the family had been doing some work to the house in the scant days since Amy’s death, preparing the window with higher-grade plastic and installing a high-tech security system. The front door sat closed. The alarm whooped throughout the home. No lights on.

Sharon caught up and put both her hands on her knees.

“Could be a 10-62, B&E in progress,” Eve said.

With a deep gathering breath, Sharon replied, “Backup?”

“We shouldn’t need it.”

“Front or back?”

“Looks like back… approach with caution,” Eve took out her gun and held it at her side as she yelled out, “Mr. Hawthorne. Come away from the home.”

He paused on the porch.

“It’s my home!”

“Daniel, this is dangerous. It’s more dangerous with you in the way. Please step back.”

As Eve came up the walkway, he eyed the gun at her side and proceeded to not listen to her at all. He went straight for the front door, shoving a key in the knob and throwing the door open.

He yelled, “Get out of my fucking house!”

Daniel barreled in. Eve ran in after him.

The sound of somebody hitting the ground and a struggle filled the entryway. Two shadows grappled against each other in front of the basement door. Daniel was up, pulling, yanking on the other person, dragging them back outside. With one hand, he tossed the person onto the porch, and he slapped the light switch with the other, flooding the porch with burnished light.

The figure was wrapped in robes, huddled into a ball in the middle of the porch. Eve tucked her gun away and got on top of them, flipping them over to get a look at their face. It was Indigo. Her eyes were sunken, and her lip was split, blood in her teeth.

“I knew it!” Daniel screamed. “You stay out of here! You stay away from my family!”

Eve glared at Daniel, flipped Indigo over, Sharon passed her cuffs, and she had them on her in seconds.

“Indigo, you’re under arrest for breaking and entering—”

“It is not!” the woman screamed. “It is not your house!”

“Go get the Tahoe, Sharon.”

Eve tossed the keys to the deputy. She jogged back towards the festival grounds while Eve started reciting the Miranda warning.

“I’ll see you in court!” Daniel yelled as Eve dragged Indigo down the stairs. The woman wasn’t wearing any shoes. Bare dirty feet tripped up along the wood, and Eve sat her down at the bottom of the stairs.

She went past Daniel, through the house, checking for anything else, any victims, any blood. A quick survey indicated mostly everything was in its place aside from one thing; the basement light was on. It was the only light on in the house, spilling into the hallway with a sharp plate of light. Eve tried the door. Locked tight.

“Anything?” Daniel called. His arms were crossed when Eve came back out.

“It’s clear,” she said. “You listen to me, Hawthorne, next time I tell you to stop, you stop. It’s nothing personal. I’m trying to keep you safe, you hear me?”

“I hear you…” he muttered, glaring out towards Indigo. “I’m not letting anyone get in this house again, you hear me?”

“Well, it was a good idea to install an alarm.”

“I should’ve done it right after the rock… Maybe it would’ve…” he left that hanging in the night air. Moths began to gather above their heads on the porch light.

Eve clamped a hand on his shoulder and said, “Get some rest. Stay out of the way.”

He laughed bitterly. “No way it’s that easy, Sheriff.”

And she knew he was right. Not about him being out of the way, which obviously wasn’t easy, but about Indigo. Had this old woman really been the one to kill Amy? With the proper motivation, Eve knew even the most unsuspecting could be dangerous. The festival continued only a few streets over, and Eve felt terrible for leaving Roman behind and missing opportunities to speak with more of the town. But Indigo had used this time as a chance to get back into the house. The big question was why. If the witches were using this as a chance to get back at the Hawthornes, Eve needed to use this as a chance to get some answers. The adrenaline had pumped some of the beers out, but somewhere underneath that, Eve still felt the tingle of the festival beneath her skin. It had been so close to a calm night, to a celebration of harvest and Chesapeake Valley and the community within it. But there was always something. This was exactly what Leslie had described to Eve: there’s always something happening, and there’s always a happening coming.
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Eve and Sharon got Indigo back to the station where they put her in the holding cell for the time being. She had said virtually nothing. Based on this and Eve’s last interaction with the woman, she would be a tough cookie to crack.

Roman, Nic, and Ken showed up in Roman’s truck a few minutes later. They had gas station coffees in hand. Nic handed one over to Sharon, Roman handed one off to Eve, and Ken fell flat on his face as he tried to step up onto the curb.

“I think you should take him home…” Eve said under her breath to Roman.

“Working on it. He’s talking about hitting up the Red Rock…” Roman sighed.

“What a night!” Ken yelled and slurred. “The festival… the costumes… the pumpkins! The beers! And top it all off with a break-in. Nothing more Chesapeake Valley than that. Did anybody try that pumpkin pie? Oh my god. Eve… your dad… I want him to be my dad.”

Eve laughed. “You can’t have him.”

Ken chugged whatever was left in his hand and said, “Where to now, gang?”

“Home,” Sharon said. “You should all go home. We have work to do.”

They all looked at Eve and Sharon rolled her eyes.

“Yes,” Eve agreed. “I think it’s best we call this a night before it gets worse.”

“Or better!” Ken exclaimed. “Who’s surprised about the Hawthornes? Not me. Maybe whoever’s doing it is pickin’ ‘em off one by one.”

“Ken…” Roman warned.

“It’s not the brother, right? He was there. So it’s gotta be somebody from outside the family, I think. Somebody who really hates ‘em.”

“That’s not a good enough reason,” Sharon said.

“I’ve hated someone enough to kill ‘em…” Ken said.

They all looked at him. Eve moved her eyes to Roman and communicated silently, and he gave her a slight nod.

“Alright, Ken,” Roman said. “Let’s go back to my place. Tuck you in.”

“You got beers?”

“I got beers.”

“Nice.”

“Thanks for the coffees!” Eve called as the men went off and gathered into Roman’s truck. Ken leaned between the seats to put on some cheesy eighties rock music and started jamming out before they’d even left the parking lot.

Sharon watched them go, shaking her head. “He’s not doing well.”

“I know,” Eve said. “One problem at a time…”
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They brought Indigo a cup of tea even though she refused to answer when they asked if they could get her anything. Even when they opened up the holding cell door, she said absolutely nothing as Eve led her to the interrogation room and sat her across from her at the table.

“So…” Eve started. “What were you doing at the Hawthorne house?”

Indigo pursed her lips and looked towards the window. It was complete black outside with the fluorescent lighting above them giving Indigo a ghoulish look. Eve estimated that she was in her late fifties or sixties with fine, delicate skin that hadn’t spent that much time in the sun.

“Was it you who threw the rock as well?”

Indigo turned her head the other way.

“How about Amy Lesterfield?”

Her eyes flashed to Eve. She said, “Of course not. I’m not capable of something like that…”

“Just breaking and entering?” Eve asked.

“It’s not breaking and entering. No one owns that home right now, do they?”

“How do you know that?”

“The girl’s only just died… I assume someone that young didn’t have a will.”

“Bold assumption to base a home invasion on.”

“You see it your way. I see the truth.”

“Enlighten me.”

She went quiet again, taking a slow sip of her tea.

“So you broke into the home in hopes that it didn’t belong to anyone? I’m not following,” Eve said.

“No. I knew. Of course I knew it didn’t and has never belonged to the Hawthornes.”

“Who does it belong to then?”

Indigo sighed.

“Let me explain to you how serious this is, Indigo,” Eve said. “We found a body in that house… less than a week ago. It was a brutal scene. A young woman was stabbed to death. A week before that… her grandmother was killed or died as well. That’s two deaths in that house in a matter of days. Amy reported seeing a woman dressed completely in robes, watching their house at night. And before she saw that, somebody threw a rock through her living room window. Smashed through the bay window. A direct threat to her on the same day she moved in. And today… Tonight, we find you. You broke into, not only their home but to the scene of the crime.”

“There’s still blood…” she said.

“That’s right,” Eve said. “Daniel is getting crime scene cleanup, but it takes time to get the good, right people out here.”

Indigo laughed. “That you see now.”

“So tell me why you were there tonight, Indigo. Did you kill Amy Lesterfield?”

“No.”

“You are under investigation—”

“I did not kill her.”

“Why did you go there?”

“It is my house,” she snapped. “It is my land. The Hawthornes have stained this entire town with their deceit. They cursed us. You wonder why your job has been so difficult, Sheriff? Do you ever wonder if you could have gone someplace else? Somewhere where violence isn’t the answer to every problem?”

“Violence exists everywhere,” Eve said. “What do you mean by ‘curse’? And who’s ‘us’?”

“My family! The Hawthornes bled all over Chesapeake Valley—”

“Enough.”

Eve’s patience had worn thin. The frustration, the lies, the people she couldn’t find and the people that didn’t want to be found, the beer, Amy’s face, the knife in her back, Rich’s sunken cheeks, his mother scarfing down mini-donuts, Daniel running up the pathway in a rage towards Jasper Martin, the hole in the window, wax in a bare hand; all of it working through her system.

“Enough ghost stories,” Eve said. “Tell me in plain language what happened.”

Indigo locked eyes with her. They were dark brown, almost black, and they were suddenly all over her, searching her body, detecting something.

“Tell me the truth,” Eve said.

Indigo replied, “I am.”

Eve ran her hand over her face. She was saved by a light knock on the door, and Sharon interrupting. Apparently, A.J. Portokalos had gotten so drunk that he had knocked over one of the light stands, collapsing one of the constellations onto the beer gardens and subsequently sending everyone home.

“Good God,” Eve breathed. “Poor Catherine.”

“Well, it’s late, at least,” Sharon checked her smartwatch. “She was probably thankful for it.”

“They get it cleaned up?”

“I was going to go down there and help. Make sure everything is okay. I think Reg and Dom are there helping too.”

“That’s a good idea.”

“It’s better than being stuck here,” Sharon said. “Everything alright in there?”

“No… I think I need…” Eve trailed off.

“You need sleep, Eve. Go home and sleep. I’ll keep an eye on Indigo.”

“She’s too dangerous to be out there right now,” Eve said. “She can’t just go waltzing into people’s homes.”

“I know… don’t worry,” Sharon said. “I got it.”

Eve thought of last time, of Cleveland Cohen, when Sharon had let him go after Eve had told her not to. He had run. He was gone. Along with Georgia Turnbull, vanished into thin air.

“Eve… You’re not going to get anything else out of her tonight,” Sharon continued. “Leave it for the morning. Go see Roman.”

She took Sharon’s advice. She gathered Pearl and the two of them headed to the Chesapeake Valley Foothills Parking lot. Along the way, there were several misplaced festival-goers roaming the street, looking for anything that was open when nothing was. Some of them were still in masks: leather woodland creatures wandering in the night. Roman picked them up there with the ATV and brought them up so they wouldn’t have to hike. At the A-frame cabin, the lights were all still on, and Ken was on the balcony smoking something. He waved as Eve approached and yelled down, “I can’t believe you made it out.”

“By the skin of my teeth,” Eve said.

“Sorry,” Roman muttered to her. “He really wanted to come over.”

“It’s all good,” Eve said, though she couldn’t hide a twinge of disappointment in her voice.

Roman quickly pulled her inside while Ken was still out and pushed her up against the wooden logs of the back hallway. His lips were on hers before she could even react. Then they were on her neck, her collarbone, her chest. Eve gasped and pulled him up. “What are you doing?”

“I missed you so much,” he said.

“I hope you haven’t had that much to drink. You just drove me up here…”

“I haven’t. No. I just… I’m so glad you called.”

Eve smiled. She pulled him down to her, kissed him, and said, “Me too.”

But she couldn’t stop thinking about the case all night. They stayed up for another nightcap, and Eve kept getting pulled into what Indigo had said and what she hadn’t. Still, the booze helped her sleep, and Sharon was right. She needed it. Though it was wrought with nightmares of leather-faced animals and people in masks. They were people Eve knew. People of the town: Sharon. Dom. Ranger Hackett. Mayor Leslie Traynor. Athina Springer. Pastor Greeley. Principal Soto. Tom Lacy. The Reddings. The Hawthornes. Eve went down the line, removing their masks and revealing more masks beneath them. The true-false faces beneath them. Somebody was lying. If it wasn’t Indigo, somebody at that festival murdered Amy Lesterfield. Somebody in Chesapeake Valley was out to get the Hawthornes and the people who entered that house. Based on what Eve had read in that file, it made sense for it to be Indigo. By all rights, she was likely seeking some type of vengeance for her pagan ancestry, and Eve could understand that. But she found it hard to believe that that woman had stabbed Amy to death. Still, she had broken into the house. She wasn’t incompetent, and she certainly had shown no fear.

Eve turned over in bed. The sun was rising over Chesapeake Valley, piercing the town with long shadows along its even streets. Heavy snores came from Ken on the couch downstairs. Roman wrapped a large, hair-covered arm around Eve as soon as she stirred.

“No…” he moaned. “Not yet.”

“I have to go,” she whispered.

“Not yet…” he moaned again.

“Shh…” she laughed softly. “You’ll wake Ken.”

“I don’t give a damn,” he said into her ear.

Eve turned to face him, and his dark eyes sealed her to him.

“I’m so glad we could spend the night together,” he whispered.

“Next time, let’s do it just the two of us,” Eve smiled.

“Of course. I am… sorry about all that.”

“I get it. He needs a place to be.”

“He does.”

Roman cupped her face in his hand and said, “Don’t be so hard on yourself.”

“Who says I’m being hard on myself?”

“I know you are… I know you’re wrapped up in this. We’re here. The town is behind you.”

“I don’t know if I want them to be at this point…” Eve sat up. Roman mirrored her, placing a hand on her back.

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve learned some stuff, Roman…” she kept her voice low. “That file you got me was pretty… horrific.”

“Every town has a history,” he replied. “Every person has a history. We can’t discredit anyone based on their past.”

His eyes came up to the window, catching in the morning sun and making his dark eyes much more complex with color.

“And what do you mean?”

He shook his head. “You know what it’s like… you see terrible things. Sometimes… Sometimes you do terrible things. It’s part of the job.”

“I wasn’t a Marine…” Eve replied. “I don’t think our terrible things were the same.”

“I know. But you know about it… all that stuff that happened with your mom. You get it. The past is unimportant and also the most important.”

“It’s important,” she said flatly. “It’s very important.”

The warmth of his palm came to her thigh. Goosebumps erupted over her entire body.

“Know what else is important?” he grinned.

“The present? The future, even?!”

“No. Coffee.”

They both stifled a laugh, and despite their strain to keep quiet, it didn’t matter because Ken didn’t even stir until Roman let the dogs out and in. Pearl and Karu came barreling back inside and jumped up onto the couch. Pearl hopped up onto Ken’s stomach, and he let out a whoosh of air and began a brutal series of coughs.

“Oh Jesus…” Ken laid back down, patting Pearl between the ears.

Eve stood at the end of the couch with a coffee mug clutched between her hands. She asked, “How you feeling?”

“I’m ready for death…” Ken groaned. He opened one eye, peering at her. “I’m surprised you’re still here.”

“I’m on my way out.”

“Sheriff’s always on the move.”

“Always…” Eve took a sip and went to grab him a cup.

Roman loaded up some more logs into the wood stove, and Eve dropped off Ken’s cup on the coffee table. He rose from the couch with a body ladened in a hangover.

“Oh… Oh…” he sipped the coffee hungrily. “Oh that’s good. Thank you.”

“That should do it for the morning…” Roman slapped his hands together. “Chilly enough for a log or two. You got your jacket? I’ll bring you into town.”

Eve nodded and finished her coffee.

“Eve…” Ken said as they made for the door. He was still on the couch but, at least, sitting up now. “Is there… any word? Word on Georgia?”

“We’ve had a bulletin out for her since summertime,” Eve replied. “We thought we had a lead out Alamosa… PD there thought they saw her at a gas station, but when they picked through the footage, it wasn’t her. We’re thinking she crossed state lines.”

“I think so too…” he said. “I shouldn’t have pushed her. I shouldn’t have pushed her to share those documents with you. I think about that every day. Maybe if she hadn’t submitted those emails… maybe she’d still be here.”

“She did a great thing submitting those emails,” Eve said.

“Oh yeah? What good has come of it? Cohen’s still out there.”

“Cohen ran because he was so scared of what Georgia had brought forward.”

“And it brought us nothing!”

He stood up.

“Ken…” Roman warned.

He had his back to them, staring out the floor-to-ceiling windows, searching the foothills for answers.

“Just tell me…” he said quietly. And then he yelled, “Just tell me if she’s dead.”

The coffee cup went flying. Thankfully, because of the ceramic, it didn’t shatter; it hit the bottom of the window hard and rolled off to one side. If his throw had been centered, he could have gone through the glass and created a vacuum into autumn outside, just like the Hawthorne house.

“Ken!” Roman protested and came over to black coffee pooling around his feet.

“It’s not fair!” Ken blubbered. He collapsed his face into his hands.

“I’m going to get answers, Ken,” Eve stepped forward. “I promise you.”

“Just like you promised her…”

His words cut through her like ice, like someone had driven a cold dagger right into the pinhole, twisting it and widening it. Yes, Eve had promised her. She had promised Georgia freedom. She had promised that she would protect her, and she had failed.

Roman gave Eve a look, an apology mixed with concern.

“I’m going to walk down,” Eve said after a few moments.

“What? No. I’ll drive you, just give me a minute.”

“No. It’s okay. It’ll feel good. I need it. You stay here…” Eve met his look. ‘Stay with Ken’ was what she wanted to say, and Ken was glaring at her now, encouraging her to say something that he could yell about. His face was red and his eyes even redder. Eve did not need to be here anymore. Eve did not want to be here anymore. The guilt ate at her internal wounds, telling her and reminding her of exactly what she had done wrong. She didn’t blame Ken. By all rights, he could have blamed her more. He could have yelled and screamed and tried to hit her for losing his sister. Though, clearly, it had been on his mind. He had wanted to say something. He wanted his sister back. And Eve wanted her back too. She wanted to keep a broken promise. But she had one, possibly two, murders in her town to deal with. If Georgia had crossed into New Mexico or Kansas or Utah, it would have been way out of her hands, out of Ken’s hands, out of the hands of Chesapeake Valley, and into the real world where Elijah Stern was in charge.
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Stacey Hawthorne

Nothing was fair, especially life. Stacey sipped on an extra large styrofoam cup of coffee as she headed into Chesapeake Valley. All she could think about was how little she wanted to be back here, how disgruntled she was at this town for having its innate ability to bring her back, how the pain in her gut and heart increased with every passing fake-front building and street.

Her baby girl was dead. She had lost her daughter and her mother in a matter of ten days. Amy had so much potential. Stacey had believed that she was going to do great things once Luna had grown a bit. When Amy was young, she had never had big dreams or ambitions. She had always wanted to be a mother, which was something they had never reconciled on, especially when it happened so young. Stacey encouraged her to travel and to work, but Amy had been perfectly content in a home or an apartment with Sebastian. Things could have gone differently. Stacey recognized that, but she wouldn’t allow herself to become caught up in what-ifs.

The condo she had been working on for months had finally closed. It was hard to celebrate with all that had been going on. She had no desire to. On the surface, she had to keep it together. It was the only way to navigate through all this unfairness and indignation. It was the only way forward.

Stacey pulled onto the Hawthorne house driveway. Rich’s car was already there and so was Daniel’s, even though it was still early. She could see straight through the broken bay window to Daniel on the phone, pacing in between the couches and the back of Mary and Silas’ heads.

She took in a steady breath and turned off the Mercedes.

Inside, the kitchen was still taped off. A pool of blood and splatter had dried on the tile.

“Oh…” Stacey said. “Christ. Is someone not coming to clean this up?”

“Hi, Mom,” Daniel said from the living room doorway. “Yes. Someone’s on their way.”

“Stacey!” Mary came trudging forward, pulling her sister into a heavy hug.

“Hi…” Stacey replied. “Everyone doing okay?”

“Ugh… it’s been awful,” Mary said. “Daniel told you about last night?”

“What now?”

“A woman broke in… She came in right in through the back door…” Mary explained.

“Right through the back door?! How?”

Mary shook her head. “We don’t know.”

“Was anyone home?”

“No… we were all at the Harvest Moon Festival in town here.”

“What? Really?” Stacey spat. “What about Amy?”

“Amy’s…” Mary gestured to the kitchen. “We were enjoying a bit of distraction from all this.”

“I don’t want to be distracted from this,” Stacey said.

Silas yelled from the couch, “At least you’re here now!”

Stacey stepped into the living room. “Just say what you want to say, Silas.”

“We’ve been here for four days… where have you been?”

“Closing a sale. I told you that.”

“Obviously more important than your daughter’s death… your daughter’s murder.”

Stacey snapped, “It wasn’t going to make her any less dead.”

“Mom…” Daniel shook his head and sat down on the couch. He clicked off his phone and gestured for her to sit next to him. They did and Mary took her seat again too so it was Silas and Mary in a stand-off with Stacey and Daniel.

“I’m sorry…” Stacey looked down at her high-heeled boots. “It has been very difficult. I know I haven’t been here. I’ve just been trying to… I’ve been trying to sort out what I need to from my end.”

“As in selling another condo?” Mary asked.

“As in Amy’s estate,” Stacey snapped. “We’re in probate right now. They’re assigning an administrator—”

“An administrator?” Daniel asked. “Can’t we do it ourselves?”

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about…” she said. “The administrator functions as the executor of the estate, and I’d like to take on that responsibility if we’re all okay with it.”

“I’m okay with it,” Mary said. “We all know Stacey is the only one who’s going to get this done.”

“I could do it,” Daniel protested.

They looked at him.

Stacey asked, “Do you want to do it?”

“Well… what does it involve?”

“Her surviving children… the probate court is assessing what assets are to be distributed—”

“Including the house?”

“Including the house.”

“So what? It’s going to go to Sebastian?”

“It’s hard to say,” Stacey said.

“And in the meantime?”

“It could take up to a year to settle her estate.”

“A year?!”

“Not to mention the investigation that’s going on. It’s going to take a long time to settle this all up…”

“So in the meantime, the house just sits here? Empty?”

“And the more we contest this, the longer it will take,” Stacey stated and stared at her son.

“This is ridiculous… We all know that if this house had gone to me or you, Mom, this wouldn’t have happened in the first place. Amy would still be alive!”

Stacey took a deep, shuddering breath. “You can’t think about it that way, Daniel.”

“I have to!”

His hands came up to his face, and he collapsed onto the armrest. Stacey noticed his hair thinning at the back of his head, and the wrinkles in his usually pristinely-ironed golf shirt. This had not been easy on him. Yet, he was still so concerned for the house and not his sister. Stacey patted his back.

“What about the kids?” Stacey asked, directing herself to Mary. “What’s their status? Are they coming back here?”

“Not until it’s safe,” Mary said.

“Is it not safe?” Stacey questioned. “Are we in danger?”

The entire room nodded.

“Someone’s…” Mary took a deep breath. Silas patted her thigh. “Someone’s trying to hurt us, Stacey. We think it might be all of us.”

“All of us? The entire family?”

“Yes. Yes. All of us.”

“The kids?”

“Well… that’s why we should keep them away.”

“Where’s Joey? Rich?”

“Joey is back at the Inn. He’s not coming here anymore. Rich is in the back there, playing one of those damn video games Sebastian left behind.”

“Who do you think is doing this?”

“The woman from last night.” Mary nodded to Daniel. “Thankfully for Dan’s alarm system… it caught another potential, who knows what?”

“Who was it?” Stacey asked.

“I don’t think it was her—” Daniel said, cutting himself off.

“Go on then, Dan. Tell us,” Mary said.

“No. It’s nothing. It’s just… That little old woman I pulled out of here last night didn’t kill Amy like how I found her. I know that she didn’t.”

“People are sometimes capable of what you don’t expect.” Silas raised an eyebrow at Daniel.

“I’m telling you!” he snapped. “It’s not her.”

“Then who?”

“I’m going to stay here until we find out,” Daniel said. “We know Grandpa pissed off a lot of people in this town, didn’t he?”

“He pissed off a lot of people in general…” Stacey muttered.

“Don’t tell him the stories…” Mary not-so-quietly whispered.

“What stories?” Daniel, of course, perked up.

“Nothing… It’s just the history of this place.” Stacey glared at her sister. “You should really take to heart that Grandpa pissed off people here. You don’t want this house.”

“I want to stay here until this is solved,” Daniel said. “I want to make sure Amy gets… Amy gets free.”

Stacey nodded and took her son’s hand. She slid across the couch and pulled him into a hug. He had needed it, collapsing into her immediately. Emotion had never been her strong suit. She knew that. Amy had always been better at this type of thing. God, she missed her. She missed her so dearly. These spaces between their family were incomplete without her. It wouldn’t be the same. It would never be the same again.

“I think it’s okay if we stay a little while,” Stacey said quietly to her son and then nodded across the living room at Mary and Silas. “At least until we fix that window.”

“I’m so glad you’re here…”

It was all Daniel could say as Stacey got up from the couch, and he stayed there, defeated, still like he was collapsed in her arms.

At the doorway, Rich appeared and said, “I want to stay too. I want to help Amy.”

“That’s nice, Rich,” Mary smiled.

“We’ve got enough hands in the pot,” Stacey said.

Silas said, “Another hand couldn’t hurt though, right, Stacey? This is a big house.”

“I—”

“Please, Stacey. He loves this house.”

“I do… it’s sick,” Rich grinned.

“Great…” Stacey mumbled. “Yes. I guess. There’s another bedroom upstairs. Why don’t you take your mom’s old room? Daniel will take mine, and I’ll take the master. Are you two planning to stay in town? Or heading home?”

“Well, the police have barely given us anything…” Mary grumbled.

“She asked you to come there and make a statement. You forced her to come to you,” Daniel said.

“Who?” Stacey asked.

“The sheriff,” Daniel explained. “Eve Wicker.”

“Oh. Right. She called me,” Stacey said.

“About what?” Daniel asked.

“About Emily, actually.”

“Emily? Why would she…”

Mary said, “I’m going to see her tomorrow actually.”

“The sheriff?” Stacey asked.

“No. Emily!” Mary shouted. “She got a job with the doctor at the clinic here in town. Super nice little spot. They’re lucky to have a facility like that here. Doctor Blanchard is top-notch. Folks come from all around to see her. That’s actually why I want to stay at least another day. I want to get in to see her.”

“For what?” Stacey asked.

Mary laughed a little and looked at the boys. She pulled Stacey aside and towards the window. They all got the hint right away, and Silas struck up a conversation about sports with Daniel.

Mary started, “You know what I’ve been dealing with…”

“Your blood sugar?”

“Well, yes. But also, this has been so stressful, Stace, you have no idea,” Mary tucked her hair behind her ear. “I hate it. I hate this. First Mom. And then, Amy was… it was so terrible. I’m so glad you didn’t see her. Daniel has been… struggling. This isn’t good. In some ways, like, I just want out of here. I just want to leave and never look back. But I know that Amy deserves more. We need to help figure this out, I think.”

“Why didn’t you go see the sheriff right away then?”

“Rich told me I didn’t need to… he told me I needed to know my rights and I didn’t have to talk to her if I didn’t want to…”

Stacey sighed and looked over at her nephew. The sly grin across his face moved from side to side as he tried to track the conversation between his father and Daniel. What if he had something to do with this? She tried not to let the thought stick, but it did without her even trying.

“Was Rich home that night?” Stacey asked.

“What night?” Mary asked.

“The night that Amy was killed.”

“Um… no. No, he went to his girlfriend’s, I think?”

“I didn’t know he had a girlfriend.”

“It’s a new thing. Silas told him he needed a job and a girlfriend. One of two completed. He’s on his way up, that kid, I’m telling you.”

Stacey shifted and asked, “So you’re going to see this Doctor Blanchard about your stress?”

“Yeah… maybe try and get something for my anxiety. It’s been so bad lately… look at my elbow…” She showed Stacey a dried, red patch of skin on her left arm. “It’s eczema, I think. I don’t know.”

“Oh geez, Mary,” Stacey clicked her teeth. “Yeah. You should go and get it checked out. I’m here now. I’ll take care of things.”

Mary hugged her around her waist. She held Stacey tightly, like she used to hug her in high school when she aced a test or when she made the soccer team. Because she had been a teenager then, Stacey had thought it very uncool that her elementary school sister had wanted to embrace her. Now, it was like the eye of the storm. All was calm, warm, and low-pressured in one delicate space, while chaos and detritus spun around them, ready to rip them apart at any moment.

Stacey patted her sister’s back.

“Take it easy or the stress is going to eat us all alive,” Stacey whispered into her ear.

“I know,” Mary cried. “I know. I just wish she was here.”

Stacey whispered, “Me too.”
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Indigo had been even less cooperative in the morning than she had been last night. She had said literally nothing when Eve had asked if she slept. She had no alibi for the night of Amy’s death. The repeated story was that she was at home, as she always was. The only one who could corroborate that she was there at all that day was Eve. She had gone to question her about the rock going through the window, and that had led to the same amount of answers that she was getting out of Indigo now.

Eve knew she was getting frustrated. She knew she was letting it show too. But she didn’t have a choice. The more time they let pass, the worse this was going to get. Someone was out to harm the Hawthornes, if not the entire family then at least the house. Serious investigation was required. No more breaks. No more festivals. No more sleeping at Roman’s until she got this done.

In some ways, and she was sure if Mom was still alive that she would tell this to her face, she was punishing herself. Eve couldn’t shake the feeling that she had failed several people already in this position. The urge to be hard on herself, to have a high level of discipline and perfection, felt like it would happen regardless. She didn’t have the energy to work against it, so she let it overwhelm her and drive her instead. She let it inside the pinhole, the escalation working inside her, becoming a part of her, elevating her heart rate.

Eve pulled into the clinic. It was typically busy on Monday mornings because they were closed on Sundays, and people waited until the clinic opened to get checked before heading to a big hospital.

The receptionist sank back in her chair when Eve came in.

“Good morning, Sheriff,” she said from behind thick glasses. Eve thought her name was Lily, but she wasn’t confident.

“Good morning. Is Emily Silva in?” she asked.

“No… No. I’m sorry she’s not. She’s scheduled to come in tomorrow.”

“Right. Did you pass on that message that I asked you to pass on?”

“Yes! Yes. I absolutely did.”

“And you still don’t know where she’s at?”

“No… I don’t know where she lives.”

“There’s no employee records?”

“Well, do you have a warrant?”

Eve looked at her and said, “I can get one.”

“Wicker!” Dom’s voice cut through the clinic and woke an old man who was snoozing in one of the waiting room chairs. “What can I do for you, Sheriff?”

“I’m looking for Emily Silva… still.” Eve explained.

“She still hasn’t come talk to you?”

“No. I’m having a hard time pinning her down.”

“I think she’s scheduled to come in tomorrow, right, Lily?” Dom turned to the receptionist who nodded in response. “Try then.”

“I need to speak with her as soon as possible. You have no idea where she lives? Where she’s been staying?”

Dom sighed. She gestured for Eve to follow her, taking her away from prying eyes. They entered into one of the patient rooms, and Dom leaned against the windowsill with a frown on her face.

“You can’t just come in here and give Lily such a hard time,” she said.

“I wasn’t,” Eve replied. “I’m just looking for Emily. She’s been giving me the runaround.”

“Are you sure? She doesn’t seem like that type.”

“I’d love to be sure. But I can’t find her.”

Eve stood in one spot and put her hands in her pocket.

“She’s around. You’ll find her,” Dom shook her head. “You’re looking a little tense, Wicker.”

Eve tried to relax her shoulders. “It’s fine. Just trying to sort out this case.”

“What happened when you ran off from the festival the other night?”

“Somebody broke into the Hawthorne house.”

“Not Emily? She was there…”

“I know. No. Not Emily.”

“You should’ve talked to her at the festival.”

“That was the plan!” Eve threw up her arms. “It’s like she knows. I’m telling you, she’s avoiding me. Mary and Rich Caddel avoided me too.”

Dom chuckled. “Well, people don’t exactly leap at the opportunity to talk to cops.”

“They should if their sister… niece… aunt… has just been brutally murdered!”

Eve said it louder than she meant to, and Dom gave her another glare and frown.

“Sorry,” Eve muttered. “It’s been rough. Barriers, everywhere I go.”

“Knock ‘em down, Wicker. Kick through ‘em.”

“I’m trying…”

“There’s no use getting upset about it. You know that. It won’t get you anywhere.”

“I’m not upset.”

Dom raised an eyebrow.

“I’m not,” Eve said again.

“Did you sleep last night?”

“I got a couple of hours at Roman’s place.”

“Just an easy trek up the mountain to rest for thirty minutes…” Dom shook her head. She went over to her desk and started sorting through papers in a drawer. “You need something? Something for stress?”

“No! No. I don’t need anything like that,” Eve said.

“There’s no shame in getting help, Eve,” Dom picked up a paper and handed it to Eve. “Here. It’s Emily’s. I shouldn’t be giving this to you without a warrant but consider it a favor. You owe me one.”

Eve scanned the paper. It had some basic information for Emily. No address but at least a phone number. The last known address was listed in Wyoming.

“Thank you,” Eve breathed. “Thank you, Dom. I appreciate this. And… And…”

“I’ll tell her to call you.”

“Thank you.”

Dom put a hand on her shoulder and said, “You’re gonna be okay, Wicker.”

“I’m not worried about me.”

“You should be.”
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Eve called Emily Silva as many times as she could. No one answered. She left several voicemails until the mailbox was full, and then it felt even more fruitless. Her phone bounced off the passenger’s seat and onto the floor when Eve threw it after the seventeenth try.

She was grasping at straws, searching for anything that might tell her who had done this to Amy Lesterfield, potentially Martha Hawthorne too. The town was in a lull, a preparation for winter in the air post-Harvest Moon Festival. The grounds were almost all the way cleaned up already, but several volunteers were working on tear-down when Eve went by in the Tahoe.

Her phone started to buzz from the floor, and Eve scrambled to pick it up, hoping desperately that it was Emily Silva on the other end about to spill that she had seen the murderer that night, that she knew exactly who it was.

“Hey, Sheriff. It’s Ranger Hackett,” the other end chirped, and Eve had to hide her disappointment.

“Hackett, what’s up?”

“I found something here on the foothills that I thought you might want to see.”

Eve peered into the rearview mirror at the patiently waiting Pearl.

“What is it?”

“Somebody who shouldn’t be here.”

“I’m on my way.”

They met at the parking lot, and Hackett had a big smile on her face when Pearl ran right for her. She was in a thick jacket, and her curly hair was piled underneath a hat. Eve shook her hand and said, “Nice to see you.”

“You too. It’s been a while.”

“Yeah. I didn’t see you yesterday…”

“Yesterday?” Hackett looked at her blankly.

“The festival?”

“Oh… Oh! Right!” Hackett laughed. “Yeah. That’s not really my thing.”

“I figured. It’s not really Roman’s thing either but he forced himself out there.”

“For you…” Hackett pointed out.

Eve tucked in her lips, nodded, and asked, “So what you find?”

Hackett kept on her grin and said, “Follow me.”

At first, they kept to the paths. They pushed through piles of leaves and pine needles with their boots until they reached a tree that either Hackett or someone else had marked with orange tape. She veered off and down a slope. Eve followed her and Pearl bounded ahead, sticking her nose to the dirt, hopping over any obstacle in her way.

Pearl was on a trail of some kind. So was Hackett. But it seemed clear to Eve that there were lots of leftover smells here from someone or something. Pearl barked at an empty Gatorade bottle and as they continued forward, the remnants of a camp appeared nestled between pine trees.

It was an army green tent that was sloppily set up with one of the poles sticking out of one side. Several pieces of garbage and food wrappers were around the outside; whoever was staying here had no regard for the environment.

“How far away from the ranger station are we here?” Eve asked, looking up.

“Still another mile or so and straight up the paths,” Hackett pointed back to where they came from. “It’s not a direct route at all. If I hadn’t veered off, I never would have found it.”

“What made you veer off?”

“I found this…” she pulled something out of her pocket. “By the trail.”

Hackett was holding a bright orange prescription pill bottle. The label had been scraped off, and there was nothing in it, but Eve could understand why it would give Hackett some pause.

“Well, it was off the trail,” Hackett explained. “I could see it from the trail, and I thought that was weird and then when I came to pick it up, I saw some other garbage too until I found this…”

“So someone’s been sleeping here?”

“Looks like it. Or, at least, they were.”

“Not anymore?”

“There’s no sleeping bag. Look.” Hackett pointed inside the tent where it was just the black plastic bottom. “This ground isn’t comfortable at the best of times. Super hard stone. But without a sleeping bag? There’s no way.”

“So maybe they moved?” Eve asked.

“Maybe.”

Eve took out her camera to snap a few photos of the scene. Pearl did another perimeter around the tent, and Eve let her explore inside as well, digging her nose into every corner.

“Anything, girl?” Eve asked.

Pearl barked in response, but she didn’t leave the tent. Eve crouched inside to see what she was looking at. In the corner of the dark plastic, Pearl sat next to something. As Eve got closer, she realized it was a pool of dried blood.

She snapped the walkie off her waist and said, “Deputy?”

“Here, Sheriff,” Sharon clicked on right away.

“We’ve got 10-64, a tent, up in the foothills. 10-86B. We need to gather some forensics here, copy?”

“Copy. I’ll bring up some stuff.”

Pearl nudged her knee, and Eve gave her a big scratch between the ears before they crawled back out of the tent.

“Did you touch anything in there?” Eve asked.

“No! Nope. Didn’t touch anything. I thought maybe I should… But then I thought I’d call you instead.”

“You made the right choice,” Eve said.

Hackett questioned, “Is that blood?”

“It is.”

“Oh my gosh. So this… do you think this has to do with that woman?”

“With Amy Lesterfield? To be honest, I hope so. We need answers here.” Eve surveyed the ground another time, looking for any other specks of blood. Pearl found more blood on a tree: a handprint.

“We’ve got to tape this all off,” Eve said. “I’ve got to gather some samples here. Will you keep an eye? Nobody goes in and out of here unless they’re law enforcement, okay?”

“Nobody’s going to be coming over here…” Hackett looked around and the dense trees around them, and the town and highway to the west, underneath a steep drop-off of rocks.

“Somebody did come here,” Eve said. “Somebody’s been living here. Our murderer, maybe.”

“That’s… freaky,” Hackett replied. “I should’ve noticed them sooner.”

“They were trying to hide. You did a good job, Hackett. Thanks for calling.”

Pearl came over to nudge Hackett as well, and despite the circumstances, the ranger couldn’t wipe the smile off of her young face. That made Eve feel good. It eased some of her frustrations. The pinhole shrinking back to what it was because they finally had a lead.

They gathered the blood samples and called Dom in to help them do it properly, because they didn’t have the time to wait for another examiner to come in from out of town. This was urgent. Dom told them that because the blood was dry and had been outside, it was going to be hard to get determinate results, but at the very least, she should be able to cross-examine the blood at the campsite with Amy’s blood and see if they were a match.

While Dom worked, Eve assigned Hackett to the campsite, and Sharon to the station with a roam to the Foothills Parking Lot. She advised Sharon to keep the squad car out of the parking lot because it was too recognizable, so she took Nic’s SUV from home instead. If either Hackett or Sharon saw any indication of movement near that campsite, Eve would be on them in minutes. She trusted her team.

Eve stayed at the campsite with Pearl and investigated for any other evidence. She did a perimeter and then another. She tried to call Emily Silva again. Nothing turned up aside from another empty prescription pill bottle about a hundred feet from the campsite. This one had a label with a name that she recognized: Marianne Stoneway. Marianne had three kids and lived south of the school on 13th Street.

With eyes on the foothills, Eve headed back into town to check on the Stoneways.

Marianne answered the door with tired eyes and a thick-knitted sweater with sunflowers on it.

“Sheriff Wicker,” she coughed. “What are you doing here?”

Eve got straight to the point. She pulled the pill bottle out of her pocket and said, “We found this up in the foothills. Wondering if you know how it got there?”

“I… I… no… I haven’t been up to the foothills in years. Last time was probably last summer with the kids.”

“So not years? A year?”

“Right…” Marianne laughed nervously. “Would you like to come in?”

Eve nodded, and Marianne made them two instant coffees that were bitter and piping hot. They sat across from each other at a linoleum table. A TV hummed with cartoons in another room.

Marianne turned over the pill bottle in her hands and said, “I don’t even know what this was for.”

“That was prescribed in town. By Doctor Blanchard.”

“Oh yeah. She’s the only doctor I’ll see.”

“Any major medical issues?”

“I mean… Well, no. I’m not unhealthy. I wouldn’t say I’m healthy either. I try to keep the kids well-fed, you know?”

Though she had perhaps once been a small woman, she was on the bigger side with splotchy red skin.

“When’s the last time you went to see Doctor Blanchard?”

“Oh, maybe a month ago.”

“And what was that for?”

“It was just a regular checkup. I go regularly for my diabetes.”

“Oh. You’re diabetic?”

“Yes. Type 1.”

“You don’t consider that a major medical issue?”

“No. Not really. I’ve been living with it my entire life. That’s Empagliflozin…”

She placed the pill bottle on the table between them.

“Uh, what?”

“It essentially just helps to decrease the blood glucose levels… It’s been bad lately. But again, it’s type 1, so it’s never going to go away, but Dom was concerned about my fluctuation lately so she thought it would help to balance things out.”

“Does it have any side effects?” Eve asked, flipping over the bottle.

“Yes. Lots. I got a rash when I first started using it and… I’ve heard… I don’t know if this is true… but I’ve heard that it can turn your blood to acid.”

“Pardon?” Eve processed.

“Yeah. It’s rare, of course, but Dom told me about it when she first prescribed it. This medication isn’t really supposed to be used for Type 1s because of that.”

“Acid in your blood?”

“Too much acid in the blood, yeah.”

Eve thought back to Martha’s toxicology report and the high levels of acid in her blood. She wasn’t a doctor or a scientist by any means, but she had to believe that wasn’t normal. Dom had chalked up quite a few things to Martha’s diabetes, but Eve was convinced now that something nefarious had happened to Martha. Her death was not due to natural causes. Eve was now one hundred percent confident that both deaths in the Hawthorne house had been murder. Everyone in that family was in danger, and she couldn’t help but feel that it was someone inside the family that was trying to tear it all apart. It had to be someone close to it all. Someone with reason enough to hate their family to drive them to the point of homicide.

When Eve left Marianne Stoneway’s, she wanted to leap right into the next thing, but there was nothing to leap to. The blood was being analyzed. The campsite was being watched. Her phone was quiet. No calls from anyone she was looking for. Eve could drive around the town in circles, as she had been, but it wouldn’t make the murderer pop up in front of her. She decided to go to the Hawthorne house, and as the sun went down, she parked herself on the street with a good view of the house and its windows. She was trying to keep a promise that had already been broken.

Eve and Pearl set themselves up with snacks and a box from the bakery to ensure they had the sustenance to get through the night. With Hackett and Sharon watching the foothills and Eve watching the house, no one would get by them tonight. No one would be breaking in. No one would be getting killed. Not on their watch. Eve had to make sure of that.

It got dark quickly. The streetlamps came on around eight pm, and from then on, time passed like the tide moving out. A slow, natural due process. Stacey’s Mercedes was in the driveway, along with Rich’s car, and Daniel’s was on the street. Through the bay window, Eve caught glimpses of the entire family: Daniel falling asleep on the couch sitting up, Rich exercising in a room upstairs, Stacey and Mary sharing wine in the kitchen. She only saw Silas once, but she assumed he was at the back of the house watching TV. That was confirmed when all of the lights went out aside from the dim blue from the sunroom. Everyone was trying to sleep, aside from one.

At Jasper Martin’s house next door, Eve clocked him smoking cigarettes and blowing it out an open window. He was crouched over his laptop and tapping away, his keyboard clacking adding to the quiet of fall outside. Occasionally, he sipped from a glass beer bottle and looked up at her. He noticed her there. He didn’t seem to make a big deal of it. From her spot, Eve swore she actually saw him smile at her presence. Maybe he was comforted by her being there. Maybe he found it amusing because of how close she was to the scene of the crime and had so little answers. Maybe he found it amusing that she was getting closer.

Eve took out her camera again to snap some photos of Jasper through the window and to capture the Hawthorne house in the night. The potted plants out front rustled in the building wind. The porch and door beckoned for someone else to come through, for Indigo or Jasper or Emily or Rich or Silas to cross the threshold and destroy the family within.

Eve was woken by a nip on her jacket at around two am. Pearl chewed on her sleeve to get her up. Eve didn’t realize that she had fallen asleep, but the exhaustion had gotten the better of her. It was brief, but thank goodness Pearl was watching because somebody was sneaking around the side of the house.

It couldn’t have been Indigo. They were still holding her because she was a possible danger and flight risk, and Daniel wanted to press charges for the break-in.

Eve slid down in her seat, watching.

Next to the fence, a person in dark clothes snuck through the front yard. They were in a big sweater with a hood up. They were trying very hard to not be noticed. The person veered to the right, passing in front of Jasper Martin’s house before crossing the street. After they crossed the street, they went back the other way. Eve wasn’t sure if they were lost or trying to throw anyone off who might be on their trail, but she watched them as they went all the way down the other side, heading toward the center of town, towards Maple and Main St.

Eve hopped out of the Tahoe.

She whispered to Pearl, “I’ll be back.”

The collie whined in response.

Pearl’s collar and leash would be too obvious at this time of night, and she didn’t want to have her run out into the street. Not that there was much traffic at this time, or really ever. Though Pearl was a good listener, it was just too big of a risk. Eve went on foot.

She kept her head down and walked with purpose behind the hooded figure, closing the gap but not too much. The distance kept between them was a minimum of thirty feet at all times. Eve was good at sneaking around and following people. She had used those skills at the NSA, but in her job now, a considerable amount of time was spent making yourself known instead of making yourself sparse.

They reached the first intersection, at 6th and Maple. The person paused and looked behind them, forcing Eve to hop off the sidewalk and hide behind a tree in someone’s front yard. They hadn’t seen her. She had to believe that as she closed her eyes tightly, listening for their steps to start again. A few moments passed, and the steps started again. The person turned onto Maple and headed towards the east, back towards the church, the funeral home, and the curved highway. Several minutes went by, and Eve was sure that she and this person were the only two out and about in Chesapeake Valley on the chilly fall night. False brick and sliding barn doors went by in the darkness. The church’s white steeple pierced through the night, and at first glance, Eve thought that was where her perpetrator was heading. The way they stuck to the sidewalks and paused at the steps; she really thought they were going to run up and inside, escape into the house of God for forgiveness. But they went right by.

They kept walking until they reached the end of Maple St when they turned to the left and Eve then felt quite confident where they were going: the Red Rock Inn. It was the only place open. Not even the gas station was twenty-four hours in town. The bar would be closed by this time, but the hotel front desk still had a light on that Eve could see from a distance underneath the old, red neon sign.

Eve crouched by somebody’s car, peering around to watch the man go inside; and from the light illuminating the shape of him, she was almost certain it was a man. He did not stop at the front desk though he nodded at the person working. It seemed like he already had a room. Quickly and quietly, Eve snuck around the hotel until she saw a light go on at the end of the one-story building.

Thanks to her swiftness, Eve just caught something that she wasn’t looking for. She didn’t know what she had expected. Someone brandishing a kitchen knife with Amy’s blood still dripping off of it, maybe. Or several bottles of pills and syringes along a windowsill, set out with Martha’s name on them. But it was neither of those things. It was Silas making out with a young girl with long blonde extensions.

He pushed her up against the window and then yanked the curtains closed so that was all Eve could see, but it was enough. Silas was a cheater. Silas was a liar. Silas was now a prime suspect. What if Amy had known about this affair? What if she was a part of it? How much did Mary know? Or did she know nothing at all? Silas had not been present for several days and nights and had claimed to have been working. What if he had been staying in that tent in the foothills?

The questions stirred through Eve as she began the long trek back to the Tahoe, wishing she had Pearl but thankful for the time to think.

Eve hedged her bets that Mary had her suspicions. Silas didn’t seem all that good at hiding it, but Mary seemed like the type of woman that would turn a blind eye, which made Eve even more nervous. Because if she was able to turn a blind eye to her husband cheating, what else would she be capable of pushing aside? Mary didn’t seem stupid. A bit naive and high-strung, yes. But she was the sister of Stacey, who seemed very intelligent so some commonalities had to exist.

Despite all the buzzing in Eve’s head, the real question was: how far would Silas go to cover this up? Or how far had he gone already?
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Eve watched for Silas’ return all night. He returned before sunrise and came back inside through the house through that unlocked back door, where Eve assumed he collapsed onto a couch in the sunroom because none of the lights went on upstairs. When the sun breached the horizon, Eve woke Pearl by turning the Tahoe on, doing a U-turn, and heading to the station.

Sharon got there a few minutes after Eve, and she looked like she had hardly slept either.

“Morning,” she said as she immediately went to the Keurig.

“Anything last night?” Eve asked.

“Nothing. Nobody’s hiking right now. The only person I saw go up was Roman after coming home from the ranch on the ATV.”

“Did you say hi?”

She smirked. “No. I was staying discreet. You never know.”

“You truly never know. Good job, Deputy.”

Eve put in her own mug after Sharon and watched the steaming stream of coffee fill her cup.

“What about you?” Sharon asked. “Anything?”

“Something…” Eve said. “Something, for sure.”

“Really? What happened?”

“Silas Caddel. Mary’s husband.”

“The one with the road rage incident?”

“That’s right. He’s having an affair.”

“What?!”

“Yes. I followed him to the Red Rock. He was kissing some girl young enough to be his daughter.”

“In town? Geesh…” she shook her head. “That means it’s a consistent thing, right?”

“What does?”

“I mean, they’re visiting. So he set up his girl or whatever, girls, with a place to stay while he’s here… just to make sure he gets his rocks off no matter where he’s at. That’s serial cheater practice right there. That’s a guy that knows what he’s doing.”

Eve nodded along. “Right. I definitely got the vibe that that was not his first time. I’m calling him in.”

“As you should.”

Sharon took a sip of her coffee and made a face like it was the best sex she ever had. “Oh my gosh. I needed that.”

“Sorry that the festival got ruined for us.”

“Me too. It happens. Not much we can do about it.”

Eve patted her arm, and Sharon smiled before asking in a low voice, “What about Indigo?”

“Daniel wants to press charges for the break-in… but we can release her until we have a court date. We don’t have any evidence to connect her to the murders yet.”

“Murders? More than one? You mean, Martha?”

“After what we found at that tent yesterday, I really think Martha’s death was a homicide.”

“I think you’re right,” Sharon said. “Circumstances are too suspicious.”

“Maybe the killer was hoping that Martha’s death would get the family together, right?”

“It could be. You want me to take care of Indigo?”

“That would be great. Just tell her to stay nearby in case we need her. I’ll get Silas and have a chat.”

“And the blood?”

“We should know soon. Dom’s been working all night too I bet.”

Eve had a feeling she was forgetting something, but she had to push it aside until she could sort out what was in front of her. The fact of the matter was that she was forgetting a lot of things, including proper meals, sleep and taking care of herself. She would figure all that out once these murders were solved. She could feel that they were close. More pieces were coming together, and Eve knew the Hawthorne house was about to become the clearest that she had seen it.

Eve texted Silas to let him know that she needed to speak with him ASAP. He texted her back right away and said he had some time this morning if she did. She told him to get down to the station, and he arrived thirty minutes later with a box of gas station donuts under his arm. He placed them on the receptionist desk when he arrived and said, “Here you go. For all your hard work.”

“Thanks…” Eve glanced at the crusty chocolate atop dry-looking dough. “My dad owns the bakery in town. They make way better donuts than the gas station.”

“Oh!” he laughed. His teeth were stained and crooked. “Of course. I forgot. You’re that Wicker. Your father’s a nice man.”

“Yes, he is.”

“So… I guess you need my statement, hey?”

“I did want to talk to you. I’ve had a chance to speak to everyone else in your family except for you,” Eve said.

“Yeah. I get busy with work…”

“Right. What is it that you do again?”

“I’m a civil engineer.”

“And that involves some long hours?”

“Sometimes. When we have a big project, sometimes we work nonstop.” He opened the box and helped himself to a donut.

“Can I get you a water or coffee or anything?”

“I’m good,” he said with a mouth full of donut.

“Why don’t we move to the back room?”

He laughed a little. “Is this an interrogation?”

Eve asked, “Where would you feel more comfortable?”

Silas swallowed hard, put the donut down, and looked her up and down. “Oh. This is serious, isn’t it?”

“Amy’s death is very serious.”

“I know… I know…” His face went red and then white and pale. He swallowed again and pasted on a smile to give Eve, but he didn’t make a move to the back. Instead, he circled around to the front and took a seat in one of the lobby chairs. He put his hands between his knees, sighed, and said, “We all loved that girl.”

“I know.” Eve sat down one chair from him. “What happened, Silas?”

“I don’t know… I don’t know why Martha gave her that damn house. It’s too much for a young lady like that to handle. I know she wanted to get away from Jackson, but to here? Was it really worth it?”

“Obviously not,” Eve said.

“Right… No. You’re right. It wasn’t. She learned her lesson in the worst possible way.”

“Do you feel like she had a lesson to learn?”

“Well, don’t we all? But yeah. She did. Amy could be… naive.”

Eve asked, “And what about Mary?”

“Uh… yeah. Mary can be very naive, too. Stacey’s the one that keeps those girls straight.”

Eve leaned back in the chair, the window at her back, and asked, “What were you doing on September twenty-fourth?”

“You mean when Martha died?”

“That’s right.”

“I was at work… check my schedule.”

“And what about Amy? On September thirtieth?”

“I was at work…”

“I’ll check.”

“I bet you will…” he grumbled. “You can’t possibly think I had anything to do with this. I’m not capable of violence like that. I’m not an angry guy.”

“What about Lauren Stills?”

“Who the hell is Lauren Stills?”

Eve wanted to stand up. She wanted to be back in the interrogation room, and she hated being in the lobby with the potential of anyone seeing them through the window. It took away her power too. She was only looking at his profile. She couldn’t force him to look her in the eyes as he lied.

“Lauren Stills. I saw a video from an incident a few years ago. You were in a head-on collision with her.”

“Oh, that…” his gaze went to the floor. “Yeah. That kind of stuff just happens, you know? It was an accident.”

“You called her a ‘dumb fucking whore.’”

Silas laughed and that sent a shiver down Eve’s spine. She hated this man. She may have even hated him more than Cleveland Cohen. He thought he was better and smarter than any and all women around him just because of what was in his pants. He thought he could get away with cheating on his wife and, maybe, he thought he was smart enough to get away with murder.

Eve stood up. She crossed her arms and said, “You remember that?”

“Yes… Yes, I remember that, Sheriff,” he spat. “That doesn’t make me a killer. I would never hurt Amy.”

“And Martha?”

“Of course not! After all that Mary went through with her family… I would never make that situation harder.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“You must know. Being such a great sheriff, you must have done your research on this town and all that the Hawthornes did here.”

“I’d like to hear it from your side.”

He squeezed his hands together and moved a watery, blue-eyed gaze to her. “William Hawthorne—that’s Mary’s grandfather—practically enacted genocide on this town. And then Eli and Martha followed right along in his footsteps. They took it even further. Eli, particularly.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying they didn’t like the witches that were here before them. They wanted to make a Christian town, so they did. They removed the witches by whatever means necessary. Not that I believe in any of that stuff, but I’m not surprised that the town is taking some revenge. If you ask me, Chesapeake Valley deserves a bit of vengeance for what they did.”

Eve asked, “Do you think the family deserves vengeance, too?”

“As in the Hawthornes?”

“Yes. As in your family.”

“I don’t know… Obviously, they came out on top in that situation. The only Wiccan or witch or whatever is left in town is that lady who tried to break into the house. That’s the lady who probably killed Amy. It’s the only person who makes sense.”

“For revenge on Amy’s great-grandparents?”

“I don’t know! You’re the sheriff! You tell me!”

“I’m trying to figure it out, Silas.”

A hand came to his face as he pulled on his lips. He murmured, “This is ridiculous.”

“What about last night?”

“What about last night?” he countered.

“What did you do?”

“I… I watched TV, and then I went to bed.”

“What you watch?”

“America’s Got Talent,” he said, a little too quickly.

“What time did you go to bed?”

“Around midnight.”

“Get up at all?”

“No.”

They stared at each other. His face was flat and expressionless. He ran a hand over his balding hair and broke their eye contact.

“Silas, did you go out last night? Did you leave the house?” Eve asked again.

“No!”

“You’re asking me to explain Amy’s murder. I am trying to find the person that did this to her. That means I need all of the information. I need the entire truth,” she said, holding her position firm, staring down at him with her arms crossed.

“What do you want me to say?! I’m not lying.”

“You are.”

“How in the hell would you know?”

“I saw you.”

“You saw me where?”

“I saw you at the Red Rock.”

His face dropped. His eyes snapped back to her and then back to the ground. He swore under his breath and shook his head. His voice got quiet as he said, “You followed me.”

“I was watching the house,” Eve said.

“You should’ve been watching the house when Amy was killed!”

That ripped through Eve, piercing her in the gut. She wanted to yell and scream that she had tried that she had been there but at the wrong time, that it wasn’t her fault. But she knew that wouldn’t lead them anywhere.

“I saw you meet a young girl at the Red Rock,” Eve repeated, not letting her voice waver.

“Yes! Yes, okay. I met Adele last night. She’s… She wanted to see me.”

“How long have you been seeing this girl?”

“That… That was…” he thought.

“Tell me the truth,” Eve said. “No more ghost stories.”

He started slowly, “We met over two years ago. Online.”

“Were there girls before her?”

A pause. And then, “Yes. You don’t understand. Mary and I have been married for a long time. More than twenty years. She doesn’t… She doesn’t care. As long as I don’t shove it in her face, she doesn’t care as long as I feed her and put a roof over her and the kids’ heads.”

“So she knows about this?”

“Well, not exactly.”

“She knows about Adele?”

“No! No, she doesn’t. Please don’t tell her about that. I really… I really like Adele. We have a really good connection.”

“What about the connection with your wife?”

“I know.” His voice broke. “I know. It’s awful. I’m awful.”

He collapsed into his hands so he could hide his fake tears.

“Did anyone else know about your affair?”

“No,” he sniffled. “No. I don’t think so.”

“Your kids? Daniel? Amy?”

“No. They don’t know. Amy didn’t know. Daniel… Yes, Daniel knows.”

“Really?”

“Yes. He caught me once. Didn’t follow me like you but saw me in a bar with a girl downtown once. I paid him to not tell Mary. He’s been good about it. Maybe he forgot.”

“I doubt it,” Eve said.

He glared at her. “I’m not the bad guy you’re looking for, Sheriff! You may think I’m a ‘bad guy,’ but there’s way worse than me out there. You got somebody in your town murdering my family, and you’re going to give me a hard time about this?!”

“You watch yourself. Are you paying this girl?” Eve snapped back.

He went quiet.

Eve said, “I could take you in under prostitution charges. Everyone would know then. Your kids. Your work—”

“No. No, it’s not like that!” he protested.

The squad car pulled into the parking lot.

Silas stood up, and Eve took a step back. After the experience during the summer with Bill Sowerby, she was more on her toes than ever, especially when it came to men like this.

“I need you to believe that I didn’t do this!” Silas cried.

“Didn’t do what?”

“I didn’t kill Amy!”

“But you have been having an ongoing affair behind your wife’s back?”

“I told you… it’s not like that!”

“Because she knows?”

“She knows enough. Don’t ruin this!” He shoved a finger in her face.

Eve said, “Back up, Caddel.”

Her back hit the desk behind her, and she could smell her coffee cup, still steaming.

“You don’t follow me. You have no right!”

He was inches away, shorter than her, finger waving under Eve’s chin.

“In my town, I have every right,” Eve fired back. “I said back up.”

The door opened, but neither of them moved, locked in a stare-down. Silas was the first to break, turning over his shoulder with a shake of his head.

Sharon was at the door. She looked between the two of them. Silas grabbed his jacket from the hook and tried to slam the door behind him, but it had a pneumatic system that stopped it from hitting the frame as hard as he meant it to.

“That looks like it went well…” Sharon muttered.

“He’s just pissed that he got caught,” Eve explained.

“The affair? Not the murder?”

“We’ve got to double-check his alibi, but he says he has one,” she said. She rounded the desk to take a sip of her coffee, trying to calm her nerves. “Damn. I really thought I had a lead with him.”

“You did…”

“I thought… I thought it was him.”

“I wouldn’t have been surprised. But we don’t have all the info yet, right?”

“Not yet…”

“I dropped Indigo off,” Sharon said. “She laughed when I told her not to leave town. I don’t think she’s going anywhere.”

“Just another person to keep an eye on…” Eve sighed.

“Don’t you have that council meeting today?” Sharon glanced at the clock above Eve’s desk.

Eve knew she was forgetting something. She followed Sharon’s eyes. Almost ten am. That meant she was almost late. She wanted to go to this meeting with something more concrete, with this murder solved and another notch in her belt. But now, it was in the middle of her investigation, a hindrance of time when she desperately needed it. So she would just have to go by herself and hope for the best.

Sharon squeezed her shoulder and said, “Your mom used to say that if you’re nervous, it’s because you want to do a good job. And there’s nothing wrong with that.”

Eve said, “I don’t just want to do good… I want to be great.”
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Stacey Hawthorne

The plate knocked against the steel sink. Stacey leaned over the sink, but she didn’t make a move to finish washing it. Her eyes were glued to the windowsill. Crime scene cleanup had finally gotten out to the house yesterday, and Stacey had thought that they had done a pretty good job. It was two young guys, and they were finished quickly enough, clearing out of the house before she could even offer them coffee. She realized now that the job was rushed and sloppy. A chunk of something red lay on the windowsill. It was a fragment of Amy, left behind by the cleanup crew they had hired and the murderer who had ripped her to pieces.

Stacey’s breath was caught in her throat, staring at the blood.

“Mom?” Daniel came into the doorway. “Why don’t you let me finish up here?”

Stacey peered down at the sink. “I’ve got it.”

“Mom…”

“I said I got it,” she snapped. “I don’t want you in here. Those guys weren’t very thorough.”

“Really? My buddy’s a cop up there. He recommended them.”

“They did a terrible job.”

Stacey pointed to the blood.

Daniel followed her finger, hissed through his teeth, and used a paper towel to wipe up what was left of his sister quickly. Stacey looked away.

“I hate this…” she muttered. She brought the dishcloth to her face, dabbing at her forehead.

“Mom. Go sit down. Silas and Rich are watching that new superhero movie in the sunroom. Why don’t you go hang out with them?”

“I think I’ll go on the porch…”

“It’s barely fifty degrees, mom.”

“Daniel… shut up.”

Stacey threw the dish towel on the counter and trailed out of the kitchen. Knowing that she shouldn’t have been so hard on him, she exited the house as quickly as the cleanup crew had, escaping onto the porch, wrapping herself in a thick knit cardigan, staring out over 6th Street.

The chill set in almost immediately. Daniel had been right, and she would not stay outside long for fear of her toes curling all the way into her body. She couldn’t even finish the dishes. She was supposed to go back to work in two days, and she couldn’t even finish washing a plate. The grief had been put on hold, and it was collapsing down on her bit by bit with every passing second that she spent in this house. Many parts of her wanted to get in the Mercedes and drive back to Denver, to escape this all. She was good at running. She had always been good at running. She supposed Amy had inherited that from her too, but she had run to the wrong house.

Stacey felt the wood banister of the porch as she looked over her mother and father’s home. Her eyes trailed to the potted plants at the front that were beginning to droop from the weather and lack of care. Someone had been taking care of them, probably Emily, because she had taken over all of the yardwork as of two summers back. Now, they were dying. Like the rest of the house, they slumped into the shadows of the street, heavy with death.

Something drifted through the morning shadows across the street. Stacey watched what she assumed was a bird flying over the pavement, landing atop a streetlamp and stretching out its wings to create a dagger-like shadow in the middle of 6th. But it was gone faster than a bird could fly, and Stacey wondered if she was seeing things like Amy had, like her mother had, like most people who had visited this house had though she would never say so aloud. It gave fuel to the delusion that this place was haunted.

Stacey didn’t believe that. Not really. It was draped with horror and trauma and abuse. That was what people felt and sensed here. That was the creaking and the lights at night and the shadows and marks on the street. It had gotten the best of someone. She sincerely hoped it wasn’t anyone inside the walls behind her. But the longer she spent here, the more she was beginning to believe that it could’ve gotten the best of any of them, especially someone like Rich and even someone like Daniel.

The hypotheticals drove her across the porch until she could smell the cigarettes burning next door from Jasper Martin. He was watching her from his window, peering over the fence so she could only see him from the neck up.

“You know that’s terrible for you,” she said.

“Nice to see you too, Stacey,” he replied.

“Still writing?”

“As long as I still breathe…”

Stacey smiled a little. “It’s nice that you have such a passion for it.”

“It’s more so that it pays the bills now.” He leaned forward and ashed the cigarette in his yard.

“We all have to do it,” she said.

“You do it better than most of us,” he poked to her Mercedes.

She laughed. “I worked really hard for that.”

“I can tell.”

Stacey brought a hand up to her face, not sure what that was supposed to mean.

“You look great,” Jasper said, reading her body language. “You haven’t aged a day.”

“You’ve softened up in your old age, Martin,” she smirked.

“I was sorry… I was sorry about all the stuff happening over there. I was sorry about Martha and I’m sorry about your girl. She didn’t deserve that. I hope they catch whoever did it.”

The sounds of dishes clattering together drifted out the window.

“Me too,” Stacey replied.

Memories pulled at the edges of her mind, yanking her into a bonfire in Jasper’s backyard all those years ago, sharing beer and cigarettes, talking about their dreams, kissing under the stars. One night, fleeting, reckless and yet, remaining as they stared at each other across their front yards.

Silas and Rich both yelled with laughter from inside. A piercing wind ran across the porch, and Stacey pulled her cardigan in close.

“You need to find answers,” Jasper said, pointing his cigarette at her.

“I’m trying.”

“Are you?”

“I... What am I supposed to do?”

Jasper shrugged. “If it were my kid, I’d be doing everything I possibly could.”

Stacey took that to heart and headed back inside. She remembered more than just the night by Jasper’s fire pit. She remembered running through this hallway and up the stairs and back down its banister. She remembered jumping into her father’s arms when he finally arrived home after a month-long business trip. Christmas in front of the fireplace mantle, decked with a miniature village and bright red stockings. Summers in the back garden with Martha watching from the sunroom, turning down the sprinklers so they wouldn’t waste water. Mary and Stacey would sneak around to the side of the house and turn it back up when she wasn’t looking. Stacey remembered her father’s wake; the house packed to the brim with faces she didn’t recognize, weaving through black outfits to find her sister.

She stood in front of the basement door, remembering her father disappearing down there for hours at a time. She remembered what the stairs looked like and how they melded into darkness below. No one had been allowed in the basement, not even Mother. Reflecting on it now, perhaps it was strange to grow up in a home where there had always been a locked door. But Stacey had never seen it that way. Her parents had had her when they were older, and growing up with more senior parents, Stacey was not around to question things. They did as they were told, and routine was done as routine had always been done. When Mom had said that the basement belonged to Dad, it had always belonged to Dad.

But standing in front of it, it was just a door. It was a door that was locked in the house where her daughter had been killed.

Stacey landed one fist on the door.

And then the other.

She hammered on it with both hands.

In a blind rage, she circled to the kitchen and scrambled through the junk drawer until she pulled out a key ring. Jangling and grumbling, she began to try every single key in the brass doorknob.

“Uh…” Rich couldn’t muster anything else from the end of the hall.

Daniel had been talking to her in the kitchen, but Stacey had completely blocked him out. She only heard him when he pulled on both of her shoulders and yanked her away from the door.

“Mom!”

“What?!” she flared. “What is it?!”

“What the hell are you doing?”

“I’m trying to get the door open, Dan!”

“None of those keys worked… We’ve tried them all.”

“Then break it down!”

“We tried that too!”

Stacey looked desperately at Rich. “You’re strong! Break it down!”

Rich looked at Daniel.

“Where’s your father?” Stacey asked.

“I don’t know,” Rich replied.

Stacey sighed and backed up until she was against the wall. The keys jangled at her side as she covered her face with her hand, groaning.

“Remember? Grandma sealed it with something,” Daniel said. “We’re gonna get it open.”

“It’s an ancient lock… we’re not getting in unless we tear this house down,” Stacey muttered.

“Well, that’s an option too.”

Daniel said it, and once it was out there, Stacey couldn’t help but picture her childhood home torn down to studs. Maybe that was what it deserved after all it had put them through.

The door slammed open, and Mary stumbled inside. She was holding two paper bags full of groceries and carrying a box of sparkling grapefruit juice under one arm. She paused at the sight of the three of them in the hall.

“Uh… What’s up?” she squeaked and dropped the bags on the ground. “Would you help me with these, Rich?”

Rich grumbled as he stepped between Daniel and Stacey to help his mother, picking up the bags with ease and toting them into the kitchen.

“Thought I’d just grab a couple things…” Mary explained in their silence.

“Was it that Martin guy again?” Daniel asked, turning to Stacey. “Did he say something to you outside?”

“No! No.” Stacey shook her head. “It’s nothing like that. I just… I just feel so helpless.”

“I know…” Daniel put a hand on her shoulder, and Stacey leaned into it. “I know how you feel. We’re trying. They’re trying. We’re going to get through this.”

And even though they were surface level words of a son comforting his mother who clearly didn’t know what to say, it did comfort her. It unfroze her feet from the floor to allow her to follow her family into the kitchen to help unload the groceries.

“I feel like I missed something…” Mary said as Rich passed her food to place in the fridge.

“I was trying to get in the basement,” Stacey said.

Mary paused and looked at her sister. She asked flatly, “Why?”

“What if it has something to do with what happened to Amy?”

“Amy was killed… here. In the kitchen. Not the basement.”

“How can we know for sure?”

“That’s what the police said! They took the kitchen knife from that block.”

Mary pointed across the counter.

“Yes. Yes, I know. No.” Stacey threw up her hands. “Just leave it. Let’s just leave it for now.”

“I can’t—” Mary huffed and snatched a jar of tomato sauce from Rich. “I was only gone for a few minutes… I know we’re all going through a lot… But I’m… I’m feeling… I’m feeling a lot of stress and pressure from this whole thing. I know this isn’t easy on anyone... and…”

Mary collapsed.

The jar of tomato sauce smashed against the tile, red spattering everywhere, all over what had been cleaned.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Eve paced in the lobby of City Hall. Her boots echoed off the shiny pearlescent tile, and the receptionist behind the circular desk kept throwing her glares. Eve was anxious, and the receptionist was matching her energy. She thought she was going to be late, and now, it seemed like they were making her wait on purpose.

The phone rang behind the desk, and Eve’s pacing came to a stop.

The receptionist gave several “mmhmm”s and “yup”s before saying, “I’ll get her for you.”

“Follow me, Sheriff Wicker,” she said as she stood.

Like a student walked to the principal’s office by her teacher, Eve followed the receptionist through the grand hall to a door off to the left. It opened up to a room with an array of wooden chairs and benches, all cushioned with red fabric. A table against the windows overlooking Main St was filled with the town council members: Walter Presley, Freddy Campbell, Mrs. Janet Kingman in front of the window, and Mayor Leslie Traynor in the middle.

“Good morning,” Eve greeted them all.

“Good morning, Sheriff,” Leslie replied. “Please take a seat.”

Eve sat down at one of the tables in the front row.

“I hope we’re not taking up too much of your time,” Walter Presley said. “We know you’re working on the Hawthorne case.”

“I am,” Eve said.

“How’s it going with that?” he huffed. “Any suspects?”

“Lots,” Eve replied. “That’s the problem.”

“We’re not here to talk about the Hawthornes,” Leslie snapped.

Walter nodded and scratched at his mustache, turning his attention all the way away from Eve and toward the mayor.

“What are we here to talk about?” Eve asked.

Leslie cleared her throat. “We’ve been happy with your work. Haven’t we?”

She looked down the line, and they all nodded aside from Mrs. Kingman who stared at Eve blankly.

“We have been,” Leslie continued. “You did a good job taking down that escaped cowboy Travis Wate, and protecting Roman Marek this spring.” She pretended like she was reading it off a paper in front of her. Her cheeks flushed pink. “You helped solve the murder of Duncan Springer with that case.”

“More than helped,” Eve noted.

Leslie cleared her throat again and said, “We were also happy with the way that you handled the foster home fire. It was truly a horrific incident. When I got back from Australia, I thought I was going to just settle my way back into a lovely summertime in Chesapeake Valley… Boy, was I wrong,” Leslie chuckled. This seemed scripted. Leslie continued, “Thanks to your hard work and deduction, not only did you find those children alive but you saved them from a terrible fate.”

“What fate?” Freddy Campbell asked. “What happened to ‘em?”

“What almost happened to them,” Leslie said. “Those kids were almost trafficked, Mr. Campbell. Who knows where they could have ended up? You remember Tom and Easton Lacy, don’t you? Charlie and her father, Bill?”

“Bill Rosenthal? I know him.”

“No… No. Never mind.” Leslie shook her head. “Eve… Sheriff… we’ve loved the way you’ve protected this town and seen through to its spirit and community. We truly think that you’re making Chesapeake Valley a better place.”

Eve raised up, lowering her shoulders.

“You’re becoming a pinnacle of this town and its citizens,” Leslie continued. “And we’re lucky to have you here. We’d like to provide the station with additional funding from the city budget.”

“What…? What? Really?” Eve blinked.

“Yes,” Leslie nodded. “That collie of yours could use some extra K-9 training and I heard you put in a request through Colorado Springs. We thought we could help and maybe… maybe get you girls a few more resources there. More guns. More protection. Better computers.”

“We should upgrade the funeral home… so Dom can do more extensive forensics here. And…” Eve paused. “And the blinds in the interrogation room.”

They all looked at her.

“They’re broken,” she explained. “They have been since I started.”

“You’re free to allocate the funds as you see fit after we have a meeting with our treasurer.” She gestured to a woman at one of the back benches, tacking away on a keyboard. “Though if you want to upgrade the funeral home, you’ll have to talk to Mrs. Kingman.”

Janet Kingman sat up a bit taller, pulling her glasses down her nose. Her stringy brown hair was pulled up in a tight bun, and her hands were folded in front of her.

“Why not the clinic?” Janet asked. “Instead of the funeral home?”

“That…” Eve paused. “That’s not a bad idea.”

“Details,” Leslie waved her hand. “Let’s circle back to this. We’ve got it slated as another agenda item. Come on. We’ve got a schedule to stick to. Janet, why don’t you… why don’t you take the floor?”

Janet didn’t smile. She hardly acknowledged Leslie or Eve as she began to speak, “Ms. Wicker. I know that you are new to town.”

“I’m not new,” Eve said. “Not really. I lived here from ages like eighteen to twenty… before I went to college. My parents lived here for several years…”

“We know,” Janet said pointedly. “I know that you are new and back to town. Truly, you’ve been tested over these last few months. Chesapeake Valley is not for the faint of heart as you may have come to realize. You have shown great resilience in the shadowy underside of the mountains. However… you have recently shown an interest in my properties. The properties of the Kingmans, who were the very people who established this town all the way back in 1855. Before you were even a thought, young lady. Not only has my funeral home become a scene from Law and Order every few weeks it seems! But you’ve started investigating my farm properties outside of town, which are very precious to me. It’s where I was raised, and I pride myself on that land.”

“I...” Eve felt the conversation slipping out from under her feet. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize it was so important.”

“Of course, you didn’t!” she pursed her lips. “A one-track mind you have, Ms. Wicker.”

“No… Well, I was investigating the farmhouse because it has to do with that human trafficking case,” Eve explained. “The kids who almost burned in that fire? They were being transported to that house. They were supposed to be picked up there.”

“By who?” Walter demanded.

“By this organization calling themselves ‘the Vine.’” She looked around the room as she added, “Elijah Stern.”

“Who’s Elijah Stern?” Leslie said in a slightly mocking sort of way.

“He…”

“I know who he is,” Janet interrupted. “That’s the man who killed your mother. That’s why you want to investigate the farmhouse. Don’t lie.”

Eve went quiet. The air suddenly felt stifling and hot. The heat turned on for maybe the first time that year, pumping out dust left behind from last winter, resting on Eve’s mouth and lungs. She didn’t know what to say or how to answer.

“Sheriff?” Leslie prompted after a moment.

“Yes… Sorry. I’m not lying. I just… yes, of course. My investigation into the farmhouse was twofold. But I played by the book. I was looking for records. Your records, Ms. Kingman. That’s why you even knew that I was doing this. My mom… My mom was killed in that building, yes. But that’s because it was used, it might still be being used, by Elijah Stern and the Vine.”

The council went quiet now, taking in the idea that a human trafficking organization may be operating just on the perimeter of town.

“I think I would know,” Janet said, “if some criminals were using my property to… to do whatever it is you’re suggesting.”

“When’s the last time you’ve been out to that property?” Eve asked.

“I...” Janet trailed off. “Not that it matters, Sheriff. It’s my property. If I tell you to stay away from it, you stay away. Do you have a warrant?”

“No. But I could—”

“You don’t. So mind your business in the case that we need you in. Stay in your lane, young lady. That property was my great-grandfather’s and if you want it, you’ll have to pry it from my cold, dead hands.”
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Eve stood outside the fake saloon doors, overwhelmed by mixed feelings. That meeting had not gone the way she expected. At first, she thought she was only there to get a pat on the back, or maybe a recommendation that she look for another job. Though the funding was much appreciated, the scolding from Janet Kingman was what she had expected from the mayor. The attitude around the farmhouse was, unfortunately for Mrs. Kingman, just making her want to investigate it more. Her mother had always said that you knew you were on a hot lead when nobody wanted you to touch it.

Eve walked down Main Street and popped into the bakery. She was in desperate need of a coffee and something sweet after all that.

Just Grace was at the counter when Eve entered. She was focused on preparing an assorted tray of dainties and pastries.

“Hello there!” she looked up. “Oh! Eve. Hi.”

“Hi,” Eve took a breath, immediately feeling more at ease. “How are things?”

“Good. Good. Busy. Some big event down at the senior’s center today. Your dad is over there delivering some things.”

“Oh. That seems like a big job,” Eve said.

“You know how he is,” Grace sighed. “I tried to tell him not to go.”

“He’s always going to go…”

“I know.” Grace smiled. “What can I get for you, my dear?”

“Umm… a croissant sandwich? Ham? And any macarons left?”

“Your father always leaves a pistachio behind for you, just in case.”

“Of course…” Eve shook her head. “I need it.”

“Tough time at work?”

“I can’t even begin…” Eve waved her hand. “But I feel like I’m almost there. Or on the cusp of something at least.”

“You’re going to do great things,” Grace wrapped a croissant sandwich in plastic and slid it across the counter. She knew Eve had to take it to go, back to the Tahoe, back to the station, finding Emily Silva, telling Sharon the good news. The macaron she placed on a plate and Eve knocked it back with one bite.

“Oh geez…” she puffed with her mouth full.

Grace laughed. “Aren’t they good?”

Eve nodded, rolling her eyes with pleasure. They were the perfect balance of sweet, the pistachio coming through in both the cream and the cookie.

“Thank you,” Eve managed after a few moments of chewing.

“What a lovely festival that was, wasn’t it? Considering all the town has been through…”

“I don’t think it’s over yet. But it was a nice night. I’m glad it’s over. Those masks did creep me out.”

“They were devilish,” Grace nodded.

“Actually, I was going to ask, does dad have any deliveries set out for Indigo there on 2nd Street?”

“Indigo?”

The smell of the croissant sandwich was intoxicating. Eve wanted to inhale it, but she waited patiently as Grace turned to check the open kitchen behind her, scanning a table laid out with loaves of sourdough.

“Yes… Yes, I’ve got one here for her,” Grace called.

“How about I run it by there?” Eve asked.

Grace raised an eyebrow. “Is this to do with the Hawthornes?”

“It’s to do with Indigo,” Eve said.

Grace looked at her blankly.

“I’m sure Dad wouldn’t mind, right?” Eve continued. “I’m just trying to get her to like me, really.”

With a sigh, Grace grabbed a perfectly browned sourdough from the pile and brought it to Eve at the counter. She turned the bag and pushed it towards her.

She said, “Use it wisely.”

Eve smiled. “I would never waste a loaf of Dad’s bread.”

The sourdough had a lime green sticky note on top of it covered in pen that had Indigo’s name and her address. Eve kept it down with one finger as she headed back across the street, back towards the Tahoe parked by City Hall. Her walkie clicked when she reached the Wells Fargo, and she tucked the sourdough under her arm in order to bring it up to her face.

“Sheriff,” Sharon’s voice crackled.

“Here,” Eve replied.

“Hope the meeting went okay.” Sharon paused. “We have a situation. Where you at?”

“Heading to the car. Everything okay?”

“We’ve got a 10-53.”

“Who’s down? Where?”

Sharon said, “I feel like you already know, Sheriff.”

“It’s the Hawthornes,” Eve said.

“Copy.”

Eve clicked the walkie back on her waist. She tossed the sourdough into the back of the SUV and hopped into the front seat, adrenaline moving through her fingertips as she threw the car into gear. This was either the start of something bigger or the end of this case. Whatever had happened had to lead Eve to the perpetrator of these crimes against this family. This was too fresh. She was right on it, and Eve was not going to let this one go. She was not going to let this one run away or let distractions consume her, even if they were important. The town council meeting didn’t matter. The farmhouse didn’t matter. Eve’s grief didn’t matter. All that was, was in front of her. All that was needed, ready to be grabbed, like a pendulum swinging, and Eve was just on the rhythm, waiting patiently, ready to catch it and stop the shadow that had been haunting the Hawthornes.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

The squad car was already at the clinic when Eve arrived. Sharon stood outside the car, speaking with an older gentleman, trying to calm him down.

“I had an appointment!” he barked.

“I know, Mr. Miller, but we need the clinic for just a little while for police business,” Sharon explained.

“What police business?!”

“This is related to Amy Lesterfield’s murder.”

“That girl on 6th Street? She wasn’t even a local! Why should I have to wait?”

“Something I can help with?” Eve asked as she approached.

“You tell your deputy here that appointments should be respected!” The old man huffed, balancing himself on a plastic cane.

“We respect appointments,” Eve said. “But we also respect victims and due process. We have a big break in this case so we’d appreciate if you could come back tomorrow. I’m sure Doctor Blanchard will be able to see you then.”

“She’s booked up for weeks!”

“I’ll make sure to put in a good word for you,” she said.

He pushed out his lips and nodded, seemingly satisfied with Eve’s words. Hobbling back to his car, he mumbled about Sharon’s attitude as he went.

“Sorry. Thanks,” Sharon said.

“What a grouch…” Eve crossed her arms. “Been inside?”

“Not yet. Just got here and was accosted by Mr. Miller there. Everyone’s pissed off that the clinic is closed but Dom didn’t know where else to move her…”

“What’s the situation?”

“Dom says she’s in a coma.”

“Jesus…” Her chest tightened. “Maybe you should stay out here. Or at least, close to the door. Explain to the locals what’s going on while we figure out how to deal with this.”

“On it, Sheriff.”

Sharon gave her a tight nod, but Eve noticed the exhaustion on her face and bags under her eyes. This case had been running them ragged, and they both needed a break. Eve jogged back to the Tahoe, grabbed the croissant sandwich, and shoved it in Sharon’s hands as she went by. Sharon gave her a massive grin over her shoulder as Eve made her way up the hallway of the clinic, past the nervous-looking receptionist, following the voices ahead.

Inside the room at the back of the clinic, Mary Caddel lay in a hospital bed strapped to beeping machines. Stacey had her short blonde-gray hair pulled back with a headband and spoke to Dom with an intense look on her face.

“Sheriff!” Dom gestured to Eve as she walked in. “Speak of the devil…”

Eve shook Stacey’s hand and said, “Good to see you again. Wish it was under better circumstances.”

“Me too…” Stacey replied.

“What happened?”

“She collapsed. We were just unloading groceries… She was talking about how stressful this whole situation had been and she… she just fell over and she wouldn’t respond. She wouldn’t open her eyes. I thought… I thought she was dead.”

Stacey rubbed at her arms, avoiding looking at her sister in the bed.

“What happened before she collapsed?”

“She just got back from that store on Maple Street. The grocery store there. She said earlier that she wanted to make us dinner tonight… it was only a few minutes after she got back.”

“Did she go anywhere else?”

“She came here,” Dom interjected.

“What?”

Eve looked between them.

“She had an appointment. She was looking for some help to manage her stress and her blood sugar had been consistently high.”

“She’s diabetic too?” Eve clarified.

Dom nodded.

“What did you do for her?”

“We gave her an IV of insulin. Fluid replacement.”

“And she was fine then?”

“She was stressed. Her blood pressure was through the roof. But she seemed physically okay. Nothing that would have warranted this kind of collapse. Though my working theory is that her blood sugar has been high for longer than she said and she may have induced some kind of diabetic coma by giving herself too much insulin.”

Eve nodded along. “What about prescriptions?”

“She’s on Empagliflozin.”

Eve’s eyes widened.

“Why are you making that face?” Dom asked.

“I…” Eve processed. She took a moment to really look around the room. And then she saw her, her back was to them and she pretended to look busy by sorting through an assortment of white pills. Emily Silva’s blonde hair was piled into a low bun, and she was wearing a set of pale blue scrubs.

“Emily,” Eve said.

The woman turned around, revealing her slight face and upturned nose, wrinkles around her eyes and mouth.

“Emily helped me handle Mary’s case,” Dom explained.

“Really?” Eve asked.

“Yes. She’s very knowledgeable about diabetes and has been a great asset at the clinic here so far.”

Emily smiled at Dom’s words and nodded her head, ever so slightly. Eve watched her carefully as she moved down the counter and sipped from a white mug that had four labeled boxes: Mrs., Miss., Ms., and Dr. The first three had black Xes crossing them out, while the fourth—Dr.— was marked with a bright red checkmark. Clearly, Dom’s mug.

Emily said, “Mary was under a lot of stress. As Dom said. She wasn’t and hasn’t been in a healthy state of mind and it’s affected her body.”

Eve couldn’t help but wonder if Mary’s current stress levels had anything to do with Silas’ affair as well.

She turned to Stacey and asked, “Was anyone else at the house today?”

Stacey shook her head. “No. It was just me and the boys.”

“Who?”

“Silas, Rich, and Daniel.”

“Where are they now?”

“Back at the house, I think.”

“You should head there too. We can’t keep Mary here, unfortunately.”

“Yes. I called Flying Horse in Monument. They have a bed for her there, and we can move her,” Dom said. “It’s not going to be cheap, Mrs. Hawthorne.”

“I don’t care. I want her to be taken care of,” Stacey said. “I can’t… there’s got to be an end to this, Sheriff. Please tell me there’s an end.”

“I wish I could tell you exactly where the end is,” Eve replied. “I don’t want anyone else to get hurt. I think we need to clear you guys out of that house. It’s too dangerous for you to stay there.”

“Out of our own house?”

“Do you feel safe there?”

She paused. “No. No, I certainly don’t.”

“You should start gathering your things…”

“I will. I’ll let… I’ll let the others know too.”

Stacey kept a stoic expression as she took a moment to bend over her sister and give her a peck on the forehead. But Eve wasn’t watching Stacey, she was watching Emily. Emily watched Stacey with wide brown eyes, all of her awareness glued to the woman as she exited the room.

“Emily…” Eve said. “Can I speak with you out in the hall?”

“I… I guess so.”

Emily placed her mug down on the counter.

They waited for Stacey’s boot falls to go out the front door before Eve squared herself between Emily and the door. An emergency exit sat between two windows behind them, which was where Eve had seen Dom smoking on occasion. Emily stared up at Eve like she was a dog who had misbehaved.

“I’ve been trying to reach you,” Eve said. “I left you several messages.”

“Really?” Emily blinked.

“Yes,” Eve replied. “You didn’t get any of them?”

“No. I don’t think so.”

“I find that surprising.”

“I’m not on my phone much… I’m not very good at it.”

“I left a message with the receptionist here too.”

“Well, she never told me.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“Well, I don’t remember if she did or not. I’m pretty sure she didn’t.”

Despite her small stature and innocent face, Emily held Eve’s stare. They stayed like that. Emily, staring up. Eve, staring down. Both trying to meet a conclusion.

“Did you help to treat Mary?”

“Of course. Dom needs my help,” Emily explained. “She gets so busy.”

“So you’re liking the new job here? Think you’ll stay in Chesapeake?”

Emily shrugged. “I like it here.”

“Would you go back to working for the Hawthornes?”

“They don’t want me,” she scoffed.

“Well, you were Martha’s caretaker and Martha—”

“Is dead,” Emily finished. “There’s no place for me there anymore.”

Eve nodded and said, “I understand.”

Then, she asked, “Where have you been staying? I was looking for an address for you but we’ve got no record.”

“Oh… I was staying at the Red Rock for a bit. Now, I’m with a friend on 13th Street,” Emily said.

“What friend?”

“Her name is Tamara…”

“Tamara what?”

“Tamara Patel.”

“Does Tamara have a family?”

“No. It’s just her.”

“What’s the exact address?”

“42 13th Street.”

Pulling out her small notebook, Eve jotted it down. If Emily was lying, she was quick on her feet. Not that Eve had expected her to say “I’ve been living in a tent in the foothills,” but her story seemed thought-through and prepared.

The door opened and Dom poked her head out. A black hair trickled off her coat and fell to the pristine floors.

“Emily, can you grab me another banana bag?” Dom asked.

Emily responded with a nod and another look at Eve before turning on her heel and heading into a back room.

“Sorry. Did I interrupt something?” Dom questioned.

“Yeah. It’s okay,” Eve said. “I think that’s all I’m gonna get.”

Dom lowered her voice. “Do you really think she’s guilty of something? She’s very quiet. Good worker.”

“She’s been consistently involved,” Eve whispered, peering over Dom’s shoulder at Stacey who was tapping on her phone.

Eve squeezed past Dom to get back in the room with Mary’s machines. On the counter, she clocked Emily’s mug and before she could think herself out of it, before Dom could turn around, she grabbed it and pocketed it inside her jacket.

“I’m thinking you need some more time on reports here?” Eve asked Dom.

Dom nodded. “Yes. And like I said, we need Mary out of here. We need to re-open the clinic to the town.”

“Alright. Let’s get her moved. Let’s… Let’s figure this out.”

Dom tapped her arm and then squeezed her hand. Eve needed that more than she thought. Her shoulders released. Her brows relaxed. The coffee mug pushed against her stomach.

Eve exited the room as Emily was coming out of the back room with another IV bag.

Eve said, “This is still an active investigation. I’d like you to come down to the station ASAP.”

“Okay,” Emily replied.

Eve knew that meant she was never going to show up, but Eve didn’t have enough evidence to toss her in the back of the Tahoe right now. It was only a standoff of stares and indiscretions again. Emily, daring Eve to say something that she could retaliate. Eve, waiting for her to slip up.

“This isn’t over,” Eve said to her.

Emily stated, “I know.”
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The fastest way to get the fingerprints off the mug and compare them to the knife was for Eve to bring it herself. She took the drive to Monument with an audiobook playing. USPS would have been able to get it there by tomorrow at the earliest, but Eve didn’t have the time for that. She needed to get this processing as soon as possible. Every moment that she let go by, the Hawthornes were in danger. That house was a hotspot for violence, and Eve knew leaving it behind was not the best option, but it was worth it for the extra time on what might be solid evidence to link a perpetrator to Amy Lesterfield’s death.

The crime lab was on Nevada Avenue, and Eve pulled onto the street in front of a flat all-orange brick building. Dom had sent the knife prints forward a few days ago now, so this should have been a relatively easy process for Eve to push through. The man at the front told her to wait out front before she was pulled in by another man by the name of Lionel Chen. He was the head of Crime Scene Investigations, and Eve had met him in person once when she had to process some paperwork at the beginning of her sheriff career. He was handsome, middle-aged with pushed-back jet black hair and a square jaw.

Eve explained the situation to him, and Lionel took several moments to analyze the plastic bag with the mug inside.

“We can probably push this through,” he said.

“I’d really appreciate that,” she replied.

“You don’t have anything else but this?”

“I’m working on it. With this, we’d have enough to bring her in. Stop her from running.”

“Think she’s a flight risk?”

“Yes.”

“Then you better get back there. We’ll call you as soon as we have the results.”

“Thanks, Lionel.”

“No problem. Hopefully I get to see you again before the county Christmas party,” he grinned. “Or is Chesapeake Valley doing their own thing this year with you in charge?”

“I… I’m not sure. I’ll be honest, I haven’t thought about Christmas one bit.”

“It always comes up sooner than you think…”

“I’d like to just get through fall,” she laughed a bit.

“Sorry…” he read her expression thoroughly. “You’re doing a pretty bang-up job I hear so you’re gonna get through it, I’m sure.”

“These prints will really help.” Eve pointed to the mug.

“Let’s see what we can do.”

The bag crinkled in his grip. They said a polite goodbye. Eve knew she was rushing out, but she needed to. It was quite obvious that Lionel could have kept talking and that maybe even he was flirting a little because he made some comment near the end about Eve’s “husband,” looking for a correction. She just gave him a smile and made for the exit.

A light fall of rain started as Eve got back to the car.

Somebody knocked on her passenger’s side window. Eve jumped.

It was Jamison.

“Sheriff,” he huffed as Eve pushed open the door for him to get out of the rain. He sat inside, crouching forward and showing her the top of his white hair.

“Director Jamison,” Eve watched him decide on folding his hands in his laps, sitting awkwardly in her passenger seat.

“What are you in town for?” he asked.

“I needed some fingerprinting rushed through,” she replied. “You?”

“Some meetings. Did you hear the verdict?”

“Which?”

He raised an eyebrow. “Mac Farwell and Orla Cameron.”

“No… No. I’ve been wrapped up in this Hawthorne case.”

“Guilty. On all counts.”

“Wow. I’m a bit surprised. The prosecutors must have had a strong case.”

“When you get a chance, you should watch the kids’ testimony. It’s pretty moving. It won them the case if you ask me.”

“Easton?”

“Tom, actually.”

Eve nodded. “He’s a good kid. Very brave.”

They sat quietly for a moment, rain pattering against the windshield.

“Sorry, Mr. Jamison, I need to be heading back,” Eve said. “Is there something I can help you with?”

“You know who I saw the other day?” he asked, changing his tone and sitting up.

“Who?” Eve prompted.

“Special Agent Heyner Castro.”

Eve went quiet.

“FBI now,” Jamison continued. “He was telling me that he spoke to you on the phone about reopening the Elijah Stern case.”

“It never should have closed,” Eve said.

“If you want to get on that case, you have to give up Chesapeake Valley, you know that, right?”

“There’s no world where I do both?”

“How exactly?”

Eve said, “I’m not going to chase him down.”

“You mean, you’re going to draw him to you?”

Eve looked out into the rain. “I’ll do what I need to do. I’ll do what’s required of me.”

In her peripherals, Jamison was shaking his head.

“You taking on that case is reckless.”

“I’m already working it,” Eve said. “It’s… We saw with Mac and Orla. It’s related and tied to Chesapeake Valley. It’s important that I’m invested. He’s right inside my town. I can’t ignore that.”

“I don’t like it. I want you to know that.”

“Well, too bad, because you’re not my boss and you can’t stop me,” Eve fired back.

Jamison sighed. “Eve… I’m just trying to look out for you.”

“Your concern is noted.

He opened up the passenger’s side door.

“Where was Heyner at?” Eve asked before he stepped out, trying to make it sound innocent but she saw the knowing, annoyed look on Jamison’s face.

Jamison hesitated. “He was in Santa Fe.”

“Really? What was he doing there?”

Jamison slammed the door shut. He gave Eve another disappointed look before turning to head back inside, shoving his hands into his pockets. She understood his perspective and why he wouldn’t want one of Colorado’s best new sheriffs to get on a federal case. She also understood how it looked from the outside; to others, it probably just seemed like Eve was seeking closure. It wasn’t stopping her from doing her job. It kept her doing it. Everything came back to Elijah Stern, the Hawthornes too. Even with their ancient history and long-term vendettas, they were another pawn in Sterns’ game. Who had allocated the neighborhood plots all those years ago? Likely, the Kingmans. With the amount of pushback on the farmhouse, Eve couldn’t help but wonder if the Kingmans were somehow tied to Stern, watching his back and keeping law enforcement out of his business. Had they all been tied together since the days of William and Eli Hawthorne’s crusades?

It was a loose theory, but one thing she knew for certain: Stern had eyes on Chesapeake Valley. If not an inside man, then technologically. Eve had gone over the Redding fire case a thousand times, and she went over it another time as she drove back to Chesapeake, trying not to think of the look on Jamison’s face. If the kids were meant to be exchanged with some type of representative from the Vine, how would they have known that the job was canceled? Eve had gotten to the kids in the mine before the Vine could get to them at the farmhouse. But how had they known that and not just shown up at their designated meeting time? Somebody must have told them, or somebody had been keeping track of the ins and outs. Were they watching the cameras at the gift shop and tourist trap at the entrance of the mine? Eve doubted that either Catherine Presley and Natalie Rey were involved. Who else would have access to that mine or who could have at some point? Or were they just hacked? That happened all the time and the technology in Chesapeake wasn’t exactly up to date.

The day stretched into dusk. Every day, it got dark faster. The sun had already sunk below the Rockies in the distance when Eve pulled left at the gas station and on to Main St. She could have kept going to the foothills, parked the Tahoe, hiked up to Roman’s, and called it a day. But there was work to do.

She glanced into the rearview mirror, catching the sourdough with the green sticky note on top with her eyes. She went past the turn to the park, past the turn to her father’s house, to Sharon’s, to the Hawthornes. Finally, she went past the bakery before turning on to 2nd Street and parking in front of Indigo’s home. That orange light in the living room invited Eve in as she walked up the front walkway with the loaf of bread in her hands. The entire cozy stone home seemed to shiver as Indigo opened the door a crack and then all the way when she saw it was Eve.

“What do you want?” she snapped.

“I came to bring you this…” Eve reached out the loaf. “Courtesy of Wicker’s Bakery.”

With trepidation, Indigo took the bread.

“Usually, your dad just drops it on the step…” she murmured.

“I wanted to check in with you,” Eve said.

“Find who’s responsible, have you? Realized I’ve got nothing to do with it?”

“You’ve got something to do with it and I think you know that, Indigo,” Eve replied. Her words took Indigo off her feet a bit. She scowled and placed the bread down on a table that was filled with knickknacks and notepads.

The old woman turned back to Eve and said, “I could never have killed anyone.”

“I want to believe that’s true,” Eve replied. “I want you to tell me if you threw that rock.”

“I…” Indigo looked up and down the street and then gestured for Eve to follow her inside. Eve went into a cluttered, dark home with herbs hanging from the ceiling and knitted blankets in every corner. Several candles were lit around the house and on the windowsills. A mixture of strong smells created a perpetuated scent of cinnamon, jasmine, and onions.

Indigo led Eve into a kitchen with a sage green fridge and stove and oak cabinets. She told her to sit down at a linoleum table and she started making them some tea. She shuffled out of the room and came back with the sourdough. Without a word, she started slabbing butter and jam onto the bread.

“I really don’t have that much time,” Eve tried to explain.

“You’ll sit and eat,” Indigo said without turning around.

“I don’t think you killed Amy Lesterfield,” Eve said.

That worked. Indigo turned over her shoulder, hair falling in front of her profile.

“But I think you threw that rock,” Eve continued. “And I think that you saw Emily Silva on that day and that she saw you too.”

“Who is ‘Emily Silva’?”

“She’s a woman… middle-aged. Blonde-ish hair. She comes out of the Hawthorne house. You throw the rock. She sees you. You see her. And then what?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Indigo went back to fixing the bread. The electric kettle started to boil. The steam knocked some of the dried lavender hanging from the ceiling above, providing a fresh wave of smells to the dank air.

After Indigo served the plate of bread now slathered with homemade butter and jam and two piping hot teas, she sat down across from Eve and looked at her with an intense stare.

She said, “I did not see a girl that day.”

“How is that possible? Based on what Amy said on timing… the rock and—”

“I did not throw the rock.”

“You were watching the house that night though. Weren’t you?”

“I did not.”

She grabbed a piece of the bread and took a huge bite.

“Indigo, are you telling me the truth?” Eve asked, leaning forward, not touching any of the food and drink until she got some answers.

Indigo looked away.

“We need to help each other,” Eve said. “You might be one of the only people in town who really knows what happened with Eli Hawthorne.”

“Eli Hawthorne?” she laughed. “We all know what happened. We just ignore it.”

“I think a lot of people here don’t know the full story…”

“They don’t need to know. The only person who needed to know was Eli.”

“Would that have given you some kind of closure? If he would have been punished for what he did?”

“No…” she chewed. “I’m not seeking closure.”

“Then what were you looking for? When you broke into that house during the Harvest Moon Festival, what were you trying to do?”

“I don’t deserve to be charged for being on my own land.”

“Who has the deed to that house?”

“Deed?! My grandmother built that place. What deed is needed other than her blood and sweat in between the floorboards?”

“You know that’s not how it works. What were you looking for?”

“Exactly what you say. A deed… proof.”

“Proof of what?”

“That the Hawthornes never owned that house.”

There was a break in the conversation that Eve let stretch out. Indigo sipped her way-too-hot tea.

“I did not throw a rock…” she said. “I was warning that new girl of the evil within that home. I was telling her to leave. And she didn’t, and look at what happened to her. I warned her! She completely ignored every sign that the house tried to give her. It has never been the house there that is evil or haunted, Sheriff, it is the people living inside it. They cursed it with the horridness they spread. That was their doing. Not the house’s. It was built for us. It was built for protection and community. Instead, it’s been used for greed and death!”

Spit flew across the table, and Eve put her hands in her lap.

Indigo suddenly got up, went to the oak cabinets in the corner, opened up a drawer, and pulled out something jangling.

“Here…” she muttered as she pulled off a brass key and threw it onto the kitchen table with a ping. “Find the real secrets buried in that house. You’ll see why it’s gotten revenge in such ways and why the Hawthornes aren’t to be trusted. I was not watching the house that night. I was protecting it. I was seeing that no one would hurt the girl inside. I was doing your job.”

Eve’s heart dropped to her stomach. The pinhole in her chest ripped open, making room for a whoosh of pain to go clean through her.

“So what you’re saying is…” Eve cleared her throat. “You did throw that rock? And you were watching the house?”

“I told you. We don’t see it the same way. That house is a living, breathing thing.”

“Well, you’re right that we won’t agree on that,” Eve stood up. “Thanks for the tea.”

She hadn’t taken a sip nor a bite of the bread.

Indigo slid the key off the table and thrusted it towards her. “Take it.”

Eve took it and passed it between her hands.

“Thank you,” Eve said.

“Don’t thank me. I’m doing it for the sourdough.” She picked up her bread and took another huge bite.


[image: ]

[image: ]

Roman Marek

Elvis rounded a corner sharply. Roman squeezed and braced himself, very glad that he had affixed the saddle twice to make sure it was on well. The horse galloped along the fence of the Marek Ranch, and the hoof falls of Ken’s horse behind him were catching up. Roman gave Ken a signal and he veered off to the right, crossing right in front of the cattle so they would go back the other way, towards the stables. The two of them weaved figure-eights and circles until the cattle were headed the right way. They had all migrated over to the farthest corner today, following the sun while they could, staying in the heat, but it had made the corralling process twice as hard as usual.

Roman pulled up next to his friend. They were both panting, sweat dripping off their foreheads.

“You’re getting better at that,” Roman said, dropping Elvis’ reins to run his hands through his hair. “Practically a pro.”

“Never be able to ride like you,” Ken replied. “But I see why you like it so much.”

He patted the mare beneath him.

“All the girls moved out this way… you see this patch here? Probably the last of the green grass.”

Ken nodded and stared out over the cattle, watching them move into their stables one by one. Karu helped guide them through their last steps. An occasional authoritative bark cut through the air.

“That festival was a good time, hey?” Roman encouraged.

They were ready to trot back, but they stayed side-by-side, horse-to-horse.

“I had a grand ol’ time,” Ken replied. “Typical Chesapeake Valley though. Interrupted by chaos.”

“That’s just how it goes here,” Roman grinned. “Never a dull moment.”

“I could use a dull moment…” Ken shook his head.

“You say that, but when you’re in it, you crave this.”

Roman crossed his arm across the space; the half-golden trees, the silver, jagged foothills behind them, the orange sunset painting the mixed-up town into one coherent image of a community stuck in time and history.

“Yeah. I can’t imagine living anywhere else. That’s not what I mean,” Ken said. “Mom would be crushed if I moved. I just need a bit of a break. So do you. And you know who especially needs a break? Your girl.”

“I know she does. I’ve been trying to talk her into coming home with me.”

“To meet the family?”

Roman nodded.

“But she…” Roman sighed. “I told her. I did like you told me and I just told her that I loved her because that’s how I feel and I wanted her to know.”

“And? What she say?”

“Practically nothing,” Roman replied.

“Did she have a chance to respond?”

“Well, you know how she is… always busy.”

“Okay so she just didn’t tell you… yet…” Ken said.

“Maybe. Or she just doesn’t feel the same way…”

“Man, come on. You know she’s head over heels for you.”

“She likes me. But…”

“But what?”

“Love is a whole different ball game.”

“Well, you know she’s not great at expressing herself. Give her a chance to get up to bat before writing her off.”

“I’m definitely not writing her off. I would never do that because no matter if she says nothing, it doesn’t change the way I feel. I know how I feel about her.”

Elvis gave an irritated snort, and they started their way back to the barn as the last cow made her way into the stables.

“She’s just scared,” Ken said as they trotted.

“Eve?” Roman laughed. “She’s not scared of anything.”

They tied up the horses, and Roman went down the line of the stables, checking on each cow and ensuring their gates were secure. He had to replace several of them after the incident with Travis Wate, and Eve shooting all of the gates open. Thank goodness he had Ken’s help this fall; it would have been a lot of work for him to do on his own. Not that Roman had ever been fearful of hard work, but with every season that passed, his back got a bit more sore and despite the calluses, his palms got softer.

Karu came up to Roman, nipping at his jeans. Roman threw him a rope to chase and he hurried after it.

Ken gave food and water to the horses without any prompting from Roman, and he could see the ranching skills coming through. Back in West Virginia, Ken had followed directions but had never been very good at taking initiative. Roman was seeing the potential develop to not just work for him but to one day own his own ranch if he wanted it.

An obnoxious early 2000s rap song went off from Ken’s pocket, and he pulled out his phone to answer it.

“Mom,” Ken said. “Yeah. I’m at the ranch.”

Roman listened in as he tossed Karu’s rope again, and the German shepherd went flying across the field in pursuit.

“What do you mean? No. Slow down,” Ken continued. “No. No. Here? Where? Oh. Jesus. F—No. I hear you. Okay.”

Ken’s face had gone all the way white when he hung up the phone. His eyes somehow made their way up to Roman, but they were distant and full of thought.

“You okay?” Roman asked.

Ken said, “No. They found her. They found Georgia.”

Roman took in a sharp breath, crossing the field as quickly as he could, holding out both arms just in time to catch his friend in them. Ken held on to him, gripping his flannel jacket, balling the fabric in his fists.

“I knew it,” Ken cried. “I knew it. They found her. She’s dead. She’s dead for good.”

Ken pulled on Roman’s shirt. Roman let him.

The concerns about Eve melted to the back of his mind as he tried to keep Ken on his feet. His sister’s death tried to pull him to his knees, to the dirt, and Roman held him above ground. Roman whispered consolations to his friend, but later, he couldn’t remember what he said, only the sound of Ken’s sobbing, the repetition of “I knew it” and “she’s dead”, and one “she’s finally dead” stuck in his memory.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Eve pulled up to the Hawthorne house with Pearl for backup. They emptied out of the Tahoe and onto the front yard of the Victorian house on 6th Street where Daniel Hawthorne was plucking out the plants from the pots out front and tossing them in a garbage bag.

“Cleaning up for the winter?” Eve called.

“Sheriff…” Daniel dusted off his palms and stuck the garden spade in the pot. “Yeah. Thought we’d get some things ready to sell or whatever ends up happening to the house… Sounds like it’s going to take a while.”

“Anything with a legal precedent usually takes forever.”

“Anything with death and murder, yeah,” Daniel said. “Mom said we needed to get it all fixed up before clearing out. Will make things easier for us in the future.”

“Your mom’s a smart woman,” Eve replied.

“She is.” He put his hands in his pockets, glancing down at Pearl. “What can I do for you two?”

“I’ve got some further investigating to do inside,” Eve said.

Daniel scoffed. “Really?”

Eve raised an eyebrow. “You know that this isn’t over.”

“What else is there to look at inside? You’ve already looked a hundred times. We’ve looked a thousand. There’s nothing else. This is really hard on my family. You saw Mary. We are all grieving. Unless you’ve got the murderer in tow, I really don’t see the purpose in letting you inside.”

“You don’t need to let me in,” Eve said. “This is a crime scene within my jurisdiction.”

He glared. Stacey appeared at the front door and stepped out onto the porch.

“Sheriff,” she called. “What brings you here? Any word?”

“Yes,” Eve replied. She fished the skeleton key out of her pocket and held it up for both Stacey and Daniel to see.

They exchanged glances.

“Is that the key to the basement?” Stacey asked. “How did you get that?”

Eve didn’t answer. She made her way up the steps and onto the porch. Pearl stayed close to her side.

“I don’t want to just force my way in,” she said. “But I will if I need to. You know there’s a stone unturned.”

“We tried…” Stacey sighed. “We tried the other day to get it down, and it wouldn’t budge. Mom sealed it off when Dad died. You’re going to need more than just a key.”

“There’s a sledgehammer in the shed,” Daniel noted.

“Maybe grab it,” Stacey said. “And the hammer.”

He nodded and made his way around the house. Eve couldn’t tell if he was angry at her, angry at the situation, or upset that she was about to uncover something that maybe he didn’t want her to uncover. Really she hadn’t been able to entirely eliminate any of the suspects in this family, and every step on the Hawthornes’ property was one filled with risk.

Eve followed Stacey inside.

Everything darkened. The woods of the staircase were dark and reflected little light, making the entire entryway feel as if a gray veil had been placed over it. The door under the stairs did look like it had been tampered with since she had last seen it. But still, when she tested the knob with a firm yank, she could feel how sealed it still was. Whatever was inside someone really hadn’t wanted to be found, to even be looked at.

“It was my father’s room,” Stacey explained. “He went down there… quite often. I think he smoked cigars or something inside. It was his little sanctuary. Even though he was barely home anyway. When he was here, he wasn’t really here.”

Eve tried the key and the knob clicked open.

Daniel returned from the back door with the sledgehammer. The back door was the only explanation that Eve had for Indigo not clocking Emily when she went out of the house based on the statements she had. Eve couldn’t remember if Amy had specified which door in their conversation, and Eve hadn’t asked, so maybe she had slipped out the back unnoticed. It did seem her way to move in the shadows.

Eve tried to pull and open the door. It still didn’t budge. It was sealed shut with some type of industrial sealant.

“Did you grab that hammer too?” Eve asked.

Daniel turned around to show the hammer sticking out of the back pocket of his jeans. Eve snatched it, and he grinned at her. She couldn’t help but smile back and laugh a bit as she dug the hammer into the door jamb with one swift whack.

She pulled. Wood cracked. She yanked on the knob with her other hand. More wood cracked but the door barely moved. She kept pulling and yanking, feeling her face go red and hairs stick to her forehead.

“I think she must have used like epoxy or something…” Stacey said, watching Eve struggle with a concerned look on her face. “Just get in there however you can, Sheriff. Use the sledgehammer.”

Eve stumbled back and let out a heavy breath. She passed Daniel back the hammer, who took it happily, and then he reached out the sledgehammer.

“I can do it…” he offered.

Eve said, “I got it.”

“Get back, Pearl,” she said to the collie and she retreated to the front door with a whine.

Eve gripped the sledgehammer with both hands and squared herself in front of the door. It was a shame to have to do this. A well-painted antique, probably mahogany or oak, door deserved better than to have to be smashed in, but desperate times. She could have called Roman for an ax or something easier, but this would have to do. They had to move.

Sweat dripped down her back.

Eve swung.

Crack!

A deep dent appeared, splintering heavily. Eve swung again.

Crack!

This time a small hole gaped open from the impact. Eve peered through to the blackness beyond, feeling a little like Jack Nicholson in The Shining, but there was nothing she could see.

“This one should do it…”

CRACK!

A third hit of the sledgehammer burst the door into pieces, wood spattering against the wall and some of it tumbling down the stairs ahead.

“Nice work,” Daniel appraised, peering through the hole.

Eve used the sledgehammer to clear away some debris, and said, “I’m going down there. We’ll deal with this later.”

“I’ve got it,” Stacey raised a hand and went into the kitchen to get supplies.

“Thank you!” Eve called after her.

Eve grabbed Pearl from the front door and climbed them both through the gaping hole in the door and settled up on the concrete steps heading down into what looked like some type of study below. The walls were covered in heavy red curtains, and bookshelves, at least eight shelves high, decorated the space between them. A red velvet couch with gold accents had been placed in front of a marble coffee table. A small writing desk with a half-melted wax candle inside a metal base with a curved holder faced one of the bookshelves. It was gorgeous, but covered in a layer of dust so thick that Eve could feel it coat her mouth as soon as she stepped foot on the carpet. It still felt like cement underneath. The room had been set and decorated in the original style of the home, but it was still just the concrete basement of this place.

“Take a look, Pearl,” Eve whispered, and they both began a search. Pearl sniffed the couch thoroughly and around the legs of the chair by the desk. Her paws tacked against the carpet. Eve scanned through the books on the shelves. It looked to be mostly biblical stories and all things to do with power and dominance and being fruitful. The book on top of the writing desk was wide open. Eve flipped through it, kicking up more dust with every turn. It was Eli’s journal. It had scribblings of his life with dates and locations of where he had been when writing. The man had traveled quite a bit. But the page that made her pause was the Hawthorne family tree. Not because it looked that unusual. In fact, it was quite similar to the one she had strung up in the back of the station. But there was more than one. There were several family trees drawn up throughout the journal. But they all started with Eli.

Every one of the children and grand-children and great-grand-children in some cases trickled down from Eli Hawthorne. From a man intent on spreading himself across the country as much as possible to show his dominance, to go forth and multiply.

Eve pulled her hair up into a bun, overwhelmed by heat, disturbed by what she was reading.

It made sense why he had never been home and why the journal had so many different locations. Eve estimated there were about a dozen families throughout the pages and all throughout the United States. There were some half-drawn trees that were difficult to determine. But if everything in this journal was true and Eve was interpreting it correctly, Eli had had children with over forty women. She paused at one of the family pages that was almost as big as the Hawthornes. She recognized a name: Emily Silva.

Her walkie buzzed.

“Sharon,” Eve picked it up right away.

“Your phone on?”

“What’s up?”

“We’ve been calling you.”

“I’ve got a break here,” Eve explained. “I need those fingerprints.”

“Keep your phone on!”

“It’s on. What’s going on, Sharon?” Eve could feel the frustration rising between them.

“You need to deal with this first.”

“Tell me.”

The walkie clicked off.

Eve huffed out of frustration and pulled her phone out of her pocket. The screen was filled with notifications from Roman. This couldn’t be what Sharon was talking about. Before she could open up the bright green bubble, a phone call came up on the screen. She answered it right away.

“Sheriff Wicker,” she said.

“Sheriff, it’s Lionel Chen,” he said. “I’ve got those—”

His voice cut out. The service down here was terrible. Eve let out another frustrated grunt and moved halfway up the stairs.

“Hello?” Eve said.

“Hello?” Lionel echoed.

“Sorry, Chen, I don’t have great service. Can you say that again?”

“We’ve got the results. We have a match. I think whatever hunch you had was—”

He cut out again.

“Damn it,” Eve murmured to herself and went up a couple more stairs.

“Sheriff?” Lionel’s voice came in again.

“Sorry again. Give it to me straight and fast.”

Lionel laughed a little as he said, “It’s a match. The knife to that mug.”

He cut out again, but it didn’t matter. She had what she needed. She put her phone back in her pocket and took a deep breath. That must have been what Sharon was talking about: the fingerprints coming through. However, the tone of her voice had put Eve into a whirlwind of concerns. Sharon had always been good at staying light even in the darkest of times. It also frustrated Eve that she was purposefully holding potentially important information. That wasn’t the deputy’s call to make. She had to force herself to try and understand. She knew that she needed to prioritize. She needed to look and listen to what was in front of her.

The door opened upstairs.

“Emily!” Stacey said with surprise. “What are you doing here?”

Emily must have replied but her voice was hardly above a whisper, hardly noticed. Stuck to the shadows and intent on revenge, she was here to finish the job she had started.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Eve stuck herself against the wall by the broken door, giving herself the advantage of the element of surprise. Pearl whined at the bottom of the stairs, and Eve shushed her. She laid down and dropped her head between her paws.

“I thought I’d come drop off your prescription,” Emily said. “I know you guys are headed out of town soon.”

“Oh… that’s very kind,” Stacey replied.

“A little too kind,” Daniel said.

“Dan,” Stacey warned. “Thank you, Emily. I appreciate that.”

Eve imagined Stacey was blocking off the scene in the hallway with the door and her body.

“How are you?” Emily asked. There was the crinkle of a paper bag. “I know things haven’t been easy…”

“No. They have not,” Stacey said.

“Why are you here?” Daniel interrupted. “I think you need to stay away from my family.”

“I… I’m sorry.”

Another crinkle and Eve stepped through the hole in the door, trying to be quiet but Stacey gave her away when she turned over her shoulder to look. She had the white paper bag in one hand and her other on the door frame.

“Don’t touch those pills,” Eve said.

Stacey dropped them out of panic.

“What are you doing here?” Emily sneered. She was wearing her pink scrubs underneath a thick jacket. Her sandy blonde hair was pulled back into a bun, but hairs were sticking out every which way.

“Finding the truth,” Eve replied.

“The truth is subjective.”

“I’m a realist.”

“You don’t understand!” she cried. “I didn’t choose this!”

Emily grabbed Daniel from behind her, taking him by surprise. She was short and stocky and took him to the ground, smacking his head on the porch.

“Daniel!” Stacey cried.

Emily took off. She turned on her practical sneakers and ran to the west, heading for the paths and the backyards that they had used only a few nights ago to chase down Indigo.

Stacey went forward to help Daniel. Eve grabbed her and said, “You take care of him. Call 911.”

She turned and yelled, “Pearl!”

The border collie came flying through the hole in the door, her nails skidding and tapping against the hardwood.

“Get after her!” Eve pointed out at Emily’s figure, making her way past what was once Seanna January’s house.

Pearl gave a grateful yap and went into a full sprint. She sailed over Daniel, went right past Eve down the porch steps, and onto the walking path.

Moving as fast as she could, Eve bent down next to Daniel and checked for him for a pulse. He was breathing. She gave his neck a once over to make sure he hadn’t cracked or sprained anything.

“Daniel?” she called. “Daniel, you okay?”

“I got him. Go, Sheriff!” Stacey said from behind her.

Eve brought the walkie up to her mouth, clicked it, and stated loud and clear, “We got 10-67 here. Suspects on the run. I’m on her tail. Code 9 on Maple St between 1st and 6th, copy? Code 9?”

“Copy,” Sharon crackled into the copy. “Roadblock on Maple. On it.”

Eve clicked the walkie back on her belt and took off as fast as she could, hopping over Daniel’s limp body. Stacey’s and Sharon’s words were all that she needed. She was free to go Mach 10. Eve and Pearl easily hopped over a neighboring fence to narrow the gap between them and Emily up ahead, but she seemed to know her way around. She managed to duck out of Eve’s view more than once, and they ended up at the festival grounds, the lot next to Timbers with the tall fence. It also had the drop-off on the far side that led back down to the mines. There was no way Eve was letting her get that far.

Eve pulled out her gun as Emily hopped up onto the curb and onto the grass and Eve reached the middle of the street behind her, Pearl inches away from her scrubs.

“Stop!” Eve called. “That’s enough.”

Emily looked over her shoulder and stumbled to a stop, almost falling over with her hands by her ears. Pearl was on her, yanking at the fabric on her ankles.

“Ah!” Emily cried. “Get her off of me!”

She kicked and Eve said, “Pearl. That’s good.”

Pearl stopped with one final yank and a bark.

Eve trained the gun at Emily’s chest. “Emily Silva. You are under arrest for the murder of Amy Lesterfield.”

Emily scowled and grabbed a fistful of dirt and grass. It looked hard and cold.

“How could she take that house?!” Emily screamed. “After all I had done for Martha?! After all I had endured with my father!”

“That was your family,” Eve said. “You killed her for no reason.”

“No. I tried to tell her. I tried to explain it to her. And she panicked. She asked me to leave and I just wanted to explain it. And then she said that she was going to tell her mom… and that meant tell everyone. Tell the world the freaks that we are. The freaks that Eli made us. This is his fault. Look at him and tell me that I’m the monster!!”

Eve flipped her over and pinned her arms behind her back. The handcuffs were clicked on in seconds, and Eve had Emily back up on her feet just as Sharon in the squad car pulled in at the end of the block.

Emily wrestled against Eve’s grip, but she held her firmly as she walked them down the street with Pearl at their side. They went right past Indigo’s stone home, who was standing in the cozy orange window with a smile on her face.

Emily whined, “I did everything for Martha Hawthorne. And this is what I got. I suffered. I was tortured for nothing.”

Eve said, “You could go back to being quiet.”

Emily glared at her and didn’t say anything else until Eve shoved her into the back of the squad car. She started sobbing and yelling more about how unfair this all was. This woman had murdered an innocent young mother with a kitchen knife. She had been trying to poison an entire family. Eve would not be giving her any sympathy.

“Thanks for getting here so fast,” Eve said, clamping Sharon on the shoulder. “Great work.”

“You too. You got her.”

“I wouldn’t say it was easy…”

“Me neither. What a pain.”

“We’ve still got some questions to answer,” Eve said.

Sharon nodded and sighed.

“What is it?” Eve asked. “You have to tell me now.”

“I really don’t want to…”

“Sharon…”

“It’s Georgia Turnbull.”

“What? What about her? They found her?”

Sharon nodded.

“She’s—”

Sharon’s solemn expression finished Eve’s sentence for her.

“No…” Eve said. “No. That… how? Where?”

“In Arizona. Close to Santa Fe. Washed up on shore with the low tide. She was shot—” Sharon held up her finger between her eyes and said, “Dead center.”

“That’s Stern’s calling card.”

Sharon nodded again. “But we can’t get ahead of ourselves…”

“Cleveland Cohen was connected to him too. We have proof of that. We have proof that Georgia was connected to Cohen. This all leads us back to Stern. It all comes back to that sick—”

Eve stopped herself and put both hands on her hips, turning away. She took a breath, trying to gather her thoughts, trying to understand.

“Damn it!” Eve yelled. “This is not how this was supposed to go. I promised her I would help her get freedom. I promised it right to her face—”

“Eve. It’s not your fault. Stop blaming yourself.”

“God!” Eve collapsed her face into one hand.

Emily wailed from the backseat.

After another breath, another moment, Eve said, “We need to take care of this first.”

She gestured to the woman throwing herself against the seat and the door now, wailing about wanting a trial.

“I know,” Sharon took a step forward and comforted Eve with a light hand on her arm, seemingly a bit scared to give her a hug. “You’re doing all that you can, Sheriff. I don’t know how many times I need to say how great you are…”

“Yeah. I know. I mean, I’m trying. I’m trying so hard it hurts,” Eve laughed a little. “But she’s still dead. Nothing’s going to change that now. I thought maybe there was a chance still. A small part of me thought there was a chance she was alive and living some super cool secret life, you know?”

“She is the type of girl that would be living on a yacht or something…”

“Exactly!”

They both laughed a little, trying to block out a small fragment of the sadness and grief.

“Good job, Pearl,” Sharon bent down and gave Pearl a scritch. Pearl kissed her hand.

“I’ll get back to the Tahoe with her,” Eve clicked on her leash. “You bring Emily to homebase.”

“On it.”

Eve reached out a hand to Sharon; she took it and Eve squeezed.

“You’re doing great too, you know,” Eve said.

“Oh… Don’t I know it?” Sharon laughed, opened the door to the squad car, and slammed it as she got in. “You’re giving me a headache!”

Eve heard Sharon say through the windows, throwing her eyes back at Emily before tossing the car into a U-turn and heading back towards 7th and 8th. Eve stood on the corner. She watched it go. Pearl nuzzled up against her, sitting by her boots. The wind moved through the trees, and yellow leaves fell to the sidewalk. Everything stopped for a brief moment, and it was just Eve, Pearl, the town, and the persistent pinhole in her chest.

Eve grabbed the prescription pill bag back from Stacey for evidence when she got back to the Hawthorne house and the Tahoe. She told them Emily was in custody, but Stacey was preoccupied with her son’s status, speaking to the paramedics about what the next steps were. Daniel was awake and sitting on the back of an ambulance, dazed but alive. Rich and Silas sat on the porch chair, whispering to one another. Silas gave Eve several nervous glances when she showed up again; she was sitting on his secret after all the others had been exposed one by one. But the personal business of Silas and Mary’s marriage was not for Eve to worry about. She had Emily in custody. Now, she needed a confession.
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In the interrogation room, Emily was waiting for Eve with her hands folded in front of her. Sharon had brought her a Dixie cup of water that she sipped on like it was the Queen’s china.

Eve placed an audio recorder on the edge of the table and started it before Emily could get another undocumented word out.

“Took you long enough,” Emily said.

“Just gathering some final bits of evidence,” Eve said. “Sharon read you your rights?”

Emily just laughed. “You’ve got nothing.”

Eve sat down across from her. “What makes you think that?”

“I just know… What evidence do you have to tie me to Martha’s death? And Amy’s?”

“Let’s start at the beginning then… You worked closely with Martha for several years. You took care of her in the day to day and administered medication. Do you happen to know what prescriptions you were giving her?”

“Of course. I had it completely memorized. She got her insulin and blood pressure pills in the morning. We took more insulin with her lunch and her supplements and vitamins for the day. At dinner time, she took her arthritis medication, more insulin and Empagliflozin.”

“So Martha was type 2 diabetic, is that right?”

“No. Type 1.”

“Tell me why she was getting Empagliflozin then?”

“I didn’t realize you were a doctor.”

“I did some research.”

“It was prescribed by Dom. Why don’t you ask her?”

“Was it prescribed by Dom? Or did you swipe it from the clinic?”

Eve placed the empty orange pill bottle of Marianne Stoneway on the table between them. Emily barely looked at it.

“She prescribed it. It happens sometimes with Type 1s if they’re really having a hard time controlling their blood sugar…”

Eve shook her head. Emily was a good strategic liar, and she could see how she had gotten so far with false information. But she was right in that Eve was not a doctor, but after that conversation with Marianne Stoneway, she had ensured that she knew that Empagliflozin was not typically used for Type 1 diabetics.

“Enough Empagliflozin over time could lead to a buildup of acid in the blood, isn’t that right?”

Emily was quiet for a moment before saying, “I did nothing wrong.”

“Why did you kill Martha, Emily? Was it to do with Eli?”

“Of course! It’s all to do with him. He promised he would take care of us and he abandoned us. He cared about Martha. That was the one person in the world that he actually cared about. It made me sick. That he could dote on her so much and completely leave the rest of us to suffer, using us as experiments in his game of playing God.”

“How did Eli die?”

“Heart attack. In ‘05.”

“How did you know that?”

“I followed him. Once I found out what he’d done, I needed to know. I needed to know where the love he was capable of had gone, because it certainly hadn’t gone to me and my sisters.”

“And after he died… that’s when you applied to work with Martha?”

“She needed the help.”

“And you helped her by slowly poisoning her?”

“You have no evidence,” Emily snapped. “Don’t try to pin that death on me. She died of natural causes. Check your autopsy report, Sheriff.”

“Don’t worry, I am. We’re taking another look at the levels in her blood,” Eve replied and held up the pill bottle. “Do you know where we found this?”

Emily pursed her lips at the rhetorical question.

“In the foothills… somebody had been camping out there, gathering up resources. Working at the clinic must have really made things easier for you. Pills accessible to you at any time that you could give to Mary… or Stacey…”

Retreating into her chair, Emily unfolded her hands.

“You can bet that we’ll be scraping that site for fingerprints to match to the murder weapon used against Amy Lesterfield.”

“Fingerprints?! I…” Emily chewed on her lip. “You took my mug! I know you did. I came back in, and it was gone! That’s illegal, Sheriff. You’re not going to be able to admit that in a trial. I know the law.”

“It doesn’t matter, Emily, because we’re going to get another copy of your fingerprints when you’re processed.”

“I could open up a civil lawsuit,” she said.

“Go ahead. It won’t change the fact that your fingerprints are on the knife that killed Amy Lesterfield. Tell me about that night. You said Amy was trying to get you to leave when you turned on her. What happened?”

“Nothing happened!”

“Did you see the pastor when you got there? Or he left before you arrived?”

“I saw him leave…” she said quietly.

“What?” Eve forced her to bring up the volume.

“I saw him leave!” she shouted. “I saw him come down the walking path with this stupid self-satisfied smirk on his face, like he had actually helped her clear away the demons that are in that house. You never could. They’re part of the foundation itself.”

“Did you tell Amy about Eli and his other families?”

“I told her. I thought… I thought actually we could be friends. I thought I could help her in that house. Make it better. Finally make it a safe place.”

“What happened?”

“She didn’t take it well… she kept saying ‘this can’t be real’ and I think she had gone a little bit crazy, if you ask me. That house was driving her crazy. And then she said she was going to call her mom and I told her not to. Stacey wouldn’t understand. You’ve met her. She would use our story to make a profit somehow. All that woman cares about is money.”

Eve really didn’t think that was true, but she could understand from an outside perspective how it might look that way.

“But I really thought Amy would understand… She looked at me and saw me. None of the other Hawthornes had done that before. I was nothing to them. I was nothing to my father. I wanted to help her. I wanted to protect her!”

“Then why did you kill her?”

“She started calling the police…” she glanced across the table. “I had to stop her.”

“She was stabbed seventeen times,” Eve said flatly.

Emily took a shaky sip of her water, nodding.

“I didn’t want it to be messy… I’m not a messy person. I didn’t want them to suffer. I just didn’t want them to exist anymore. I wanted to be the only one. I wanted to show Eli that he had chosen the wrong family to rely on.”

“Eli is dead. You killed them in cold blood.”

“My only regret is not getting to Stacey too.”

Eve didn’t need to hear anything else. She had what she needed. Emily would be placed in the holding cell until they could get her transported to Colorado Springs. The trial was going to be difficult if Emily fought back. But, now she had a confession, but she was right that Eve had done something highly illegal to get those fingerprints. Eve didn’t feel good about the way that she had gone about it. It had been about desperation, the evasiveness of Emily driving her to it, wanting to protect more of the Hawthornes from getting hurt. Hopefully what she had just gotten on tape would be enough to convict her. But Eve was considering calling a lawyer. Her gut told her that she would tell the truth if put to the stand on this, but she didn’t want this to have to come to that. They knew Emily was the murderer. She had killed Martha. She had stabbed Amy Lesterfield. She needed to be put away. She was a danger to herself and everyone around her.

Eve was not the bad guy here. But she knew she had made a mistake. She knew this was going to come back around and that she wasn’t safe from Emily Silva. This was the ghost that would haunt her. It hadn’t been in the house or in the basement or with Amy but the murderer: Emily.

Eve had to get some air.

She burst through the doors and breathed in through her nose and out through her mouth. She wanted to run. She could. She could grab her gym bag right now and try to jog this out, but there was more to the collapse, more snow and ice added to the avalanche of panic as Eve tried to steady her breathing. Roman’s truck came around the corner, and Ken was in the passenger’s seat.

She undid the top button of her uniform and laid her hands on her hips as Roman parked the truck in a hurry and hustled out of the front seat, jogging towards her in a deep blue jean jacket and a flannel.

“Hey! You okay?” he called before even getting to her. “Eve. You okay?”

Eve teetered towards him and reached out for his arms. He caught her.

“Whoa. Whoa,” he cooed. “What’s going on, little lady?”

“Nothing,” she breathed. “I’m okay. It’s just…”

“You caught her?”

“We caught her,” Eve nodded.

She stood up straight as she heard more footfalls approaching. Ken’s face was bright red and so were his eyes. His hair was all stuck down to one side and he was wearing pajama pants.

“Ken…” Eve started.

“I know,” he said.

Eve peeled herself away from Roman and opened her arms to Ken. He accepted the hug, and Eve gave him a pat on the back.

She said, “I’m so sorry.”

“We knew it was going to happen, didn’t we…” he said softly.

“It shouldn’t have happened at all. She didn’t deserve it.”

“No. No, she really didn’t.” his voice broke a little. “I hope she didn’t suffer.”

Roman placed a hand on Ken’s shoulder.

They stood like that for a moment. Eve holding Ken’s hand and Roman with his arm outstretched between them. Tears broke from Eve’s eyes, like she couldn’t control it, all of it overwhelming her into a sudden sob.

“Eve…” Roman said softly. He took her into his arms and guided her inside the station. He sat her down on one of the chairs in the lobby and went to grab her some tissues.

The tears flowed easily out of her. She couldn’t remember the last time she had cried like this, and she didn’t want people to see her like this. It was hard. It had all been so hard. The responsibility of this town felt like an anvil pressing down on her back, and she had made a detrimental mistake that could cost her her job.

“Are you okay?” Roman asked as he passed her a handful of tissues.

“Yes…” she blew her nose. “I’m sorry. I am.”

She spoke quietly. She didn’t want Emily to hear them from across the station.

“What happened?” he crouched in front of her.

“I fucked up…” Eve sputtered.

“It’s going to be okay,” he assured her. “I’m sure you’ll figure it out. You caught her. You know it’s her.”

“I know it’s her,” Eve repeated.

“She murdered those people,” he said quietly. “You did what you had to do to protect people. I know you, Eve. I know you were just doing your job.”

“I did it in the wrong way. I…”

“It’s not about how you start. It’s not about all that in-between. It’s about how you finish. Look at me, Eve.” She complied, catching his familiar powerful stare. “You are not going to quit. You are not going to back down. You are going to keep fighting for what you believe is right because that’s why you took this job. You’re doing the best you can with what you have, and you’ve had so much success. But you’re a human. You’re made of flesh and bone just like the rest of us and that means you’re going to mess up sometimes. But how you recover from mistakes is what matters. How you come out of it is everything. That’s where true strength and bravery comes from. Picking yourself up when everything else is telling you to stay down. You’re stronger than that, Eve. You’re stronger than any mistake you could possibly make. You can’t change what happened. But you’re in control of how you go forward.”

At his crouched stance and her in the chair, they were almost exactly eye level.

Eve suddenly said, “I love you.”

Roman raised his eyebrows, grinned, and said, “I love you.”

They kissed, Eve pulling him up from his jaw to meet her lips. They held each other. His jacket and her uniform pressed together, not allowing any margin of space between them, passion running through their bodies in a surge. Roman pulled on the back of her neck, and his other hand trailed around her waist, moving down her back.

Somebody knocked on the glass.

They both jumped.

Ken was standing outside with both of his arms outstretched and bemused expression on.

“Sorry,” Roman said out loud even though he couldn’t hear them. He helped Eve up, almost taking her all the way off her feet.

“I know it’s a lot,” he said. “I know it’s a lot right now, but you’re going to get through it.”

“Thanks, bear,” she replied and squeezed his hand. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“Ah. You’d be lost without me!”

He opened the door.

Ken said, “Your love is sickening.”

Eve laughed.

“No. It’s nice to see someone happy while all of this is going on…” he muttered.

“I wouldn’t go far as to say I’m happy right now…” Eve said. “I just needed to get out some stuff. I’m sorry about that. I’d just been holding it in for too long. You know how that happens?”

“No. I just let it out as it comes,” Ken laughed. “But I wouldn’t exactly recommend that either.”

“Emotions are a tricky thing,” Roman said.

“Georgia was good at keeping things together when she needed to,” Ken said. “I think that’s why Cohen liked her. She could keep a straight face like nobody’s business… They’re bringing her back here. Right, Eve?”

“Yes. I want her back here. I need to investigate what happened. This is my case.”

“They’re not going to fight you on that? Santa Fe PD?” Roman asked.

“I doubt it. It took them, what sounds like, quite a long time to find her. They have no vested interest in her case. I’ll fight for it. I’m bringing her here.”

“That’s good,” Ken said. “I think Mom would want to… I don’t know… do something here for her.”

“I think that’s a good idea,” Eve replied.

They all nodded.

Ken said, “Do you know who did it, Eve? Do you know who killed her?”

“My prime suspect would be Cleveland Cohen. No one has a motive like him. But he hasn’t been seen in weeks anywhere close to town. So that makes me think that it was his boss or somebody else affiliated with his organization like Jim Benson.”

“Who’s his boss?” Ken asked.

“Elijah Stern.”

Roman went quiet and said, “The man from your mother’s…”

“Yes.”

Eve cut him off with a glance.

“He knew your mom?” Ken prodded.

“Not… It’s a very long story,” Eve said.

“Sounds like a fun one,” he grinned. “We gotta get drunk one of these nights and swap stories.”

“We will.”

Eve smiled. Roman patted her back, and Ken had to go check on his mother so Roman was going to drop him off on his way back up the mountain. Eve would be there later tonight, and she would have a night to lay next to him. They might even be able to watch a movie. That wouldn’t mean that her mind wouldn’t be berating her with what was to come, what could have been, what she could have done better. She knew her perfectionism was getting in the way, but it was also driving her forward. And Roman had said that moving forward was the most important thing. She trusted him. She loved him, and she had had the courage to say so.

They fell asleep on the couch in front of the wood stove. His massive hands held her in place and kept her from falling. Surely, her blonde hair had been all over his face but he had never said a word or a complaint. He loved her. It showed. And that helped Eve sleep despite the incessant thoughts in her head.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Fortunately, Santa Fe Police Department hadn’t fought Eve at all on bringing Georgia back home, and they had even helped to arrange transportation for her body across state lines. It took a few days, but Georgia was brought to the Kingman Funeral Home and the morgue for analysis by Eve and Dom. Janet Kingman would prepare her body for her funeral service after the investigation was done. It wouldn’t be an open casket, due to the bullet wound in the middle of her head.

The body was distorted, bloated, all of the blood washed away from the river. The bullet had left behind a hole like a keyhole in a door, all black with spidery blue veins and dried broken skin. She had holes and scrapes all over her body. Marks of everything Georgia had been through.

“How long?” Eve asked.

Dom replied, “I’d say seven weeks she was sitting in that water.”

“How’d they find her?”

“The current carried her down and the river dried up with the fall. Nobody was looking for her out that way. She washed up on a guy’s property, probably would have stayed there all winter if he hadn’t had the idea to patch the fence by the river. The shot went clean through her. Looks like a handgun. Something smaller. That’s it.”

“That’s it?”

“Again. She’s been sitting in water for weeks. Anything we could have had on her is gone to time and environment. She’s got some scrapes on her legs that make me think she was tossed around, either by the current or when she was moved to be dumped. And you can see… she’s missing an ear. Maybe a fish or a turtle…” Dom pointed to the right side of her face that had definitely been chewed at.

Eve blinked and looked away. Georgia’s bright red hair was thick with sludge and matted on to the table beneath her. Her multi-colored eyes were the worst of it though. That was what had made Eve turn, the intensity of them despite the fact that one of them had a fly stuck in it.

“God…” Eve whispered to herself. “This is… She didn’t deserve this.”

“Do you know who did it?”

“I have an idea.”

“What are you doing about it?”

“I—” Eve stopped herself. “I’m going after him.”

“After who? You need to finish processing Emily before you run off. I can’t believe I missed that she was… what she was. I feel like an idiot. I hate feeling that way.”

“It happens,” Eve said. “She was manipulative and kept quiet on purpose.”

“She knew her stuff too…” Dom shook her head. “She knew how to play the medication lines just right.”

“She’s sick,” Eve sighed. “I think, at the end of the day, she needs help too.”

“Oh come on, Wicker. Please get her locked up.”

“I will. I’m not saying that I’m going to show her any mercy…”

“That’s the spirit,” Dom smirked.

Eve laughed, cleared her throat, and said, “You couldn’t have known what Emily did.”

“You figured it out.”

“Through trials and tribulation…” Eve laid on a mild southern accent.

“Marek rubbing off on you, hey?”

“A little,” Eve smiled.

“Reg loves to talk about you too.” She crossed her arms. “A borderline concerning amount.”

“Ah…”

Eve took another lap around Georgia. She looked her in the eye this time, forcing herself to meet her cold gaze, reminding herself of what was at stake.

“I’m sorry,” Eve whispered.

Not realizing that Dom was behind her, Eve almost jumped at the hand on her shoulder. But she leaned into it. A light sniffling trickled from Dom, and Eve thought she might be crying so she turned and pulled her into a soft hug. As far as she could remember, it was the first time they’d hugged so intimately: as friends and not co-workers.

“You did good work on this case,” Dom said into her ear. “I should’ve been more of a help.”

“We got it done,” Eve replied. “I’m never alone in this.”

“That’s right. So stop putting all the blame on yourself too.”

The people around her were noticing the anvil on her back, helping her lift it off.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and Dom waved her off with a promise of the full autopsy report to come. Eve clambered up the stairs two at a time and came out of the crawlspace with a deep breath of crisp autumn air.

“Sheriff Wicker,” Eve answered.

“Wicker, it’s Lionel Chen,” a voice said.

“Oh! Hi. I was going to call you actually. Thanks so much for running that evidence through for me.”

“Happy to help. Sometimes we gotta rush a little. I understand.”

“It was important… it was just…” Eve didn’t know how to explain or if she should.

Lionel said, “So we found another record on Emily. Instead of under Silva, under Hawthorne? She’s got a record of multiple assaults and a revoked nursing license.”

Eve stated, “That doesn’t surprise me.”

“Based on this record, she’s been in and out of jail a few times before changing her name and leaving Utah altogether.”

“So we have fingerprints from her previous arrests?”

“Oh yeah. A ton.”

The relief hit her like she had been pushed, squeezed, and trapped into a tiny box elevator for hours and someone had just opened the door. She was frozen on the walkway, halfway around the funeral home. Eve breathed and wiped at her eyes. She couldn’t be sure if it was luck, fate, or someone looking out for her, but this would clear the mug situation. They would be able to charge Emily with that knife, with the murder weapon, with the corroborating fingerprints from another source, so at least if the evidence got thrown out because of what Eve had done, she was still going away. She was going away for a long time with the brutality of that murder against Amy.

“That’s great. Makes the case against her even stronger,” Eve said after a moment of awkward silence.

“Absolutely. Really good for the case.”

With the way he said it, Eve wondered if he knew what she had done. It was a passing thought, a paranoid one, but it lingered for longer than it was meant. He couldn’t know. All she had done was drop off a mug. And, at the end of the day, it was Dom’s mug.

“Thanks again for your help. Anything else?” Eve asked, finishing off the walkway.

On the road, by the Tahoe, Roman was sitting on Elvis, waiting for her. He waved as she came into view, and she waved back.

“I was just wondering what you’re doing this weekend. Working?” Lionel questioned. The delivery was smooth and casual.

“Oh. Uh…” Eve’s tongue caught in her throat.

“I think you’re smart and beautiful. I’d love to take you out,” he continued.

“I… Well, that’s nice, but sorry. I’m… attached,” she said slowly, awkwardly.

Roman looked down at her with a cocked eyebrow as she got into earshot.

“Of course,” he laughed, a low rumble. “No problem. You let me know if things change. I’m around if you need any help with forensics as well.”

“Thanks…”

He hung up the phone.

“Who was that?” Roman asked.

“Forensics,” Eve replied.

“You had to tell forensics that you’re attached?” he leaned forward.

Eve blushed. “He asked me out.”

“What?! What is with the guys that you work with?”

“Ah. It’s just this small town, slim pickin’s and stuff.”

“No. It’s a you thing, Sheriff. Get on.”

“Excuse me?”

He reached out a hand. “Step right there.”

He pointed to the empty foothold, his boot dangling on one side.

“Get on the horse, Eve,” he said.

“So demanding…”

“I’m done with your games.”

“Okay!”

She stepped into the foothold and grabbed his hand to help stabilize herself. Her quad flexed and pushed as she swung her other leg up and over the back of the horse and behind Roman on the saddle.

“Good girl,” he said.

“Watch yourself,” she muttered with a laugh.

He looked over his shoulder and said, “How did it go?”

“It’s not good on Georgia,” she shook her head. “She’s practically scraped clean. But… It was good news from forensics on the Hawthorne case. It’s gonna turn out okay, I think.”

“Of course it is!” he grinned. “And I’m here for you if it doesn’t too. We’ll make it okay.”

Eve nodded into his back and said, “I love you, bear.”

“I love you too,” he replied.

He flicked the reins, pushed Elvis down Maple and onto 13th. They galloped through the streets, and Eve let the wind run through her hair and flow down her back. Roman held her arms around him with one hand and the other on the reins in front of him, leaning into the release with her, letting out a cowboy whooping as they veered on to Caledonia.

“Do you mean it?” Roman called out.

“What?” Eve answered. The wind rushed past.

“Do you mean what you’re saying? Do you love me?”

Her eyes were stinging. She was concerned at how much he was trying to look at her and not ahead.

She yelled back, “Of course! Of course I do!”

Roman gave her a wily grin, stretching underneath his beard all the way to his deep brown eyes. He turned back to the road and slid off the horse when he got to the gates of the Marek Ranch. Sliding off first, he laid out two arms for Eve to fall into. She leaned back and kicked over. He grabbed her by the waist, and she wrapped her legs around him on the way down. They kissed.

He pushed her up against the chain-link fence, and Elvis let out a snort, backing up and out of their way. Roman trailed his lips along her neck and to the collar of her uniform. He had one hand in her hair and the other wrapped around her waist, holding her up like she weighed nothing at all. Eve gave him all she could, and when she began to slow, he slowed too. She dropped her feet to the ground, and they stared into each other’s eyes, lost in each other, free from the chaos around them if only for a moment.
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Stacey Hawthorne

Stacey couldn’t decide between the chocolates or the flowers at the hospital gift shop. She put both down at the counter. Her phone was vibrating in her pocket. Constant. It had all been non-stop. She noticed the stress showing on her face in her hotel room this morning. It prompted her to book a few injectables when she got back home. There was no going back to normal. That wasn’t possible.

“Is that everything?” the clerk asked.

“Yes. Thank you,” Stacey replied.

“Beautiful bouquet.”

Stacey smiled. “She loves daffodils.”

At Mary’s wedding, daffodils had covered every table and wall. She loved the bright yellow and matched it with ivory roses for a romantic ceremony between herself and Silas. That was the most romance Stacey had ever seen between them. She wasn’t positive that he would be able to support Mary through this. He had barely been there for her while she wasn’t comatose.

He was there when Stacey got to Mary’s room, however. So that was a good sign.

“There you are,” he said, finishing off some fast-food sandwich. “Oh that’s nice.”

He nabbed the chocolates from her left hand and let her place the flowers next to Mary’s head. Stacey took a moment to check her over, rearranging her hair and her blankets.

“How’s she doing?”

“Not much…” he murmured. “Not much of anything going on. I’m really starting to get worried, Stacey. What if she doesn’t wake up?”

“I know…” she said. “It’s not anything that we could have predicted. This whole thing has been just… gruesome and terrible, and I want… I need her to wake up. No. You know what I’d really like? I want Amy back.”

Stacey blubbered. Silas came over to console her. He tapped on her shoulder and passed her a tissue.

“I know. Me too,” he said. “It’s really not fair. Grandpa… he put us all through some shit.”

“Selfish bastard,” Stacey coughed. “Truly thought he was God’s gift to this earth. How narcissistic. Not one thought for his children! And his children’s children!”

“Speaking of that… What about Luna? And Sebastian?”

“They’re coming here. I’m going to take them for a little while…”

“Really? But you’re not going back to Chesapeake Valley?”

“God, no,” she paused. “To be honest, if it wasn’t for the history and all that had happened, I would go back. It is a lovely town…” she sighed. “Mary liked it too. I think.”

“I don’t think so…” Silas laughed. “She wanted to go back to the city too.”

“Some folks are meant for that lifestyle…” Stacey said. “And some aren’t.”

“And some folks are fucking nuts.”

Stacey laughed. More than she wanted to. Yes, the woman who had come after their family, Emily Silva, was nuts. She would have gotten to Stacey too if she had had the chance. If Stacey had to assume, she guessed that Emily would have saved her for last. They were both daughters of Eli. She was what Emily could have been; maybe what she wanted or maybe what she hated and everything she resented. They were sisters. Just like Mary, lying in the bed in front of her. Her eyelids were slick with grease, and her fingers were pink and puffy under the heart rate monitor.

Daniel arrived about thirty minutes later with a coffee in hand, and his sunglasses pushed up on his head.

“Get the news?” he said as soon as he came in, nodding to Stacey.

“What is it?”

“Amy’s estate. You’re the personal representative. Officially. Judge decided today.”

“What?” She pulled out her phone. “Why didn’t they call me?”

“It just happened. Lawyer’s forwarding it along.”

On cue, Stacey’s phone dinged several times. Three emails came in and her phone rang with her lawyer’s number flashing on the screen.

“Were you at the courthouse?” Stacey asked.

Daniel nodded. “I was trying to get the details.”

“You were trying to become the executor.” Stacey laughed. “I’m not stupid, Daniel.”

“I… I know that,” he huffed and circled the room, glancing at Mary for the first time. He asked, “So? What are you going to do?”

“Well, I think I’d like to sell it,” Stacey said.

“I knew it,” Daniel said.

“That makes sense,” Silas agreed.

“Unless…” she paused. “Unless you want it, Daniel.”

He stopped pacing. He looked at her with wide eyes and asked, “Are you serious, Mom?”

“Yes. I think… I think it’s better to give that house some life again. And I think you could if you wanted to. It might be a fresh start for you,” she said.

“In Chesapeake Valley?” he scoffed. “Wait. You’re saying I should move there? If you give it to me, I’m gonna sell it.”

She shrugged. “I think you could do very well for yourself in that town. There’s a gap in the real estate market there. I know you see it too.”

“I…” Daniel thought. “I don’t think the memories there are worth preserving.”

“Do you believe that the house was… that there was something wrong with it?” Stacey turned away and peered out the window to the Flying Horse Medical Center parking lot.

“I don’t trust it,” Daniel replied. “I don’t feel like myself when I’m there. I think we should sell it.”

“I’ll take it if we’re throwing out ideas,” Silas said.

“No…” Stacey cooed. “No. Is that what you want, Daniel?”

He looked her in the eyes and nodded. To her, it was the twelve-year-old boy who had cried a full hour in the back of the van after losing in his baseball game. The teenager who had gotten so drunk at prom that he had thrown up all over his date. The man who had been so inspired by her career that he had taken on real estate himself and excelled. She was proud of him, and she was proud that he was able to tell her the truth, even if it wasn’t what she thought was best for him.

“Okay. We’ll sell it,” she said. “Kiss the mountain town goodbye.”

“Oh. You just wanted to keep the view of the Rockies?” Daniel chuckled and collapsed into a chair in the corner.

In many ways, Stacey was relieved Daniel decided to sell. It would have been hard on all of them to enter that house again. But at the same time, it was her last connection to her daughter. The last place she had been. Her blood was in those floors. A substantial part of Stacey didn’t want to give that up and let that go.

Stacey grabbed Mary’s cold hand and searched for movement.

Selling the house had to, in the end, be for the best. Maybe they would come out of this as a family again. Maybe things would be okay for the Hawthornes.

Sebastian and Luna got to Stacey’s hotel late that night, and she hugged them both so tightly that Luna said, “Grandma, I can’t breathe.”

They ordered room service and talked about putting their bathing suits on to go in the pool, but the kids weren’t in the mood. They were still processing. Stacey couldn’t have been more thankful to her daughter for sending those kids away in advance of her death. Her baby’s intuition had saved her grandchildren from getting hurt too. She had known she was in danger and had put the kids first, even though it had made herself more vulnerable. The kids would realize that someday. Sebastian seemed to realize it already with his far off stare and sullen expression. He wasn’t even on his phone. He was thinking about his mother. He tried to smile and engage with Stacey as best as he could, but she sensed and saw the sadness in him. And it would never go away. The boy had lost his mother. Maybe he would go live with his father, and that would leave Luna with Jackson, but Stacey would fight for Luna if that was the case. Jackson was not a fit parent. Amy had seen that too.

Eventually, Luna fell asleep on the queen-sized bed.

Seb sat on the couch, his eyelids drifting down as well.

Stacey took the opportunity to pop out on the balcony and light a cigarette. She hadn’t smoked in years. And, really, she didn’t want it. It had been on impulse that she had bought them, but she was seeking that feeling of respite, of releasing the weight on her shoulders, the immediate mind-clearing numbness.

It worked.

The nights were getting colder, and the smoke pooled and hung in the air like it had a bit more heft and was made of cotton. It dissipated over the swimming pool and hot tub in the open-air courtyard below. She was sure the water in the pool would have been freezing on a night like tonight. But she had done several cold plunges at spas; perhaps it would do her some good. Better than cigarettes.

The sliding door opened.

Sebastian asked, “Can I have one?”

Stacey laughed. “You don’t smoke.”

“Neither do you.”

She passed the pack and the lighter to her grandson. She said, “It doesn’t taste very good.”

“I know that…” he replied and lit it, breathing in and out, letting his smoke hang in the air like she had. The cool moonlight and emergency lights made him look older, or he had just become older while Stacey hadn’t been looking. Her grandson was becoming a man; whether he wanted it or not.

“Luna’s asleep?” Stacey asked.

“She’s out,” he said.

After another moment of comfortable silence, Stacey said, “You don’t need to be strong all the time, Seb.”

“I didn’t even get the chance…” he replied.

“The chance to do what?”

“To be strong!” he flicked the cigarette. “She didn’t even give me the chance. If I had been there… Maybe things would have been different.”

“Maybe they would have,” Stacey said. She added, “Maybe they would’ve been worse.”

He looked at her. Stacey stamped out the cigarette because it was giving her a headache and a twisted stomach.

“Your mom did what she did because she’s strong,” Stacey noted. “She was strong and she was smart. Like you are.”

She put a hand on his shoulder. He nodded and looked up at the night sky, puffing out another long drag.

There was no going back to normal. There was no going back to being a teenager with a mother who loved him to death. Sebastian would change. Nothing would be the same without Amy. The house would be gone, buried under its own secrets. They had to bring their comfortable silences into a new normal, and Stacey wasn’t ready for it. All she could do was distract herself and go through the motions. Work. Eat. Walk. Sleep. The everyday things would get her through this. Because when something like this happens, when you lose your own child in a terroristic attempt at your family tree, when you must navigate through unprecedented trauma, Stacey knew that the only way through was to keep going. Every day would be a struggle, but it would happen regardless of her wanting it to come or not. She would hope and pray that they would get easier. Until then, a glass of water before bed and brushing her teeth. Until then, some rest.
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Sheriff Eve Wicker

Eve took the long way around town. The chill had lifted a bit, and it was finally a nice day. Pearl was in the backseat with her head hanging out the window, ears and tongue flapping. She surveyed the streets. She looked out for anything that might be unusual, a person where they shouldn’t be, or a glint of silver in the alleyways between Chesapeake Valley’s grid of homes. But as the sun pierced through rolling clouds, the day quieted. No signs of Georgia Turnbull’s killer existed here. Emily Silva was behind bars. The Hawthornes were out of harm’s way. Eve felt uneasy with the quietness even though she needed it.

Roman had helped her out of this. Not only had he proven himself to her this summer in the mines, now he had shown her that he could support her through tough times and actually, genuinely cared about her feelings. It felt like a very dangerous place to be for Eve. To be this vulnerable meant she could get very hurt. He had her heart in his hands now. What if he dropped it? What if he threw it against a wall or ran it over with his ATV or Elvis’ hoof? The visual Eve came up with caused her to push down her window, letting more fresh air in.

She came up 6th Street. Up ahead, the Hawthorne house was on the right and Seanna January and Mayor Leslie Traynor’s was on the left. The mark that represented January’s death still lay in the middle of the street. Eve was sure it was a permanent scar on this town, left behind by its violent history.

In front of the Hawthrone house, a For Sale sign sat in the yard with Daniel’s smiling face on it. He wore a suit and his arms were crossed. His intense stare into the lens resembled a comic book villain about to poison a town’s water supply. Which was too bad, because he wasn’t a bad looking guy. Anger issues and impulse control though. Daniel Hawthorne wasn’t without his issues. Eve saw patterns, trending from the deep, dark Hawthorne toxicity that had started it all decades ago. Amy had been a light in that grim darkness, and Emily had seen that too. Intent on snuffing out any hope the Hawthornes could have had.

Indigo stood on the sidewalk across from the For Sale sign. She looked over at Eve’s Tahoe as she approached.

Eve called out the open window, “Indigo. How’s it going?”

“Just fine…” she said. “Watching my land pass over between more grubby hands.”

Indigo pointed to the sign.

“They’re selling. After all that happened, can you blame them?” Eve said.

Pearl barked. Indigo glanced at the border collie and almost cracked a smile. Eve hadn’t seen much of that on her stoic face.

“Of course I can blame them,” she replied.

“Well, I’ll keep an eye on it for you,” Eve said.

Reassured by Eve’s word, Indigo stood up straighter and nodded. Her lips twitched from side to side, like she was resisting another smile. A “thank you” was all that she managed.

Eve watched her go, blending into the town like she was a part of a painting.

The house panned by, and Eve noticed that they had fixed the bay window. Brand new glass. Daniel was going to make sure that this house sold and sold well. She just hoped that whoever moved in would have less of a horrific experience. Next was Jasper Martin, and he was outside smoking. Perhaps drawn by the sounds of Indigo and Eve’s brief conversation. He waved as she went by, and Eve waved back.

The town had been inundated by funerals.

The Hawthornes had been quick to leave and decided to hold Amy’s service back in Colorado Springs. But the Turnbulls were from here. Georgia and Ken’s father had once been mayor. They were born and bred Chesapeake Valley veterans. Georgia’s service would be held at the church.

Eve dropped Pearl off at home and then parked the Tahoe down the street from the church, giving the space to those who may need to be closer. She was wearing her uniform even though she had hemmed and hawwed over a black dress this morning. Technically, she was still on duty. She was always on duty. And she really didn’t feel like dressing up.

Roman had dressed up a bit though. He was wearing the same suit he had worn when he had to go to the courthouse. The shirt stretched across his chest, the buttons straining because it was a size too small. He waited for her by the same tree where his brother had once gotten in a fist fight with A.J. Portokalos.

They hugged, and he pulled back from her, rubbing a thumb over her cheek.

“We’re gonna get through this,” he said softly.

She replied, “I know.”

Taking his hand, they headed into the church together. It was packed. Everyone was there. Lydia Weisserman watched from the kitchen. Pastor Greeley greeted folks at the back by a large blown-up photo of Georgia. Her bewitching eyes stared out over the funeral-goers, like she was daring them to come closer. Ken and Kim shook hands and wiped tears away with the pastor. Ken waved at the two of them as they came in. Sharon was sitting with Nic. Lewis Redding was in one of the front rows. Principal Soto. Mayor Traynor. Catherine Presley and her father. Athina Springer with her kids and her brother, A.J.. They sat close to Dill and Marianne Stoneway and her children. Grace’s friends and the church crowd lined one pew, and young adults lined another. They must have been Georgia’s friends or those who attended school with her. Most of their faces were already red with tears. Grace and Francis were seated near the back, and they waved Eve and Roman over to sit with them. They took it gracefully, grabbing one of the last seats available.

Francis quickly passed them both a pocket-cookie with a small smile.

Pastor Greeley looked run-down and tired when he got to the podium. The Hawthorne case had done a number on him. It had done a number on the entire town. Chesapeake Valley had experienced a lot of death in a short period of time, and the worst part was that there was no indication of it slowing. Eve knew this was not the end. Only for Georgia. And even that was not a clean break. She had been stolen and murdered. The edges of her life were sharp and crooked, and Eve wanted to be the one to sand them off, to help the Turnbulls find some closure.

The pastor calmed the people with his reassuring voice and his passages from the Bible. He introduced Ken to perform Georgia’s eulogy. Somehow, Ken didn’t look as bad as the pastor. Though his hair was greasy and unwashed, he had it slicked back and an expression on his face like he was ready for anything. His cheeks had become more sunken, skinnier by the day.

“My sister was a person who craved adventure,” he started. “She wasn’t satisfied with the everyday things. We were very different. I could sit in front of a TV with a beer for days and be completely satisfied.” He grinned. “She wasn’t like that. She didn’t like to be satisfied with what was in front of her. She liked to look for other ways to approach life. That always inspired me. I thought she was cool. Which as an older brother felt… unusual. Usually, your little sister is the nerdiest person that you know… But Georgia always reminded me that I wasn’t and would never be as cool as her.”

The crowd gave a light laugh at that.

“Because of that spirit, Georgia explored. She found alternate ways to bring herself up and to forge a living for herself. She loved to hike. She loved to walk. She said it was the only time when she truly felt like she could think. Which I always wondered…. What she would be thinking about. But I’m sure it was about what she would do next. Because she wasn’t the type of girl to sit on her hands. She grabbed opportunities and put them in a chokehold. That was her style. About six years ago, after our father died, our family took a trip to the Grand Canyon. We decided to drive. Road trip style. We loaded up the car with snacks and a podcast and headed south so we could drive along the mountains. Though Georgia complained the whole time, we had a great time. Until we got a flat tire on the side of the highway. I, obviously being the competent handyman that I am, immediately went for the donut in the trunk. Turned out, no donut in the trunk because Mom had gotten a flat that spring too. We forgot to replace it. Naturally, Georgia starts walking. She just starts walking on the side of the highway. At first, I thought she was just trying to hike the rest of the way, but, no. She flagged down a truck. All she had to do was lean into the window, give the guy a look and a smile, and we had a ride not only to the closest repair shop, but that guy bought us a tire, fixed it for us, and got his buddy to help bring the car into the next town. That was the type of influence Georgia had. She had a way of making people feel special because she was special. She was known for her eyes. When I was a kid, I thought she was a witch and that she could put spells on people. Now that I’m an adult, I’m convinced she was a witch.” The crowd laughed again. “No. No. Not like a witch. But magic, most definitely. She was magical. Sometimes lost in her own magic, searching for those opportunities to bring her out of her own head.”

There was a long silence. Ken looked off into the distance at the back of the church. He held the look for so long that some of the audience turned around to check what he was gazing at, but nothing was there. Just the wooden doors, firmly shut.

“Yeah… anyway….” his eyes welled with tears. “Her obituary… she wrote that herself. I think you should read it. It’s in the funeral program. Georgia knew she wasn’t going to be on this earth long. I don’t know how she knew, but she did. Maybe it was the magic. She knew that Chesapeake is a dangerous place. We all know that. We all know that more than ever.”

He looked out over the people. Then, he walked off. It was an abrupt end, and people gave scattered, confused applause. He collapsed into his hands in the front row, weeping. Roman got up from his spot and went to the front. He wrapped an arm around his friend, and Ken accepted the support.

Francis whispered, “Roman’s a good friend.”

Eve nodded.

Francis took her hand in his, and Eve looked at her father. He stared right at her, searching her eyes for tears. Today was not the day to cry. Today, people have to see her as she was meant to be: strong and brave.

“You…You need a break…” he said quietly as the pastor got back up on the podium.

Eve smiled and replied, “Soon.”

After the funeral, Eve caught Ken and Roman out back behind the church. They were in an intense conversation, and Ken was smoking a foul-smelling cigarette.

“I really don’t think it would be that hard,” Eve heard Ken say.

Roman shook his head firmly. “It’s way harder than you think.”

“What is?” Eve asked as she approached, boots squishing onto fresh leaves.

They both looked at her. Ken stamped out the cigarette on his shoe.

“I want to go after him,” Ken said.

Eve didn’t need more context than that.

“You’re not a cop, Ken. Let us handle it,” Eve said.

“Just like you handled it before?” he snapped.

Eve pulled her lips in.

“Why didn’t you put her in witness protection?”

“I wanted to… She was on a list. It takes weeks. I was hoping I could protect her in the interim…”

“But you didn’t.”

Roman said, “Ease up, Ken. Remember who killed her.”

“Yeah. I remember,” he said. “I remember, and I’m going to kill him.”

“You know I can’t condone that,” Eve said.

“I wouldn’t expect you to. Either help me or stay out of it.”

“I’m helping,” she said. “I’m always just trying to help.”

It came out more pitiful than she wanted, but it did cause Ken to ease up a bit. He leaned back and away from her, sighing and glancing through the church windows.

“I think I need a bit of a break from the ranch…” Ken said to Roman.

“That’s alright. Take the time you need.”

“You’ll be okay without me?”

“I’ll make do,” Roman grinned.

Ken nodded. He flicked his cigarette butt into the grass and walked away without another word. Eve hadn’t seen him this serious and intent on things before. It worried her. A man intent on revenge was just as dangerous as a man intent on violence. They went hand in hand.

“Give him time,” Roman said.

Eve plucked his cigarette butt from the ground and gave it another sniff. It smelled familiar, like Nicotaras. How would Ken have gotten his hands on something like that? She would have to confirm that it was what she thought it was, but now was not the time to question Ken Turnbull on his intentions and smoking habits. She found herself actually looking forward to the winter. Perhaps with the drop in temperature, there would come a drop in cases.

“I got you something,” Roman stated. “Well, I got us something.”

“What’s that?”

He opened his phone and showed her an email. It showed two flight tickets booked to West Virginia, leaving this weekend.

“Wait… what?”

“I’m taking you home, Sheriff.”

Eve tried to hide her surprise, but he laughed a little as he surveyed her face.

“Don’t worry. I already talked to Sharon. She’s going to cover you this weekend. We’ll go and have a little break. Have dinner with my mom. Meet my brothers and my sister. Ride some horses. You’ll get some time to breathe.”

Eve thought of her father’s words and, really, what she had been telling herself for months. She needed a break. A real break. No more ghost stories and haunted houses. No more fires and thunderstorms. No more violence and murder. But she knew the latter was much too ambitious in a town like this. As Ken said, everyone knew that Chesapeake Valley was dangerous.

“This sounds…” Eve let it hang. “This sounds great. That sounds perfect.”

Roman’s face erupted into a smile, and he kissed her on her forehead, pulling her in with one arm, almost crushing her.

“You’re gonna love it, I promise,” he said.

Eve nodded. She was sure he was right. A farm in West Virginia might be the best place to unwind. It was far away, and she would get to meet Roman’s family. It would be the first time that she would really leave Chesapeake Valley since being elected. But she would be back. It was only a weekend, and the town would wait for her.

Eve rounded to the front of the church, where they were accosted by locals. Some of them thanked her for what she did with the Hawthornes; others didn’t know the full story and asked her for it. Some mentioned Georgia and alluded to the fact that Eve could have done better. She made her way through with a quiet smile.

As they made their way to the Tahoe, Roman pulled out the cookie that Francis had given him and popped it in his mouth. He said, “Good god. Those should be illegal.”

Eve grinned and said, “I’ll bring it up with the town council.”

They got into the Tahoe, and where they were headed next didn’t matter. They could have gone to Roman’s or to the bakery. They could have gone to the ranch with the dogs and let them explore. They could have gone out of town and headed to the Denver Airport in anticipation of their trip.

But Eve, at that moment, didn’t want to be anywhere but Chesapeake Valley. Because if she hadn’t been there, she would have missed the brake lights in her rearview mirror. She would have missed what she was sure was Cleveland Cohen’s car leaving the funeral.

Eve froze with her finger on the ignition.

First, Jim Benson was at the courthouse with Mac and Orla, and now, Cleveland Cohen reappearing back in town for Georgia Turnbull’s funeral. It was a cruel reminder that a break wasn’t going to happen. Yes, she would go to West Virginia. She would smile where appropriate and maybe even relieve some stress with Roman and his family. She would enjoy her time outdoors before the weather really dropped and winter came. She would find herself back in a routine when she wasn’t on a case, listening to audiobooks, running on a treadmill, hiking up to Roman’s, and helping him around the cabin. She would find the capacity to allow herself to love and be loved. She was already doing that. Roman was teaching her, bit by bit, that she didn’t need to do everything alone. And that pinhole in her chest was going to be there regardless. Another reminder. No breaks. No respite. Not in Chesapeake Valley. There were no breaks until Elijah Stern was dead.

Cohen’s brake lights disappeared, and Eve U-turned to go after him. She chased him all the way out of town until she lost him on the highway. Roman had held on to the car like his life depended on it with the way that Eve weaved through traffic and town. All gas, no brakes. No Cohen, either. No revenge for the Turnbulls. Not yet.

Eve pulled over on the highway and got out of the car. They were just past the mine, and distantly, there was the Kingman farmhouse at the edge of town. Beyond that, the town waited for Eve to return, as it would when she came back after West Virginia, desperate to swallow her back up. She stood in the grassy ditch, looking, admiring, contemplating.

Roman got out of the car and stood with her for a moment.

“Did you read this?” Roman passed her the funeral program with Georgia’s face on it.

A crow called as it swooped over top of a power line, and Eve rubbed at her chest.

She took the program and opened it to the obituary that Ken had mentioned.

It read:

I’m dead. Don’t be sad for me. Don’t mourn. I knew this was going to happen. I’m not happy. I’m not sad. I’m nothing now. But that’s okay. I was something before. I was always trying to be something. That’s what led me here, I think. My strong desire to be something. I’m a chaser. I’m a dreamer. I even dreamed of my death, so I hope that it was as dazzling as I imagined. My mom taught me that it was okay to dream. My father taught me the opposite. He always told me I had my head in the clouds. But having my head up there allowed me to look down at everything below, looking for the “somethings” like me. I think you’re one. You’re a something. You’re so important, and I hope that you know that. If one day you become nothing like me, know that you were something before. I know that. I was kind. I was generous. I was ambitious. Life is short. Too short to think of yourself as less than. Chesapeake Valley made me that way. I have to thank my parents and my brother for making me that way too, but my hometown made me into the woman that I was. It made me into more than what I ever thought possible. It made me into something. And I loved the something that I was. Something worth love and kindness. Something from nothing. Something to remember.

Georgia <3

Roman put a hand on Eve’s shoulder as she broke down into tears.

He didn’t need to ask her if she was okay. She would be. Just as the Hawthornes would be. Just as the Turnbulls would be. And just as Chesapeake Valley would be eventually. One day, this town would be peaceful again. One day, Eve would retire here, and she wouldn’t have to worry about buying the wrong house, exploring the wrong avenue, or connecting to the wrong patron at the Red Rock Inn. She wouldn’t have to worry about her future or her past, and Elijah Stern interlacing the two of them together. Maybe, one day, Eve wouldn’t worry at all.
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Hello wonderful reader!

Thank you so much for picking up THE SECRETS WE BURY and joining me on another adventure in Chesapeake Valley! I’ve poured so much of myself—heart, soul, and probably an unhealthy amount of caffeine—into this series, and these characters feel like family to me. Watching this story grow and seeing the series expand has been so exciting, and I can’t wait to see where these characters take us next. Eve and Roman’s relationship, in particular, has been such a joy to write—I love weaving that little spark of romance into the mystery, and I hope you’ve been enjoying it develop just as much!

I’m so grateful for your support, which allows me to keep writing and bringing these stories to life every day. As an independent author, I rely on wonderful readers like you to help spread the word. If you enjoyed THE SECRETS WE BURY, 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!

If you love atmospheric small-town settings, gripping mysteries, and a dash of romance, my co-author K.S. Gray and I have just the thing for you: THE GIRL IN THE CABIN the newest addition to our Serenity Springs series. It follows PI Birdie Hartley as she faces a storm—both literal and figurative—after her sister’s disappearance leads her to a cabin full of dark secrets. With danger lurking around every corner and a murderer on the loose, it’s a nail-biting, heart-racing journey that will keep you guessing until the very end. Serenity Springs might look quaint on the surface, but trust me, it has just as many twists, turns, and thrills as Chesapeake Valley!

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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