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Sheriff Eve Wicker
Rainwater dripped from stone. Steel groaned and Eve clinked against a filing cabinet inside an abandoned office, deep in the Kingman Gold Mine in the Chesapeake Valley Foothills. The files inside listed the weight of product coming out of the mountainside, mostly from the 1950s. At some point, the amount of gold and tungsten they had been getting out of here must have been more than lucrative. Eve was starting to understand how the Kingman family could have afforded to run the entire town with the fortune they were scraping in and the amount of workers they were exploiting to do so.
In the distance, something clattered.
The echo rang through the stone chambers until it hit Eve in the office. She shut the file that she had been perusing and slowly put it back in the cabinet. She didn’t close the drawer, in case it was going to squeak and give her away.
Something clattered again, like a broom had fallen over.
Eve held her breath, staying quiet. Eve had been exploring and mapping these mines for over a month and had still only scratched the surface. She was only able to do so when time allowed. The only open investigation she had on this was through the FBI and Agent Heyner Castro, and that was on the side. It was meant to be. Derek Stratus’ case had been closed with his death. The Tommy Little case had been opened, deemed a homicide, and closed again because CBI Assistant Director Jamison didn’t want Eve “wasting resources on a drug-smuggling murderer.” He had taken it above her head and out of her hands. She sensed that his pride was a bit bruised because he had been wrong about Roman. Eve had tried to explain that Ken Turnbull could still be out there somewhere, but he seemed little convinced of Ken’s guilt due to his past or lack thereof.
Footsteps approached.
Eve peered out of the open office door and toward the stone cavernway. Two more doors on either side of the office led to steel stairways in the midst of the massive cave that Eve had discovered six weeks ago.
The footsteps stopped.
Eve called, “Hello?”
She took out her flashlight and shined it down the hall. Light scattered through dark shadows.
“Eve?”
Someone called. Mom called.
Eve’s blood ran cold.
“Eve? I need you to run, honey! Run!”
The footsteps started again, this time running and slapping against the rock. Around the corner, two huge men dressed all in black came barreling. Their shoulders were so wide that they couldn’t fit side by side so they kept brushing against one another, fighting to get to Eve first. She froze for half a second and then whipped out her gun.
“Stop! Freeze!” she commanded.
They didn’t hesitate at all. They grabbed her. They wrapped hands around her. They pulled a bag over her head and tightened it around the neck. Eve screamed and screamed again. The polyester of the bag was sucked into her open mouth.
“Mom!”
“Can you hear me, honey?”
“Yes. Yes. I can hear you.”
It was all black and itchy.
“I’m here. Okay? We’re here together…”
“Where are we?” Eve asked, trembling.
“I don’t know. Somewhere where we’re in danger. Do you understand that, Eve? We’re in danger.”
“Danger?”
“Yes. Serious danger. You need to listen to me, okay? If somebody comes in, you do what they say. You protect yourself. The best lightning rod for your protection is your own spine. Okay?”
“Mom… I’m scared. I don’t know what that means—”
“Eve. Be. Strong.”
“I am!”
“Stronger!”
Eve breathed in. She tried to breathe out.
The door slammed open. She could hear the shuffle of footsteps and muffled voices, a foreign language seeping through. Her mother screamed. The men grabbed her and dragged her out. Maybe she had been kicking too. Eve imagined she had been fighting back, but all she could see was the narrowest pieces of grid-like light. Everything else was black. Everything else was cold and lonely. Her mother screamed and screamed and screamed. Her voice must have eventually gone hoarse or Eve fell asleep sitting up. The door slammed open again and they threw Mom back inside; it sounded like a bag of potatoes hitting the concrete floor.
“Mom?” Eve managed.
Nothing.
“Mom… are you okay? Please be okay.”
No response.
Eve crawled. She felt the floor in front of her. It was a smooth, cold concrete that she palmed as she scurried on her hands and knees. She hit the edge of a tasseled carpet that scared her so much she yelped. She heard something turn over. Mom groaned. Eve hurried forward, closing the distance between her and the sound.
“Mom…” Eve reached and found her mother’s shoulders. She felt clammy and cold. It was just her bare skin and Eve wondered what had happened to her shirt. She felt sticky. Eve turned her over and tried to place her on her back. She whispered, “You’re going to be okay.”
Suddenly, hands were on Eve’s neck. The bag was pushing in and stretching over her face. Mom was choking her.
“You bastard!” her mother shouted. “How could you do this to her?”
“Mom!” Eve cried.
All of the breath rushed out of her body and then she was flat on her back in Boulder, Colorado, recently shot by Tommy Little, staring upwards, thinking she was dead, and then, she was inside a steel office in the depths of the Chesapeake Valley Foothills.
Sharon said, “I got a call from an old friend.”
She walked toward Eve from the stone cavern way. Eve blinked and tried to bring herself back to this realm of reality. She wasn’t sure if it was the lack of sleep or information that was getting to her, but the closer she got to Stern, the closer she was getting to her past nightmares and trauma. Being forced to confront things she had never planned on confronting.
“You okay?” Sharon asked as she pulled back the door a bit. “Find anything in here?”
“Just… Just… a lot of records,” Eve stammered.
“Anything spicy?”
“No. Just numbers. Big numbers though.” Eve cleared her throat.
“You good, Sheriff?”
“Yeah. I was having a weird daydream. I’m not sure.”
“There may be some toxic chemicals left in these halls. I don’t feel great either. Who knows? Should probably be wearing respirators or something.”
“I think that means it’s time for a break… Who called you?”
“Oh. Daniel Hawthorne.”
“Daniel Hawthorne? What he want?”
“He’s selling a house in town.”
“I heard he was moving into our market… guess he’s come around on his opinion of us,” Eve said.
Sharon smirked. “Said somebody broke into the place he’s trying to sell on 11th. Had to have an open house this morning with a busted lock.”
“Break-in? They take anything?”
“He didn’t say. Just that he wanted you down there ASAP.”
“Alright. Pearl?!” Eve called out into the cave and it echoed into a thousand places. The border collie barked in response and came from out of nowhere behind Sharon. “Let’s get this day started.”
“Started? Oh my gosh. It never ends…” Sharon whined as they started walking back.
“It’s still early. That new guy is coming soon, isn’t he? Tomorrow? That should help.”
“Tomorrow… Today. What day is it even?”
“March… sometime? April?”
“God, Eve. We need to get out more.”
Eve nodded. “You’re telling me…”
“You’ve been having those nightmares again? You’re having them during the day now?”
“How do you know about that?”
“You sleep on the backroom couch sometimes… you scream and sweat and it’s unsightly.”
“So sorry for disturbing your peace…” Eve muttered.
“I’m worried about your peace.”
“Yeah. I was thinking about my past… about my mom…”
Sharon stopped walking and turned to her. They knew the way pretty well by now, but there was still some trepidation around intersections.
“And?”
“And what?”
“What about your mom?”
“About… the kidnapping. I don’t want to unpack it all.”
“Well then you’re going to keep being haunted by it.”
“If it had happened to you, you’d be haunted by it too,” Eve snapped.
Sharon turned and started walking again. Eve kept pace with her. They took the next hallway to another staircase that led them back down and then down again until it all veered toward the east. Eventually, they could hear water, and they walked along the creek bed that led them back to the mines just outside of town. Eve didn’t talk anymore about the dream-slash-hallucination and Sharon didn’t push it anymore. She had tried several times before, but Eve didn’t have the time or energy to talk about it. At this point, she didn’t see the use. When Stern was dead, she would be able to rest easy and have time to discuss it with her most trusted friends and family. Until then, she had to ignore it and move between and alongside it, making her way toward a broken lock.





Sheriff Eve Wicker
Eve closed the door of the Tahoe and sat in the driver’s seat. The truck parked in front of her roared back to life, and the man in the front, Burt Sowerby, threw a middle finger out the window as he ripped back out onto Main Street. She didn’t blame him for being annoyed by the $250 ticket, but he shouldn’t have been speeding through the main drag with little concern for pedestrians and the school kids trying to get to class that morning.
With their history, he thought it was just Eve targeting him. She couldn’t lie that there was some satisfaction in getting to pull over the man who had tried to drunkenly assault her at the station all those months ago. But the middle finger didn’t feel good. And two middle school boys across the street saw it, pointed, and laughed.
As Eve pulled back out onto Main Street, she whooped the lights and siren once, causing the boys to jump and half-run across the crosswalk towards the school.
The days were getting longer again and the sun reflected off the buildings and fake Gold Rush-style fronts of Chesapeake Valley. Some of it melted into the dark gray paint, absorbed by the modernity. Spring was back. The town stirred with energy. Eve had cleaned up the blood from the winter and could only look forward.
Pearl popped her head between the seats and Eve gave her a scratch and then used that hand to turn up the radio. It was still set to Jasper Martin’s brand new podcast. She’d had to pause it to pull over Sowerby, but she had been engrossed by it this morning. Sharon had told her about it, and she had pulled it up right away. He was calling it: “The Mountain Pass” and was using it as a platform, so far, to criticize and complain about Chesapeake Valley.
“For those of you who aren’t aware,” Jasper’s cigarette-smoking voice crackled. “The axe found at the scene was wrapped with tape. Now if you remember from earlier, our local mountain man, ex-Marine Roman Marek, also owned an axe with a handle wrapped in tape. To me, this isn’t rocket science. That murder weapon belonged to Marek and, as far as it goes, he’s gotten off scot-free with no consequences. Sheriff Wicker and Marek have been in some kind of a relationship since she pretty much started this job, when he was a suspect in another crime. Yes, that’s right. In his short tenure here, Marek has already been questioned about two homicides in town. Statistically, even though this is a small town, it’s pretty unlikely that this is just some kind of coincidence. Marek is a dangerous man, known for a bloodthirsty attitude in his time overseas, so it’s no wonder that locals distrust him and that less and less people are going for casual hikes past that A-frame cabin in the foothills. The view isn’t worth the risk anymore. This gruesome axe murder was somewhat solved by Sheriff Wicker who managed to track down a man by the name of Tommy Little. He was on the run and Wicker and her deputy chased him through Boulder until they managed to get him in cuffs. When they brought Little back to town and dragged him out of the squad car—”
“Tahoe,” Eve muttered.
“He was shot.”
Jasper paused. His voice was clear and deep. He had clearly invested in some equipment or maybe he already had a good microphone for his BBC consulting job.
“Yes. He was shot through the head as soon as he set foot on the pavement of Chesapeake Valley. Let me tell you where that shot came from… That A-frame cabin in the foothills. So do you blame me for not suspending my disbelief at the fact that Marek has walked away from not one, not two, but three brutal crimes with no charges? I wonder if I started sleeping with the sheriff if I could get away with it too…”
Eve jammed her finger on the volume button. Driving in silence was better than listening to that.
Pearl nudged her head between the seats and Eve gave her a scratch under the chin.
She pulled onto 11th Street and went south. The For Sale sign came into view before the house did because of the hill blocking her line of sight. Around the sign, a chain link fence enveloped a yellow-green yard and the gate was open. Daniel Hawthorne was standing outside with a cell phone glued to his ear. Though it had been a couple months since Eve had seen him, his expression was disgruntled and stressed, as usual. Uncovering his grandmother’s and sister’s murders, and almost his aunt’s as well, of course, would have been stressful for anyone; but Daniel had a way of being escalated regardless of circumstance.
“Oh, thank God you’re here!” he exclaimed as Eve and Pearl got out of the Tahoe.
At first, she wasn’t sure if he was talking to her or the person on the phone because he continued with, “No. Yes. I get it! Close it, okay? That’s all you need to do. Close it.”
With an almost imperceptible movement, he hung up the call and slid his phone into his pocket.
“Sheriff,” he grinned.
“Good to see you, Daniel.”
“Oddly enough, you too.”
“Is it that weird?”
“Well, usually running into the police really sucks. But you happen to be pretty charming.”
“Thanks?”
“You’re very welcome.”
“Moving into the Chesapeake Valley real estate market, huh?” Eve pointed to the sign.
“Oh yeah. I saw all the untapped potential here last fall… I’m getting to know the community here. With this aging population, houses are going to be popping up left, right, and center. You see. You’ll get some fresh blood and young families here soon. This is the second one I’ve got on the market here. Got another one on 4th on the north side.”
“Oh? Good for you. We need more business in town.”
“Yeah, you do!” Daniel laughed.
“So I got your call… Want to tell me what this is all about?” Eve asked, trying to shake off the annoyances from Jasper’s podcast and focus on what was in front of her.
“Let me show you…”
Eve and Pearl followed Daniel through the open gate of the fence. The house was a two-story with light blue siding. The front window had a white iron gate that showed flecks of rust under the paint. Instead of taking her up the steps, Daniel took her on a chipped concrete path leading to the backyard. Pearl surveyed the yard, sniffing every corner, especially by the bottoms of the fence. The yard was open at the back so Eve yelled, “Don’t go too far, Pearl!”
She barked in acknowledgement.
“I know this place isn’t much to look at… but the lot is massive.” Daniel gestured to the yard that went two lots back. “A builder could split this and double their investment.”
“That’s why you’re asking so much for it…”
Daniel threw her a look. “It’s appropriate for the market. And again, it’s the potential in the land. This lot is three times as big as the others on this street. Gotta look ahead, Sheriff. Look at the future!”
“Sure…” Eve replied.
“I’ve been keeping up with you, you know? Pretty crazy winter that you had. It never stops down here.”
“It doesn’t,” she said. “How have you been following?”
“Well, the news and then… did you know that Martin has a podcast about this place?”
“Yes,” Eve snapped.
“Man. That guy will do everything he can to stir the pot, hey? But, I will say, he is filling a gap here. You guys don’t have a paper or anything. At least, someone’s doing something about getting your people some local news. The Gazette ever been on the ground here?”
“Not yet…” Eve expected it would only be a matter of time though. The Colorado Springs Gazette had called her plenty of times. The tribune of the tri-lakes region so far had presented the cases with a lot more integrity than Jasper Martin.
“Okay, so…” Daniel lined himself up with the back stairs. “I was here yesterday. Maybe around four. I set up for the open house this morning. All good to go. Cleaned her up a bit. Felt pretty good. I know this baby is going to sell. But then, I get here this morning and the backdoor lock is broken. Look…”
He swung the backdoor open and then closed. He fiddled with a set of keys from his pocket and jammed it into the knob. With a tick-tick-tick, he moved it back and forth but the key didn’t move.
“It’s busted.”
“May I?”
Daniel bowed out of her way. Eve stepped up and tried the knob with a bit more force. It didn’t budge. She took a look inside the casing and the lock looked jammed or, at the very least, tampered with. Swinging the door back and forth, she peered inside the back hallway. It was dark with clean, laminate flooring between wood baseboards.
“Anything missing?” she asked.
“No,” Daniel replied. “The house is empty.”
“Who would want to break into an empty house?”
“Squatter, maybe? Didn’t think you guys had many of those down here though…” he said.
It made Eve think of Lin and her heart wrenched at the memories of his tragedy—the transient musician from the mines who had lost his life to a brutal grizzly bear.
“Not many…” she replied softly. “Can I take a look inside?”
“Sure. Sure, yeah. Can you just take your boots off? I just had one of my girls wash those floors.”
“You brought out staff to wash the floor for you?”
“I don’t appreciate your tone, Sheriff.”
“Sorry.” Eve laughed it off. “I just… you know… is that worth it?”
“Saves my back.” Daniel pulled his phone out of his pocket and said, “Damn it. Okay. Yes. Go ahead and take a look. I gotta make a call.”
Daniel was certainly good at looking busy. Though he also seemed good at delegating.
Eve unlaced her boots and slipped into the house in her socked feet. Pearl waited at the back door for her permission before crossing the barrier.
“Stay, Pearl,” she whispered. The border collie whined and laid down right on the threshold weatherstripping, laying her face on one paw. If she had another paw to lay on, she would have, but they had all gotten so used to her three legs that Eve wasn’t even sure she was aware of it anymore.
She wanted to clear the space first and make sure there was no evidence to be tampered with before Pearl came in to look. Of course, she was thorough and could always find things that Eve couldn’t, but she was still a dog and didn’t understand that her drool could very easily contaminate a crime scene.
The house had a simple layout. Off the back hallway, there was an empty living room on one side and a wood-paneled kitchen on the other. A set of stairs at the front door went up to two bedrooms and a bathroom. Eve scrutinized the floorboards, the walls, the nails where pictures had once hung, the splotches on the floor that had been left behind by furniture, and the kitchen cabinets with peeling floral liners inside. There were no signs of anything missing. There hadn’t been anything to steal to begin with. The house was cleared out aside from some ripped cable cords scattered across the carpet.
“Pearl!” Eve called. The jangle of Pearl entered the house. “Take a look around, girl.”
Pearl barked out in response and Eve listened to her collar start its chiming as Pearl moved around the house and up the stairs. As Eve surveyed the kitchen, she encountered a pile of flyers with a picture of the house on the front and its price and details. A small smiling photo of Daniel beamed up at her from one corner. He was wearing a pristine collared shirt and even though his arms were crossed, it hardly creased.
Eve stepped back out into the backyard. It went all the way over to the next street, and it was entirely open. It wouldn’t have been hard for anyone to sneak through here last night without being detected. She glanced over at the neighbor’s windows. They both had a birds-eye view and it’s possible they could have caught something.
Daniel’s voice drifted over from around the corner.
Eve stepped around the house to see him leaning against the siding with one hand. The other clamped his phone to his ear.
“I said ‘close’! I didn’t say suck his—” he glanced up at Eve approaching.
Eve asked, “Can I talk to you?”
“Yup- I’ll call you back.”
He shoved the phone back into his pocket. He asked, “You find something?”
“Nothing.”
“Oh.” Daniel didn’t hide his disappointment.
“The flyers on the kitchen counter… You already had this open house?”
“Yes. This morning we had one. We’ll have another one next weekend.”
“How did you do?”
“How do you think we did, Sheriff? Saturday morning in a town like this?”
“Well, there isn’t much else to do, is there? So what’s stopping anyone from stopping by?”
“Right… What do you mean?”
“It’s not uncommon for someone to return to the scene…”
“You mean the guy who broke in was at my open house?”
“Do you remember anyone? Anyone that stood out to you?”
“You know…” Daniel thought, biting down on his lip. “There was this weird kid. I didn’t know what he was doing there. There’s no way he could afford this place unless he was some kind of kid genius or inherited some money from a rich, dead aunt…”
Eve didn’t mention the irony.
“He was just loitering… Seemed like he was looking for trouble or just like something to do and fill in his time. I mean, he didn’t bother anyone. But maybe he was here last night or something like you say.”
“Maybe…” Eve nodded. She didn’t know how to make heads or tails of this. She couldn’t be sure if this was an open and shut regular-weird happening or the tip of an iceberg. Why would someone break into a house without anything in it? Maybe this young man was a squatter and had needed a place to sleep and had just never left. Perhaps he had started the day by walking down the stairs into a kitchen full of strangers admiring the cabinets. She asked, “What did this kid look like?”
“Maybe nineteen. Twenty max. Skinny. Stringy hair that was all stuck to his head. He was wearing a hoodie and I think he had a bag with him too.”
“A backpack?”
“No… like a laptop bag.”
“Okay. That’s helpful. Anything else you can remember?”
“Everyone here is pretty insignificant.”
“Nice.”
Daniel laughed obnoxiously. “Sorry. Not you, obviously. You’re very significant. But the rest of them? Inconsequential.”
“Yeah? You included? Your family?”
“Well… No. You know what I mean.”
“I don’t.”
He laughed again. It was not funny.
“You call or text me if you remember anything else…” Eve said.
No barks had come from Pearl inside to indicate that she had found anything, and within a few minutes, she was back outside and stretching out along the yard. Eve didn’t hesitate to pick up and go as soon as she was done. Daniel was pretty insufferable and today seemed like a better day than usual. She remembered him going off on Jasper Martin when his sister had been brutally murdered. She really thought he had made some growth since then, but she supposed those things took time. It had taken time for her. It was taking time with Roman. But they had both grown, both alongside each other and independently. All the questioning and investigations that Jasper had mentioned had only strengthened the bonds between them and caused Eve to trust Roman more. She may have been the only person left in the town who did trust him, but she had to believe that he had been telling her the entire truth about his intentions and actions. Past and present. Roman was not the liar. Ken Turnbull had been the liar.
Ken had now been missing for months. There had been no signs of him in the caves and the Kingman Gold Mine. He had sniped Tommy Little right through the head, picked out some survival items from home, and taken off. Eve expected he was living in some beach house with Elijah Stern, cheers-ing fruity cocktails on a white sandy beach somewhere. She couldn’t think about it. At least, she couldn’t focus on it. Georgia, Ken’s sister, had disappeared too, but it had not been of her own volition. She had not been on the run toward Stern; she had been trying to get away. And she had been unsuccessful. She had ended up with a bullet in her head.
It was possible that Ken was on the run from Stern as well. Maybe the Little murder had not gone according to plan. If that was the case, maybe Eve could have helped him, but she would need to find him first and he would need to trust her, which he obviously didn’t after Eve’s failures with Georgia. Ken hadn’t even made any calls to his mother, Kim. He hadn’t texted his closest friend, Roman. Ken was gone, and Eve could do very little about it.
She pushed the Tahoe back up 11th and went for the station. It was where the things she could do something about resided. She could help Daniel Hawthorne. They had a lead, and she had no idea where it was going to take them, but she desperately needed a distraction to take her mind off Ken Turnbull and Elijah Stern. Eve was eager to throw herself into another case, and she had just tumbled right into one through a broken back door.





Lilly Agbani
“Lilly!” Dom screamed from the other room.
Mrs. Schubert moaned, “Don’t leave me!”
“I know… I’m sorry… I know. Mrs. Schubert… Please let go of my hand…” Lilly tried to be gentle.
“Lilly!”
Dom’s voice pierced again.
Lilly placed Mrs. Schubert’s wrinkled hand back in the bed. The old woman looked up at her with watery, confused eyes. A thin sheen of sweat moved down her weathered face as the machines beeped at her one side, indicating her out-of-control fever.
“I’ll be back.”
Lilly scuttled over from tending to Mrs. Schubert and went across the hall. She swung open the door. Doctor Dominique Blanchard was hunched over a man named Boris Tofino. He was in his seventies and was writhing back and forth until he turned over and emptied out the contents of his stomach all over the floor. Dom was quick to step out of the way, her loafers clicking.
“Mr. Tofino—” Dom adjusted his head and stuck her gloved hands in his mouth, ensuring he wouldn’t swallow anything. “Mr. Tofino, you’re okay.”
“We have to bring his temperature down…” Dom snapped her eyes up to Lilly. “Get me ice. There’s some in the freezer at the back. Put it in a few of those tubs we have.”
Lilly nodded but she didn’t move. She watched the trails of vomit and bile drip off the side of the metal hospital bed.
“Lilly!” Dom snapped. “Now!”
With that, Lilly jumped into action and went out into the hall. As soon as she did, a chorus of shouts and coughs echoed out from the lobby. They were swamped. They were so behind. There was no way they were going to be able to see all of these people today. They had had several emergency viral infections. Or, at least, that’s what Dom thought they were. Some type of virus was latching on to the older population and ripping through it like wildfire. Lilly emptied out one, two, three, bags of ice into the cream-colored plastic tubs. She hauled them back to Mr. Tofino’s room and heard another yell from the lobby:
“I’m dying! I’m going to die!”
“Oh my gosh…” Lilly muttered. She was overwhelmed, sweating, and Doctor Blanchard wouldn’t stop yelling at her. She got like this when she was stressed. Of course, she was a kind person, but she was a hard boss, especially when it got busy and she had to rely on Lilly’s actions instead of her own.
She dragged the tubs inside and Dom started gathering the ice into plastic packs and putting them under Mr. Tofino’s arms and legs. She wrapped him in a thin blanket so he wouldn’t shiver. Her slender fingers worked so fast and smoothly that Lilly found herself just watching again. It reminded her what she was here for.
“I had to do something to try to get this fever down…” Dom said. “He’s one degree away from exploding.”
“Will this work?” Lilly asked.
“It should help temporarily.”
“Mrs. Schubert is burning up as well…”
“Great…” Dom muttered. She put a hand on her hip and dabbed at the sweat on her forehead with the back of her arm. “Great. This morning is getting out of hand.”
“What do we do?”
“We just gotta triage,” Dom replied. “Check their blood pressure and temperature. If they’re way up or if they’re experiencing nausea, send them to me.”
“Send them where?” Lilly gestured to the room.
“Let’s bring in some more beds here.”
“Okay…”
“And can you clean this up? I’ll go check on Mrs. Schubert. Then, let’s bring in the next one.”
“Yes.” Lilly nodded. “I can do it.”
“And call Palmer Lake. See if they have some space to help us out here.”
“I will.”
“Thanks,” Dom snapped and then exited the room with a swing of her white coat. Lilly had come to Chesapeake Valley because of Doctor Dominique Blanchard. Oddly, she had been following Doctor Blanchard on LinkedIn for over a decade. She was inspired by her story of forging through as a female doctor and taking over her own clinic at such a young age. Lilly had had minimal internet access as a kid. She had grown up in Nigeria and her family couldn’t afford much, splitting their resources amongst her six siblings. Her mother had insisted she go to the library if she wanted to use the internet, so that’s what Lilly had done. She had spent probably half of her childhood reading medical textbooks and following American doctors, because she had a dream: to become a doctor one day herself. Or if that didn’t work out, a nurse. She was self-aware enough to know that her hard skills were still lacking. She had never been to medical school but had taken a medical program at a community college in Denver when she had first arrived in the country. That had led her here. When she had seen Doctor Blanchard’s posting for a medical receptionist, she had hopped on a bus to Monument and then taken another bus to Palmer Lake. From there, she had to talk a strange woman into giving her a ride to Chesapeake Valley. It was reckless and dangerous. She hadn’t told any of her family what she was doing. But, when that strange woman with the braids in her hair had dropped her off and she had met Dom at the clinic and got hired, Lilly had never left Chesapeake Valley again. She had been here for three years now, and a lack of a car contributed to her isolation, but she had no desire to leave. All she wanted to do was learn and help.
But on days like today, she was in over her head. She was stressed to the max but fortunately, she was good at keeping her head down and following directions regardless of her emotions. She was used to holding things in.
The one thing that was bothering her was that with the lack of time, she didn’t get to browse her usual internet articles. Lilly loved local news and keeping up to date with things going on in Colorado. It was everything she had dreamed of as a kid.
After Lilly was finished cleaning up Mr. Tofino’s vomit, she cleaned up the rest of the tools and equipment Dom had left out and then headed back out into the hallway and the lobby. She didn’t sit at the desk but stepped behind it. As soon as she did, she was swarmed with half a dozen seniors, all demanding to see Doctor Blanchard.
“I had an appointment!”
“I need to see the doctor. I need to see her now!”
“I vomited three times this morning, please!”
Somebody coughed all over the top of the desk and Lilly stepped back.
“Please, just—” she managed. “Please, emergencies take priority! We are trying to get to everyone—”
“This is an emergency!”
Lilly drew in a sharp breath. She glanced at the computer for the next intake on the list. The door opened and a rush of cool spring air came in with it. A skinny young man allowed the glass door to swing shut behind him. His face was flushed and shiny. Snot was running between his nose and his mouth. His eyes were glazed over and yellowy and they caught Lilly’s.
His throat gurgled some kind of noise. Lilly realized later that maybe he had said, “Help.”
And then he collapsed.
The seniors at the desk gasped but barely stepped back.
“Please, clear out of the way!” Lilly ran around the desk. She called down the hallway, “Doctor Blanchard! Code blue! Code blue!!”
“Please move!” Lilly tried again, moving through the wool sweaters. Some of them finally stepped back, circling over the young man who was now face down on the tile.
Dom came in and all of the seniors moved for her. She parted them like the Red Sea and swooped down over the young man, checking his vitals, turning him over into the recovery position.
“Who is this?” Dom said quickly and quietly.
“I’m not sure…” Lilly replied. “I don’t recognize him.”
“He’s about half the age of the other patients,” Dom hissed. She analyzed his face and felt his forehead. “His fever is out of control. We gotta move him.”
“I’ll get the stretcher. Should we call the paramedics?”
Dom said, “We’re going to need all the help we can get.”
Lilly nodded and booked it down the hallway back to the supply room. She took a glance back at the patients closing in on Dom, worried about leaving her alone. But Dom barely acknowledged them. She kept her head down and focused on the collapsed young man. Doctor Blanchard was so impressive. Despite all of the stress of this day, it was incredible to see her work under these conditions.
Lilly returned with the stretcher and her phone on her ear.
“That’s right. The Chesapeake Valley clinic.”
“Doctor Blanchard?” the voice said on the other end.
“Yes. We need some extra emergency services here.”
“Alright… Let me see what I can do. What was your name again?”
“Lilly Agbani.”
“Alright, Lilly. You gals hold tight.”
“We can only hold so long!”
“We got you. Just hang on.” The man hung up the phone.
“What did they say?” Dom asked, grabbing the stretcher from Lilly and immediately moving it to slide under the young man.
“They said that they got us.”
“What does that mean?”
“I don’t know.”
“Ugh,” Dom shook her head. “If they send us a firefighter, I swear to…”
She let her words mutter off. Dom and Lilly got the young man on the stretcher. He was easy to move because of how lithe he was. If this had been a huge, grown man like that bearded man from the mountains, they would have never been able to handle it themselves.
The seniors were surprisingly quiet as they carried the unconscious man towards the back rooms. The vision of sick youth helped to restore their patience. But as they moved him down the hall and onto another bed alongside Mrs. Schubert, Lilly couldn’t help but look and analyze his ghastly-looking face. If it wasn’t for his clammy pallor, she was sure he would be quite handsome with a boyish charm. But what she found most striking about him was that he was familiar. Lilly recognized him, and though she couldn’t place from where, it planted a pit in her stomach and doubt in her mind.





Sheriff Eve Wicker
At the station, the morning sun painted the glass-front building with bright streaks. The new squad car was parked outside, and right next to it, there was a car that Eve didn’t recognize: a Subaru. Pearl went off into a parade of barks as Eve parked the Tahoe. She was excited to be back and bee-lined it for Sharon, tapping her paws at the front door until Eve could push it open for her.
Sharon was talking to a man with long, dark hair. It was pulled into a ponytail at the base of his neck. He was about Eve’s height and lean. Brown, battered knuckles stuck out from under a jean jacket and he flexed his strong-looking fingers when Eve entered. He turned to her with a white smile that contrasted with his tan face.
“Sheriff!” Sharon exclaimed. “How’d it go?”
“Whole lotta nothing…” Eve replied.
“That was Daniel Hawthorne?”
Eve nodded silently and glanced at the man.
“Oh. This is Shepherd Capote… our new recruit.”
“Oh!” Eve crossed the lobby to shake his hand. “You’re from Aspen, right?”
“Well, from a place just outside of there, but yes, Aspen PD, that’s right. It’s nice to meet you, Sheriff Wicker,” he said. “I appreciate you accepting my transfer.”
“You had a good resume. We need the hands here and we finally had the money to pay for them.”
He nodded and held up his palms. “I’m happy to offer them.”
“I thought you were starting next week?” Eve clarified.
“Well, I was done at Aspen and was just sitting around. So I thought I’d drive down and see if I could get in early…”
“We’ll have to check on some paperwork.” Eve glanced at Sharon who gave her a shrug.
“That’s cool…” he said. “I’ve got a room at the Red Rock until I can find a place to rent or maybe buy.”
“I know a realtor…” Eve grinned.
“That’s the guy whose break-in you were investigating?”
“Right. Daniel Hawthorne. He’s from out of town actually. But he called in for a broken back door… Nothing taken though. Nothing inside the house. Because of this sale. Don’t know why somebody would break into an empty house…”
“Maybe the previous owners?” Shepherd suggested.
“No. They’re gone. Moved to Florida.”
“What did Daniel say?” Sharon asked.
“He was there yesterday. Everything was fine. When he got there this morning for his open house, the back door lock was broken. He said there was a young guy at the open house that seemed… out of place.”
“Young guy? Anything else?”
“He said he was skinny. Wearing a hoodie. Had a laptop bag with him.”
“Okay a teenager with a hoodie… that’s helpful,” Sharon muttered.
“Yeah.” Eve put her hands on her hips and took a breath.
Pearl approached Shepherd, sniffing at his dirt-covered pants.
“Hey, girl,” he said gently and bent down to greet her. She smelled at his fingers and then gave him a lick on the palm. Before he could protest, she gave him a lick under his chin too.
“Pearl…” Eve warned.
“It’s okay,” Shepherd laughed. “That’s a good sign, isn’t it? We’re gonna get along.”
He patted Pearl’s head and flattened her fur with a heavy caress that she loved. Eve smiled. Shepherd had yet to prove himself or show any skills, but he seemed nice enough. The transfer had been an easy yes when she had seen his resume: top of his recruitment class and actively involved in several homicide cases two springs back, so he was a good fit for Chesapeake Valley. Plus, he wanted to come here. Eve would surely unpack why he would want to move from lavish Aspen to this mountainside town eventually.
The office phone rang, and Sharon went to pick it up.
“Chesapeake Valley Sheriff’s Office—”
Shepherd asked, “You had her long?” gesturing to Pearl.
“Two years,” Eve said. “Just before I got here. She’s better at her job than I am.”
“I’m pretty sure that’s not true. She’s not official K-9 though, right?”
“Not yet.”
He nodded and looked her over again before saying, “We had a K-9 unit up in Aspen. One of the dogs, Bruno, he was this massive German Shepherd. Terrifying. He took down a few runaways though. He was great at that. Don’t imagine she has enough size to take people down.”
“She’s pretty capable.”
“Even on three legs?”
“We do it on two.”
Shepherd laughed. “Very true.”
But Eve sensed a bit of hesitation in him, like he didn’t approve of Pearl and maybe he wasn’t quite as nice as he seemed. Or that was just Eve being protective of the border collie. She wanted to take Pearl in for more training. As soon as she had the time, she wanted to take her up to Colorado Springs. Thanks to the city council, they had enough funds for Shepherd and Pearl.
“How long you been doing this?” Eve asked, looking him over for an age.
“Seven years,” he grinned. “Longer than you.”
“Yup… Sharon too.”
“Yet, you’re in charge,” he laughed again. Eve didn’t because it wasn’t funny.
Sharon hung up the phone and said, “Kelley Howl on 11th… south of Main street. Says her place has been broken into.”
“On 11th?” Eve clarified.
Sharon nodded. “Just down the street from Hawthorne.”
“Right. What did she say? Anything missing?”
“She was all over the place. She was crying. Said she felt ‘violated.’ I couldn’t get a straight answer out of her, but it doesn’t sound like it.”
“I’ll go down and talk to her,” Eve replied.
“I’ll come with you,” Shepherd said-slash-demanded.
“Fine.” Eve looked at Sharon. “Hold down the fort, Deputy.”
“You got it, Sheriff.”

Shepherd put his sparkling new uniform on. It felt a bit odd seeing a man in the same uniform as Sharon. It was a completely new sight, and he unfortunately wore it quite well with the sleeves peeking around his biceps. He grabbed his, also new, jacket and threw it over his shoulders as they walked out of the station and headed for the Tahoe. Pearl tailed behind them, nipping at Shepherd’s heels before hopping into the backseat.
“Okay to get into things right away?” Eve asked as they drove down 8th.
“Of course,” Shepherd said. “I want to help here. I know you guys have been having a lot of action.”
“Yeah. We attract trouble.”
“Or you do. It all came with you, didn’t it?”
“Well, not with me.” She couldn’t find the words for how to explain without unpacking her entire history in witness protection. Eve said, “It’s a very long story. I’m here to do a job and serve the people of Chesapeake Valley. We’ve had some run ins with—”
“Elijah Stern.”
At the next stop sign, Eve turned her face to Shepherd and said, “How do you know that name?”
“I saw your board. In the backroom there.”
“Oh. Sharon gave you a full tour, did she?”
“I took initiative.”
“Of course you did.”
“It’s good, Sheriff. It’s thorough. It makes me think it’s a part of a bigger case. A case that should be out of the hands of Chesapeake and in the hands of the feds.”
“It is. Don’t worry about that.”
“And you are too? You’re working with them on this?”
Eve went quiet. She made a quick turn on to Main Street, flying past the bakery before veering down 11th.
“You’re going to have to fill me in,” he said. “If you want me to be at my most useful, I need all the facts, Sheriff.”
“We can get into it. I’ll give you all you need to know.”
“And all you need to know?”
“Maybe.”
Shepherd chuckled. Eve caught his smile flashing in the sunlight in her peripherals.
“I’ll let you in, Capote,” Eve said as she pulled next to the curb to park. “I promise you that. If you’re in, you’re all the way in. I do need help. I need lots of help trying to tackle Stern and all of the threads connected to him. But right now, we’ve got a break-in to deal with.”
“I can prioritize.”
“Our priority right now is Kelley Howl.” Eve pointed up the street where there was a woman sitting on her front step, wrapped in an oatmeal-colored sweater, her face red from crying.
“Got it.” Shepherd stepped out of the Tahoe before Eve could say anything else. Eve found herself following behind him, because even though they were the same height, Shepherd had longer, leaner legs that gave him a walking cadence like a prowling mountain lion. He shoved a hand into his pocket and dug for something. He pulled out two masks and passed to Eve with a behind-the-back gesture.
Eve took it and shoved it into the pocket of her jacket.
“You should put that on…” he said. “Protect yourself. We don’t know what we might find in there.”
“I know how to protect myself.”
“You can’t stop yourself from breathing…”
“Just…” Eve snarled as she pushed through the fence. “Mrs. Howl.”
The woman on the steps got up, pulling her sweater into her chest and teetering towards them.
“Sheriff!” she called. “Oh thank goodness! I’ve been waiting for you. Somebody was inside. I swear. Somebody was in there.”
“Mrs. Howl…” Eve put two hands on her shoulders. “Are you okay?”
“Yes. I’m not hurt. Not physically! Whoever was in there is just trying to mess with my head! I can’t believe this, Sheriff. Can you believe this happening? This place has gone to the dogs, I swear…” she shook her head and glanced at Pearl, hobbling her way around the yard.
“I can believe it,” Eve replied. “Could we take a look?”
“Who’s this?” she eyed the man next to Eve.
“Shepherd Capote, ma’am,” he said and shook her hand.
“Don’t call me ‘ma’am’,” she scoffed. “Makes me sound like an old woman.”
Her roots were gray and her face was deeply set with wrinkles. She had hazel eyes that reminded Eve of Georgia Turnbull.
“Sorry… Mrs. Howl,” Shepherd corrected himself. “I’m a new officer here.”
“What do we need you for?” she snapped.
Shepherd laughed out of nervousness, and Eve stepped between them.
“He’s my Sharon for the day,” Eve laughed and then changed the subject. “Was anything taken?”
Mrs. Howl paused and looked Shepherd over again, peering over Eve’s shoulder. Then she finally said, “No. They didn’t take anything. Not that I could find. But…”
“But what?”
“I swear, Sheriff, I swear my kitchen was cleaner than it was this morning.”
Eve and Shepherd entered the house with masks and gloves on at his insistence. She didn’t have the energy to fight him, plus it made it harder to hear what he was saying so he was talking less. She looked at the living room first. A blanket was thrown over the couch and the walls were framed with pictures of grandchildren. A TV was stuffed into the corner on top of the stone mantle of a fireplace. The bathroom was decorated with pictures of otters with a small ceramic one on the countertop, watching as you washed your hands. The kitchen was clean but dated.
It reminded Eve of the Daniel Hawthorne house. Did this person have a type? A particular kind of house that they were attracted to? But why? To clean the countertops? Eve appraised the laminate. It sounded ridiculous. She had to think perhaps this was a perverted kind of thing or something more nefarious, but so far, none of this was making sense. Why break into a house and take nothing? This enemy was moving through the shadows. They were quiet, a silent stalking shadow looking for something or someone very specific. Eve needed more information, and there was nothing here but another broken lock. It was the same situation: the bolt was completely stuck in the door jamb, damaged by some kind of tool.
Shepherd was analyzing it when Eve came back out from the small house.
“I checked the backyard,” he said as she approached.
“Anything?”
“A shed. Not much to note.”
“It’s fenced.”
“Yes. All the way around.”
“So the person just walked right in?”
“We need witnesses.”
Eve would talk to these neighbors. Shepherd could go down the street and talk to the ones at the Daniel Hawthorne house. Maybe somebody had seen this guy. Someone must have seen him if he was breaking in in broad daylight. But Chesapeake Valley was pretty small and innocuous. It was easy for people to slip by and through. You didn’t need to worry much about witnesses down here. Eve was certain that was part of the reason why Elijah Stern liked it here too.
“You think this happened this morning?” Eve asked as she came down the steps and met Mrs. Howl at the end of her walkway where she was leaning on the fence and tapping on her phone.
“I don’t know!” she raised an arm. “I was at my sister’s last night. I got back and I found it like this.”
“What time did you go to your sister’s yesterday? When was the last time you were here?”
“Yesterday. I left about noon. I guess. I ate lunch first.”
“So noon? Afternoon?”
“Yes!”
“Alright…” Eve said, “I’m going to talk to some of your neighbors. See if they saw anything.”
“They’re all useless! Good luck with that,” she scoffed.
Mrs. Howl was a pretty miserable woman. Eve got away as quickly as she could and tried across the street first but no one was home. She tried every house around Mrs. Howl’s place but half of them weren’t home, and the other half were in their eighties and took twenty thousand years to get to the door. But no one had seen anything. No one reported seeing anything unusual in the last twenty-four hours. The shadow continued, spreading through Eve’s town and leaving behind no trace. She was trying to grasp something incorporeal. Eve had to keep her feet on the ground and her eyes ahead. The only way out was through.





Roman Marek
He was thinking about him all the time. Unfortunately, Ken Turnbull had been on Roman’s mind for weeks now. He couldn’t believe the way he had just up and left and completely ignored all of his texts and calls. He couldn’t believe what Eve was saying, but, at the same time, he did. Entirely. He had to try to understand what Ken had done, all the terrible things he had done under the mask of the man Roman thought he knew.
Not that Roman himself was a saint. But he had never claimed to be. Ken had been parading under his nose as a liar, a criminal, a vet. That was the thing Roman had the hardest time wrapping his head around: Ken had served and had never told him. He had let him parade on and occasionally cry about his military stories with a reassuring pat on the back. Yet he had known a similar experience.
Turned out that Ken had been dishonorably discharged for drug distribution. So no wonder he hadn’t wanted anyone to know. But Roman had held true to his word despite Ken’s behavior. He was still visiting Kim, Ken’s mother, on a regular basis, at least once a week, to eat lunch and check on her. She hadn’t been in a good way lately. It was difficult to imagine how she might feel. She lost her husband years ago, her daughter disappeared, returned, then disappeared again—and that time, wound up dead. Then, her son abandoned her. On the run from the sheriff and wanted for murder. So Roman couldn’t blame her for not getting out of her pajamas when he came to the door. Though the pile of food wrappers around the couch were getting out of hand. Her weak spot seemed to be these crunchy dill pickle chips that she either had some sort of stash of, or she was getting out to shop more often than Roman thought.
Roman cleared up the plastic packaging and tossed it into the kitchen garbage. He gathered the used mugs from the side of the couch, the bedroom, and the kitchen table and brought them to the sink. Kim fussed in the kitchen over two sandwiches that took her more than thirty minutes to make because of how slowly she moved. By the time she was finished, Roman had cleaned most of the living room and bedroom. She didn’t want him to touch Georgia or Ken’s room, so he didn’t, but it hadn’t stopped him from perusing both rooms on occasion, searching for clues, really. Something to lead him to the answers to why instead of what.
“That’s good, Roman,” Kim poked her head down the hallway. “I’ve got them ready to go here.”
“Alright,” Roman replied, finishing up with the bedroom closet and then heading to the kitchen.
Kim pushed a toasted salmon sandwich in front of him. He could smell the pickles inside as well.
“You like pickles, huh?” he mused as he took a large bite. It was cold and delicious.
“I do,” she giggled. “One of my favorites.”
She looked worse than usual. Her forehead was dabbed with dots of sweat, and large bags sat under her eyes. Her hair was out of its usual bun and cropped at her shoulders. It was a chestnut brown and streaked with silvery gray. Her skin had a grayish hue.
“Going to eat?” Roman prodded.
Kim stared down at the sandwich. “I don’t have much of an appetite.”
“You have to eat something. Did you have breakfast?”
“I had a muffin. It was one leftover from the church’s bake sale.”
“Wasn’t that over a week ago?”
“Oh… less than that, I think…” she mused.
“You need to eat, Kim. You’re wasting away over there.”
“I’ll eat…” She took a bite of the sandwich and chewed.
“Great. Good work.”
Roman finished his in another three bites. He chewed the toasted bread and leaned back in his chair, patting his stomach.
“Thank you, Roman…” Kim said softly after finishing her first bite and swallowing. “I appreciate all your help lately. You don’t need to though. I need to learn how to manage on my own.”
“I’m here to help,” Roman replied. “I like helping.”
“I know that. I know that you do. But, when Ken left, well, that was the end, wasn’t it? There was nothing left for me. And I don’t mean that in the way of… that I hate my life or anything. No it’s just that… it’s empty now. I feel like a beach in the wintertime. There’s all the sand and if the sun is out, you can hardly tell really that it’s winter. Maybe in a photo you couldn’t tell at all. But then you’d wonder—why’s it so empty? A beautiful beach is usually a crowded beach in my experience. But it’s empty not because it’s winter. Not really. It’s empty because people choose not to go there anymore. They don’t want to. And why would they? It’s miserable and the water’s freezing,” she laughed a little. “Anyway… I just don’t feel like I need you to help me, Roman. I don’t want you to help me. I need to learn how to be more comfortable with this.”
“I…” Roman tried to find words. “Okay. I’m sorry. Of course.”
“No. No. Don’t apologize. I appreciate all you’ve done these past few months.”
“Of course.” Roman couldn’t help himself. “What about Ken? You really think he’s never coming back?”
“I’m not sure, Roman…” she sighed. “But I think I have to accept that this is the way things are… People don’t go to the beach in the winter.”
“Well, people might be missing out,” Roman replied.
They both let out a sad laugh. She reached out a hand and gave him a gentle smile. Her eyes were swimming with tears. Roman took her palm with his fingers and squeezed. After a moment, Kim dabbed at her eyes with a stiff napkin and sniffled. She let go of Roman’s hand and started to stand. Before she could straighten all the way up, her eyes rolled back and she went for the ground. Roman slid down and caught her before her head hit the floor.
“Kim!”
She muttered into his arms. He could feel the heat against his skin. She was burning and slick with sweat.
“Kim, stay with me…” he laid her out on the cool tile and bent over top of her, trying to catch her eyes, seeing if she was responsive.
He swore to himself. He could have called 911, but by the time an ambulance got there from out of town, he could have taken her to the clinic himself. One hand at a time, he slid under Kim’s limp body and lifted her like he was performing a deadlift. He cradled her in his arms easily and like a bride and groom crossing the threshold, Roman carried her out into the hallway and out of the house. The porch let out several whines as he went across it and piled Kim into the front seat of his truck. She was still conscious, muttering and tossing her head side to side.
“Georgia!” she said suddenly. “Georgia, baby…”
“It’s alright, Kim. We’re gonna get you some help.”
Roman closed her door and hustled around the other side to get behind the wheel. He sped up 14th and turned sharply onto Caledonia. It was early afternoon but the clinic was packed. The parking lot was so full that Roman had to park on the side of the road on Caledonia. He could see through the windows to an already-packed waiting room.
“What the hell?” he muttered as he switched off the ignition.
He wanted to call Eve right away, but he resisted. Kim was the priority right now. He pulled her out of the passenger’s side, trying not to slide into the ditch. He made quick work of it, jogging across the gravel and through the full parking lot to the clinic. His arms were filled with Kim so he couldn’t open the door but an older gentleman waiting in the atrium pushed it open for him. Several eyes had turned to him, towering in the entryway with frail, incoherent Kim in his arms.
“Dom?” Roman called, his voice booming over the crowd.
“We’re waiting here, young man,” the gentleman said.
A woman started coughing in the corner and a man next to her joined in. Roman wanted to cover his mouth. He had to set Kim down.
“Dom?!” he called again, more insistent this time. It silenced the whole place.
Doctor Blanchard came out at the other end of the hall. Her receptionist, Lilly, was behind her. She had dark skin and black-rimmed glasses that shimmered in the fluorescent light as she peered at him from over Dom’s shoulder.
“What?” she snapped. Her usual black bob was pulled back with a headband, causing black hair to stick out everywhere. She had a mask around her neck and gloves on her hands. She was wearing an entire suit over what Roman imagined was another very stylish outfit.
“Kim Turnbull,” he gestured. “You need to help her. We were having lunch. She stood up to grab the dishes or something and she just collapsed.”
“Shit…” Dom muttered. She clicked up the hallway, taking off her gloves and shoving them in her pocket as she did. She appraised Kim, checking her vitals. “Okay… Okay. Bring her down here. Follow me. In here.”
Dom gestured to an unmade bed in the corner of one of the rooms. Lilly, quicker than Roman could move, reset the bed. A fresh sheet laid out underneath Kim’s shivering body as Roman stepped back and felt the muscles in his biceps release.
“What happened? Did she have other symptoms?” Dom asked as she put on a fresh pair of gloves and examined Kim.
“She didn’t really say. She looked tired. She didn’t eat much.”
“Did she take anything else? Medications?”
“I don’t think so…” Roman felt suddenly useless.
“Damn it. She’s 105. Lilly!”
“I’m here.”
“What’s going on, Dom?” Roman asked.
“Something’s ripping through town. I don’t know what but it’s causing some of the highest fevers I’ve seen. It’s a virus.”
“Should I call Eve?”
“Yes. I should have called her already, but…” Dom shook her head, still bowed over Kim.
“I got it. She should know what’s going on,” he said.
“Wash your hands and watch your step, Marek,” Dom stood up and pointed at him with a digital thermometer. “I’m serious. Do not get this.”
“You too then. Is it fatal?”
He looked over at another woman splayed out on a bed in the room. She looked ghastly gray and unresponsive but breathing, wheezing through machines.
“I don’t know yet,” Dom replied. She turned to Lilly and said, “Get her some acetaminophen. One thousand milligrams. Right now. Please.”
“Yup!” Lilly squeaked and spun to the supply cabinet in the corner as Roman let himself out of the room and entered back into the hall where his eye level was at the top of the doors. This was a small building, not built for people like him. All the eyes and the silence came back as he walked back out into the waiting room. A woman hmpfed at him and another man refused to move out of the way of the door so Roman had to squeeze around a walker. He exited out into the parking lot like he was escaping prison, taking a large breath of fresh air. His phone was on his ear in seconds.
“Hi.”
“Eve.”
“Roman.”
“Where are you?”
“Just wrapping up over here, I think,” she replied.
“You should stop by the clinic.”
“What’s going on over there?”
“They’re overrun.”
“What? What do you mean?”
“Dom says there’s something ripping through town. I don’t know. I was at Kim Turnbull’s for a late lunch and she just collapsed. I carried her here and the place was completely packed.”
“Okay. I’m on my way…” she said and then quickly asked, “Are you okay?”
“I’m okay. Are you?”
“Yes. Just trying to understand what’s going on… New guy started today.”
“How was that?”
“He’s smart. A little annoying. But seems nice enough.”
“I’ll be the judge of that…”
“Behave yourself,” she chided.
He chuckled. “Always.”
She said, “I’ll be there soon.”
He said, “Looking forward to it.”





Sheriff Eve Wicker
Roman was right. The clinic was so packed that a few people were standing outside. She noted Roman’s truck parked on the side of the road, so she pulled in the Tahoe behind him.
“It’s not usually like this?” Shepherd asked.
“We’ve got an aging population. So the clinic is usually busy, but no. Not like this.”
Shepherd had found zip at the neighbors down by Daniel Hawthorne’s house, just like Eve. Nobody had seen anything. Whoever was doing this was good at moving through the shadows, good at being unnoticed. If it was that young man that Daniel had detailed, Eve felt like somebody may have noticed him. Teenagers stuck out in this town. But maybe he was really good at sneaking around.
Roman was there when Eve got out of the car. He pulled her into an embrace and pressed his lips to her forehead. She let herself sink into that for a moment, forgetting about the break-ins and the people waiting outside, focusing instead on the smell of bonfire and patchouli coming off of him.
“Hi.” He gathered her face into a full kiss and Eve couldn’t help but smile.
“Am I interrupting?” Shepherd leaned on the Tahoe.
“Yes,” Roman replied.
Eve pulled away and said, “Roman, this is Shepherd Capote. Our new recruit.”
“Officer. Thanks,” Shepherd said. He shook Roman’s hand and met him with a fierceness that made Romans’ eyebrows spring up.
“Roman Marek.”
“I’ve heard of you.”
“You from the area?”
“Aspen. Well, from a small community right outside it. I’m Southern Ute. My mom never wanted me to leave. I got away with Aspen because she thought it was fancy…”
“And? How does she feel about Chesapeake Valley?” Eve asked.
Shepherd’s grin wavered as he said, “I don’t know.”
Roman said, “Well, you’re welcome here.”
“Thanks. I appreciate that.”
They both smiled at each other, and then Roman turned his dark eyes to Eve. She couldn’t read if his look was approval or disgruntlement. She couldn’t forget how he acted around Reg Henson and how his jealousy could get out of control. Right now, his face was placid, but his eyes were sparkling with curiosity.
“What happened?” Eve asked.
“Kim is not looking so good. She was pretty much delirious. You guys got some PPE?”
“Yes, sir!” Shepherd said excitedly.
“Good. I think you’re gonna need it.”
Eve left Pearl with Roman and approached the clinic with Shepherd behind her. They put on their masks and gloves and politely made their way past the waiting patrons. Lilly wasn’t at the counter like she usually was. There were no signs of Lilly or Dom, but there were sounds of activity at the back: machines beeping, somebody coughing, and Dom yelling about something.
“Sheriff!” an old woman exclaimed. “Thank the stars you’re here!”
Eve nodded and barreled down the hallway. Dom burst out of one of the doors, almost knocking Eve over.
“Ah! Wicker!” Dom backed up and brushed herself off. “What are you doing here?”
“Roman said you might need some help here.”
“Unless you’ve got a hospital bed in your back pocket, I don’t know what you’re going to do aside from get in the way,” she snapped.
“What’s going on?” Eve tried to calm her.
“It’s a virus. At first I thought it was something respiratory, but there’s no fluid in the lungs or inflammation in the throat. Some coughing but that could be swollen lymph nodes. It’s very strange. It almost seems like a flavivirus. The fevers are out of control. I haven’t seen fevers this bad in years.”
“A flavi-what?”
“It’s usually spread by mosquitoes. Like West Nile.”
“We don’t have West Nile here…” Shepherd scoffed.
“Um, who are you?” Dom cocked an eyebrow.
“This is Shepherd Capote,” Eve introduced him. “He’s our new officer.”
“He’s your new officer and he’s uneducated. Of course we have West Nile here. People die from it every year in Colorado.”
They all went quiet for a moment.
Somebody yelled out from the waiting room, “Doctor! Please! How much longer?”
Dom shook her head. “I’ve got to get moving here. Respectfully, get the fuck out.”
She disappeared into the next room before Eve or Shepherd could stop her. Eve glared at Shepherd over her mask.
“Is putting your foot in your mouth a usual thing?” she mused.
“No… Sorry. Just learning. I can help here.”
“You’re a doctor too?”
“My grandfather was. I know some practices.”
“I wouldn’t get in Dom’s way.”
“I’ll just check out some of the people in the waiting room… make sure they’re okay.”
“Okay, just be delicate. These people don’t know you.”
“Not yet!”
He bounded away and flashed a white smile at the person who had yelled down the hall. He crouched in front of them and started appraising their vitals. He did seem like he knew what he was doing, or he was good at pretending. It would help Dom triage.
Lilly came out of the door that Dom had come out of and nearly jumped out of her skin when she saw Eve standing there.
“Lilly!”
“Sheriff Wicker. Good to see you…” she said.
“You too. Things seem to be getting out of hand here. Anything I can do to help?”
“We called some extra emergency services. They’re on their way, I think.”
“Who is it?”
“Paramedics from Palmer Lake, I believe.”
“Not Reg Henson?”
“Doctor Blanchard would not have liked that.”
“Yeah. You’re probably right about that.”
“He’s a bit far as well.”
“He is,” Eve agreed.
“What about supplies?”
“We are running low on PPE. We’re on our last box of masks.”
“I’ve got some at the station. I’ll run some down.”
Lilly brightened. “That would be great!”
“You doing okay?”
Eve appraised her dark eyes and skin. Her braided hair was pulled into a low ponytail and she ran a hand along it.
“Trying.”
“Lilly!” Dom screamed from behind the door.
“I gotta go!”
“Duty calls…” Eve smiled and Lilly gave one back, though it was half-hearted. She looked nervous. She looked more nervous than Dom, which made sense, but it really made Eve think the situation here was worse than she thought. If the clinic went down and the people had no healthcare, Chesapeake Valley could quickly spiral out of control.
When Eve turned around, Shepherd was gone. She didn’t see how many people he had gotten to but the waiting room did seem calmer than when they had come in. She certainly didn’t want to still be standing there when Dom came back out. She could be pretty scary when she was stressed, and it made Eve admire Lilly’s professional demeanor even more. Eve tried to go out through the vestibule. She was pulled into a conversation by an old man that she skirted out of with friendliness and reassurances. The sun hit her face, and she scanned the parking lot. She found Shepherd and Roman standing by Roman’s truck. They were laughing and chatting. Pearl was laying at Roman’s feet, practically in the ditch, but she looked completely relaxed. Her head raised at the smell of Eve hitting the wind.
“Well…” Eve approached. “Not sure much else we can do here for now. Dom pretty much kicked me out.”
“She’s kinda scary,” Shepherd nodded.
“She’s really good at her job,” Eve said. “Not a lot of nonsense with her.”
Roman said, “After a couple of drinks, she’s more nonsense.”
“Which never happens nowadays. She’s too busy.”
“We’ll get her at this year’s Harvest Moon.”
“Seems like you guys are getting along…” Eve noted how close they were standing.
“We were just talking about hunting…” Roman grinned. “Shepherd here says he’s a master trapper.”
“I am,” Shepherd said. “No rabbit stands a chance within a mile of me.”
“Okay…” Eve glanced back at the clinic. “What about the patients inside?”
“I looked them over. A lot of fevers. There’s not much I can do without supplies and equipment.”
“What would you need?”
“Moringa.”
“What now?”
“It’s a tropical plant. But it works as a temporary relief. My mom swears by it.”
“And where would we get that from?”
“Down here? I don’t know. In Aspen, we had like six health food stores that sold it.”
“Rich people love their organic lemons…” Roman chuckled.
“Okay. Well, look into getting it if you need it. Dom needs help. They have some extra paramedics coming in from Palmer Lake, but she and Lilly can’t handle this alone.”
“What is it?” Roman asked.
“Dom said it’s some kind of virus.”
“Like West Nile…” Shepherd added.
“West Nile? Like from mosquitoes?” Roman questioned.
Neither Eve nor Shepherd said anything. No one really knew how to make heads or tails of what was going on. It wasn’t uncommon for bad flus or colds to rip through small towns, but this seemed stronger than that. It was taking out Chesapeake Valley citizens, seemingly one by one. Their seniors were vulnerable. Those who were immuno-compromised needed to stay away from whatever was going on at the clinic. Eve had to hope that they were wearing enough PPE to keep themselves protected as well. She hadn’t been sick in five years, and she wasn’t planning on it affecting her anytime soon. Refuse sickness. Forge ahead. Help where she could. Investigate. That was all she could ask for right now.





Sheriff Eve Wicker
Eve fell asleep with her headphones in. The book she was listening to had taken a turn into spicy romance and had kept her up later than she was intending. After all of the paperwork at the office, she woke up feeling unrested and frustrated. Plus, her phone was ringing. It buzzed against her nightstand.
Out the window, she could see that it was still dark outside, and when she managed to pick up her phone, it was just shy of 5:00 am.
“Sheriff Wicker,” she answered.
“Sheriff…” Sharon’s voice said. “Sorry for calling you so early. But we got another one…”
“Another break-in?”
“Yup. Guess who?”
“Don’t make me.”
“Lewis Redding.”
“Ugh…”
“I’m sure he’ll be lovely at this time of day.”
“I’m sure he will…” Eve muttered. “I’m on my way.”
She stripped her shorts and tank top off and threw on her uniform. She didn’t rush, but she certainly didn’t take her time either. But she always liked to make sure that her uniform was clean-looking and that the buttons were straight. She didn’t need to give people any more reason to question her authority. Over the last year, she had come into more confidence in this position, but she was still new to it. She was always learning. And sometimes people viewed learning as a weakness.
Pearl leapt down from the bed when Eve put on her boots. She affixed the border collie with her harness, and they slipped out of the house without waking Grace. Eve’s father, Francis, was likely already at the bakery. He was usually there in the early hours of the morning, earlier than this, preparing for the day. Notoriously unpleasant Lewis Redding would not be on her list of favorite ways to wake up at the crack of dawn. But the view of the sun rising up over the eastern farmland and distant horizon beyond the town, indicative of a much bigger world out there that Eve barely knew, made things a little easier. Pearl hopped into the backseat and the sky seemed to explode with color as they drove south and towards the scene. Lewis was actually only a few blocks away, so Eve took the footpaths between the streets to get there. On the north side, some of the paths were actually paved now. The city was growing before her eyes, and Eve was happy to be a part of it, but a small part of it did make her nervous. That this could quickly, or maybe already had, become more than she could handle.
Painted in the orange sunrise, Eve saw the shiny new squad car emerge on 9th Street. It read “Sheriff” in bold blue letters across the doors and then there was a banded blue “Chesapeake Valley” under that. It was new to them and Eve loved it, but it was a bit old school and had been donated by Colorado Springs. A Ford Crown Vic. Shepherd was standing on the other side of the car with his head down, looking at his phone. Two coffees sat on the hood of the car and a white box that Eve immediately went for.
“Good morning!” she opened it and saw an array of madeleines. They were small golden cakes, shaped like seashells. “Dad hasn’t made these ones for a while”
“Dad? What?”
“My dad.”
“What do you mean?”
“My dad owns the bakery. He opened it up for you or what?”
“He did. I peered in through the door like a creep. I could see there was a light on.”
“Just using your uniform for advantages, eh?”
“I’m not gonna lie… It was part of the reason why I wanted to come here.”
“What?!” Eve laughed.
“Really. I visited here last summer with my cousin. We did a couple hikes. We came here on our way out, and I had a strawberry tart that changed my life.”
“One of my favorites as well…” Eve couldn’t help but agree. She grinned at him.
“I mean I knew it was Wicker’s Bakery. I didn’t put together that it was your dad though. He’s some kind of wizard. Tell him thank you for the music.”
Eve chuckled as she bit down on a madeleine. It was still warm with a crispy shell and a soft spongy interior. Vanilla and a strong burst of lemon hit her tongue and she couldn’t help but give the air a small fist pump in excitement of the taste.
“HEY!” a voice boomed out over the quiet morning. “Are you guys coming in or what?!”
Lewis Redding came down the steps of his home in a house robe and socks. Eve turned, tucking the other half of the madeleine back in the box.
“Mr. Redding,” Eve greeted. “Good morning. How you doing?”
“Terrible. Thank you.”
Eve gave him a stiff nod and shot Shepherd a glance. He had quickly stuffed in a madeleine as well, scarfing it down before crossing the sidewalk and approaching Lewis Redding at the edge of his front yard.
The house was remodeled and like something out of a magazine. Lewis had said that his late wife Carly had owned several properties, and the fact that she had some money showed in the crisp black window frames and peaking, storybook white front with a dark gray brick at its rear.
“Mr. Redding, this is Deputy Capote. He’s new to our squad,” Eve introduced him.
“I really don’t care to meet new people,” he said.
“I get it,” Shepherd replied.
They both stared at each other. Lewis’ eyebrows were poking out in all directions and his face was flushed red. Eve didn’t need him more aggravated than he already was.
“What happened, Lewis?” she asked. “You called, right?”
“I did! Spoke to your deputy. You got here pretty quick, but I guess you just rolled out of bed.”
“Didn’t you too?”
“No. I wasn’t sleeping. I don’t sleep very often. I mean I was sleeping for a bit. And then I got up to use the restroom and then I wasn’t going back down anytime soon so I pulled up my game on my tablet. At first, I thought I was crazy. My hearing isn’t as good as it once was, you know? I wasn’t really sure what I was hearing.”
“What do you mean?”
“Just somebody moving around downstairs. With a broom or something!”
“A broom? What are you talking about, Lewis?”
“I heard somebody, I swear. So I get up. I go downstairs. There’s no one there. I looked through the whole house. I had my bat. I would have laid anyone out flat if I’d-a seen them. I didn’t find much of anything except for this.” Lewis pulled something out of his house robe. A gold ring caught the rays of dawn and reflected back on to Shepherd’s brown eyes as he watched intently. “And… the patio door lock is busted! Somebody broke it. They broke in and left this.”
He placed the ring into Eve’s palm and they all stared down at it like it was a Ouija board and they were calling a ghost.
“Where did you find it?”
“On the bathroom sink.”
It was a plain yellow gold band. It looked like a man’s wedding ring. Eve pulled out an evidence bag and delicately placed it inside before passing it to Shepherd.
“Hold onto that,” she said.
She wanted to put some trust in him. She wanted to see what he could do with responsibility. So far he had proved himself semi-useful and competent, thoughtful, albeit a bit arrogant and annoying. Though it was just a small thing, it was a chance for him to show himself and he beamed at Eve when she passed him the bag as if he knew that. Lewis’ face, on the other hand, looked very disgruntled with Eve’s choice. He opened his mouth to say something, but Eve asked, “Can we take a look? Could Pearl come inside?”
“Of course. It’s necessary. Take a look. Don’t be shy. I may have missed something. I’m old now.”
“You’re sure that this isn’t one of your rings, Mr. Redding?” Eve asked as they walked up the concrete path and then around to the side of the house where they went through a solid wood gate.
“I’m sure,” he said. “I got rid of all the jewelry after Carly died.”
“I’m sorry…”
“I know! It’s fine.”
“You still talking to the kids?”
“Nah… They don’t want anything to do with me.”
Lewis had not been an eligible parent for the Redding Foster Home kids from the fire last year. Tom and Easton Lacy, and Charlie Sowerby, were up in Denver the last Eve had checked. Burt Sowerby was unfortunately still in town. Even though it was sad to hear Lewis say it, Eve was thankful they hadn’t been placed with him and that he hadn’t fought too hard for it. She remembered those stories that Lydia Weisserman had told her about Lewis’ abuse of Carly on the front steps. He was not a gentle man.
“See?” he pointed to the open back door. Though the backyard was in a state of spring with mostly dead plants, there were several gardens and decorations of what would be a beautiful yard when summer came. A bird bath and several stone statues dotted the yard, and a laminate shed was standing in the corner of the yard, covered in English ivy. The back door bounced against the jamb in the wind.
Shepherd took the lead, grabbing the door and pulling it wide open so they were looking at a black-and-white checkerboard tile floor snaking down a hallway. Off to the right, a mudroom with only two jackets hanging from dozens of hooks lit up when the door opened. Eve stepped inside and whistled over her shoulder for Pearl, who came barreling in, almost taking Shepherd out when she couldn’t get her footing on the smooth, clean tile. She veered off to the back room that looked like an office, maybe Carly’s, that hadn’t been touched in months. It had a gorgeous view of the backyard, and the walls were framed with books and paintings of flowery landscapes. The kitchen had been renovated with stainless steel appliances, blue-gray cabinets and granite countertops. They were very clean, but Eve suspected that Lewis was quite clean. It was hard to say whether or not somebody had been here like they had at Kelley Howl’s. Not that that was confirmed either. Nothing had been confirmed so far. They were flying on hunches and suspicions. This ring was the first solid thing, and she still wasn’t confident that Lewis hadn’t just confused it with one of his own.
Shepherd bounded up the stairs two at a time to take the second level. Pearl was scanning the living room, so Eve took the downstairs bathroom. She had to assume a place like this had several bathrooms. Which sink Lewis found the ring on she couldn’t be sure. She used the flashlight to scan the bathroom and looked behind the stainless-steel trash can, but nothing popped out at her. She met Shepherd upstairs. He was looking in the master closet, surveying a pile of Carly’s clothes.
“This guy lives alone, right?” he asked, pointing his flashlight at the dresses.
“Those were Carly’s. His wife’s.”
“She died?”
“Last year. In a fire.”
“Oh… Oh. I’m sorry.”
“Lewis has been through a lot…”
“Yeah. We all have,” Shepherd muttered and lowered his flashlight. “I didn’t find much. Did you?”
“Not much of anything.”
“This is starting to feel like some kind of prank.”
Eve threw up her hands. “Exactly! Yes. This feels like a joke. It feels like somebody is toying with us.”
“Who would be doing that?”
“I’ve got so many enemies. More than I can count.”
“That Stern guy?”
“I…” Eve thought. She looked out the window to the foothills, the light panning and growing over the rocks minute by minute. “I don’t think so.”
“Was it him that killed Tommy Little?”
Eve shook her head.
“What?”
“Stop,” Eve said.
“You need to tell me.”
“Not here. Not now,” Eve snapped.
“I’m not going to be able to do my job.”
“I’m not going to be able to do my job.” Eve stayed firm. “We’ll talk about it at the station. Not here in Lewis Redding’s closet, Capote. I’ll unpack it with you.”
“You better.”
“Okay. Seriously. Watch it.”
“Sorry.”
“I’m just as frustrated with this as you are.” She gestured to the house as she stomped out of the closet. She was. She wanted to kick something as she bounded down the stairs. Nothing but dead ends. But just as her hope dwindled and dived, Pearl barked from the main level. Not just an “I see you” bark but an “I found something” type of yap. Eve swung herself down and around the banister and called for the border collie. Pearl barked again and Eve found her in the downstairs bathroom where she had already looked. Her heart sank, preparing herself for the fact that this was yet another dead end. She opened the door all the way and Pearl was crouched on the bathroom mat. Her snout faced the floor next to the toilet.
“What is it, girl?” Eve whispered.
Pearl sniffed dramatically.
Eve stepped closer and noticed her snout pointed at a black dot of liquid on the bathroom tile. It looked like a pile of ink. Eve quickly went to the trash can and opened it: a box of hair dye. Men’s “Real Black” hair dye. Lewis usually wore a hat, and when he didn’t, there wasn’t even enough hair left to dye. He certainly wouldn’t be needing this anytime soon, and he did live alone, as far as Eve knew, so who would have been dyeing their hair in his bathroom? Eve packed the box into an evidence bag and met Shepherd and Lewis on the back steps, Pearl bounding proudly behind her.
“What’s that?” Lewis jabbed at the bag.
“Box of hair dye from your bathroom garbage. That yours?”
“Of course not!” He ran a hand over the scant tufts of hair on the top of his head. “What’s that doing in there?”
“I was hoping you’d have that answer.”
“I’ve never dyed my hair in my life! Never!” His voice carried through the morning. Eve was sure he was waking everyone within a block radius. “What use would I have for something like that?”
“What time did you get up to go to the bathroom?”
“I went to the upstairs bathroom. Where did you find that? I know it wasn’t upstairs.”
“How do you know that?”
“Cause! I do. I know it for certain. It’s just a basket. I see exactly what I throw in it, and I’ve never seen that before.”
“I found it downstairs,” Eve said. “Do you remember what time you got up to use the bathroom last night?”
“When I pulled up my tablet, it was around 3.”
“And when did you start hearing noises?” Shepherd asked.
“Well, that’s hard to say. I’m hearing noises right now, aren’t I?” he snapped.
Shepherd sheepishly diverted back to Eve, stepping back.
“It was probably an hour later that I got up to check if somebody was there.”
“An hour?” Eve questioned. “What took you so long?”
He faltered. “I needed fifty gems to get to this stupid level I’ve been stuck on.”
“So somebody was potentially moving around downstairs for an hour?” Shepherd clarified.
“No. No. I doubt it was that long,” Lewis scoffed.
Shepherd shook his head and cleared off the back steps. He crossed the yard in only a few steps, getting himself some air and space.
Eve moved so she and Lewis were parallel to the door, standing with her nose to his chest. He was a tall, large man. Without Shepherd’s backup, he could easily take her to the ground on raw strength. Eve didn’t know exactly why that came to mind; it was very unlikely Lewis Redding would hurt her. Maybe it was the memories of Burt Sowerby and that night alone in the station.
“So you think it was about 4 a.m. that you found the broken lock?” Eve asked.
“About that.”
“And then you called us right away?”
“Well, I checked around again. Didn’t see any signs of anybody.”
“Any cars on the street? Neighbors?”
“Not that I can remember.”
“Alright. Well, if anything else comes to mind, you know where to find us.”
“Oh yeah. I sure do!”
Eve trailed away and turned the corner of the luxurious house. No cracks lined the side of it, just clean gray brick that transitioned perfectly back into stucco white. Shepherd waited at the corner with his hands in his pockets. He was analyzing and scrutinizing the street. Eve walked right past him and called, “Come on, Pearl! Come on, Shepherd!”
He didn’t seem to think it was very funny, but he complied anyway.
When she reached the Tahoe, her phone was buzzing in her pocket. A part of her wished it was Roman wishing her a good morning. He did that sometimes at random intervals. Another part of her wished it was Jamison advising her that they caught Ken Turnbull and he was in custody. And then somewhere a part of her wished it was Stern. Even if it was a taunt or a neg, she needed to know that he was still out there and that he was, indeed, the reason for all of her strife with that cabin this winter. All the signs pointed to ‘yes’: that Ken had been working for Stern and using that cabin as a base for smuggling. But to hear him admit how deep his claws were dug into this town would be gratifying and appease her paranoia and obsession. But alas, it was none of the people she really wished. It was Sharon.
She said, “Still at Mr. Redding’s?”
“Just wrapping up,” Eve replied.
“Good. There’s somebody here to see you.”
“Who?”
“FBI.”
Eve plopped down into the driver’s seat. The door slammed. She froze. Maybe she had been too presumptuous. Maybe this did have something to do with Elijah Stern or Ken Turnbull. When it came down to it, it all had to do with Stern. Even these frustrating break-ins could be tied back to the expert trafficker somehow. Eve was sure she could make a connection because that was how intertwined he was in her life and her thoughts. He had solidified that when he had kidnapped her and her mother all those years ago. Everything came back to Stern. He laced every decision that Eve made, including speeding back towards the station.





Sheriff Eve Wicker
Another new car was in the parking lot of the station. Eve pulled in next to it, and Shepherd pulled in next to her. The car was a dark gray Mercedes, pristine and shining in the spring day. The parking lot was getting way too full with all of these visitors and new staff. It started Eve wondering if they had enough funding to expand into the trees on the east side.
Eve got out of the Tahoe and Shepherd was waiting for her at the trunk with the open bakery box.
“Finish your pastry,” he said.
Eve grabbed her half-eaten cake from earlier and popped the rest into her mouth. She said, “I knew I hired you for a reason.”
Shepherd laughed and clapped her shoulder. “Now I know the way to your heart.”
“They say to never tell anyone your weaknesses,” Eve tried to say with her mouth full. He gave her a confused look, and she waved him off, swallowed, and said, “Good job today. You’re a quick learner.”
“I’ll just get better. I promise.”
“I believe that.”
They shared a smile, and Shepherd pointed to the Mercedes. “Yours?”
“I would guess… that guy’s…” Eve gestured to a man standing at Sharon’s desk. He had a black beard and slicked back hair. His nose was strong and crooked, and his eyebrows were angled and thin, hovering over top of designer sunglasses.
“You know him?” Shepherd asked as they walked up.
“Don’t think so.”
“There they are,” Sharon’s voice filtered out as they opened the door. “Sheriff! Officer Capote.”
“Hi. Good morning,” Eve nodded at Sharon and the stranger.
“Sheriff Wicker,” the man took his glasses off. He reached out a hand. “I’m Agent Beech with FBI Denver.”
“Oh? I’m sorry I wasn’t expecting you.”
She shook his hand. He flashed her his badge from his pocket and said, “Well, we’ve been planning this visit for a while.”
“We?”
“Our task force. We’ve been tasked to investigate the ongoing criminal activity in Chesapeake Valley under your jurisdiction, Sheriff Wicker,” he explained.
“I beg your pardon? Nobody told me.”
“Wasn’t Jack Jamison just here a few weeks back?”
“He isn’t FBI.”
“Indeed. They called us.”
“You can’t be serious…” Eve scoffed. “For what exactly? You’re investigating us?”
“No. No. I’m sorry, Sheriff Wicker. That’s not what I mean. I’m not here to step on any toes. I’m here to help…” he said, softening his harsh expressions into some kind of a smile. “We want to know what’s going on over here. This rush of criminal activity needs to be explained.”
“Agent Castro is already working on it.”
“Of course…” he muttered. “But Castro doesn’t work out of Denver, does he?”
Eve looked him over. “No.”
“Are you really in the position to turn away an extra set of hands? I know about it all, Sheriff. Travis Wate, hunting down the cowboy in the mountains. The shotgun in the barn. The foster home fire. The Redding kids being dragged through that abandoned mine shaft and almost drowning in a flash flood if it wasn’t for you. The Hawthornes. Emily Silva killing that girl in cold blood to get revenge for what?”
“For her father. It was a complex case,” Eve said.
“I know. Again. I know all about it. I read all the files. And just a few months back, with what you uncovered in that cabin.”
“What about it?”
“We clearly need somebody on the ground here for a little while…”
“I’d say we handled it pretty well so far…” Eve nodded at Sharon who gave her a grin.
“Considering your circumstances, you have. I don’t disagree there. I’ll stay out of your hair. I was just hoping I could use your station on occasion for a bit of research.”
“I guess so. If you have your own computer, we don’t have any extras.”
“I do,” he replied, seemingly holding back a laugh. “No problem there. What have you been up to this morning?”
Eve took a breath and shrugged her coat off her shoulders. She placed it on the hook and when she turned back around, Shepherd was pushing the bakery box across Sharon’s desk. She snatched it and dove in to find the madeleines inside.
“We’re investigating a series of break-ins,” Shepherd said after a moment. “It’s pretty strange. Broken locks. Clearly tampered with and messed up the doors. But practically nothing inside. Nothing missing. Not a lot of evidence so far.”
“Any leads?” Beech asked.
Shepherd looked at Eve, who said nothing. She wasn’t sure who Beech thought he was, sauntering in like this. FBI agents had always been presumptuous in her experience, but this was a whole different level. She would be touching base with Jamison to get his opinion on this guy. But he was right about the fact that they weren’t in the position to turn down an extra set of professional hands, especially with the state of the clinic as well. They needed all the help they could get.
“A young man who showed up at an open house. We just have a description from the realtor but not much else.”
“Well, why don’t you give me a tour of the town and we can take a look for him?” Beech suggested.
“Uh…” Eve glanced at Sharon, who was two madeleines deep.
“Can you grab me a coffee?” she asked.
“Fine,” Eve agreed. “Pearl—”
The border collie hopped forward, her eyes flashing between Eve and Beech.
“You stay here, girl,” Eve directed.
“She doesn’t go everywhere with you?” Beech grinned.
“I would take her if I could. But she needs breaks too.”
“We all do,” Shepherd said. “You could take one too, Sheriff. I could come with you guys.”
“Three’s a crowd. You can man the desk with Deputy Garcia, can’t you?” Beech put his sunglasses back on. Very bold. Very confident. Eve wasn’t sure if she hated him or was totally enamored by him.
“Don’t worry,” Eve mustered. “You guys hang back. Beech can get the grand tour and then decide if he really does want to hang around.”
“I want to hang around,” he went for the door. “This place is way nicer than Denver. You guys don’t seem to realize how good you have it.”
“We realize,” Sharon replied. “We love it here.”
“All of you?” he glanced around, landing on Eve.
“Yes,” Eve nodded. “I love it.”
“Despite the fact that this place is a magnet for homicide?”
“It’s not boring.”
“That it is not…”
Beech held the door open for her, and Eve waved as they went out. Shepherd’s face was stoic and still, but she detected a flicker of disgruntlement in his eyes, like he’d been replaced on his second day. There wasn’t any room here for Beech’s or Shepherd’s pride. But Eve was familiar enough with men’s egos to know how to work around and with them. But as the eyes of those inside the station watched Eve and Beech pile back into the Tahoe, she doubted if it was ego and pride and instead wondered if it was concern and fear.





Lilly Agbani
Lilly was not a nurse. She was a receptionist. Dom was asking her for things that she couldn’t even understand and then got frustrated with her not getting it right away. She was pretty sure that Dom meant no harm by it, but it did still hurt. In some ways, Lilly thought that she deserved to be yelled at. She didn’t know what dyspnea was or idiopathic. She also still didn’t know all the names of the medicines and supplies, but that she could control, so when she had the time and wasn’t caught up reading pop articles, she did stare into the cabinet that Dom kept on hand to try to memorize or at least be able to keep track of what was inside. So when Dom asked her to administer an IV into Kim Turnbull, Lilly knew the basics. She got the banana bag and affixed it to the pole.
Dom, tending to Mrs. Schubert across the room, said, “You need to open it.”
“How do I do that?” Lilly asked.
“Open the bag.”
Lilly turned the bag and fiddled with the tubes. “Okay. I think it’s open.”
“Get those IV lines out there. Yes. In that little set there. And then close the roller clamp on the tube. Great. Make sure it’s open. Is it open?”
“Yes,” Lilly said.
Dom bowed over top of the woman and clicked her teeth. Her peripherals must have been very strong. She said, “And now take that cover off…”
“Which?”
“The IV line. Do you see the white spike? Yes. That. Take that cover off.”
Lilly complied. “And now stick that into the tab that you opened on the bag. Really stick it in. Don’t hold back, Lilly. But… don’t hurt yourself.”
Dom straightened up, checked Mrs. Schubert’s machines one more time and then walked over to Lilly piercing the white spike into the bag.
“Okay now close that roller clamp,” Dom directed, pointing to the little blue clip on the IV line. “Yes. Exactly. And now flip it back over.”
Lilly did so, but it was slow and cautious. She had watched Dom do this a few times, and she definitely didn’t take this long. Somedays, she was sure that she missed Emily Silva. She had been a great help to them when they needed it. They needed to hire another nurse or homecare worker to help them out. Lilly wasn’t going to get good enough at this fast enough.
“Squeeze that chamber…” Dom pointed to a plastic cylinder under the tab. “Yup. Just squeeze it. Good. You’re going to fill it with fluid. About halfway full is good. Yup. Just let her drip in like that. Great job, Lilly.”
Lilly smiled. “Thank you, Doctor Blachard.”
“I got an ambulance coming to take some of these guys over to Palmer Lake. We need to clear up some room for beds. I need more room… I need… God. I think I need to talk to the sheriff. Probably shouldn’t have kicked her out so quickly. But whatever. She was in the way. The ambulance can take Kim here and that young man in the next room. The ones who lost consciousness. Can you go check on him? See if we can get some info out of him?”
“Okay…” Lilly agreed, but, for some reason, that immediately put a pit in her stomach. She crossed the hallway and landed in the other room where Boris Tofino and the mysterious young man were. Mr. Tofino was completely unconscious while the young man was sitting up, staring right at her when she entered the room.
“Oh!” she caught herself. “You’re awake.”
“Yeah,” he coughed. “What the fuck happened?”
Lilly cleared her throat as well, like she was trying to clear away his harsh language.
“You made it here. To the clinic. The Chesapeake Valley clinic. Doctor Dominique Blanchard’s practice. That’s where you are.”
“Oh… Dominique what?”
“Blanchard.”
“Sounds so fancy…” he laughed. “What’s your name?”
“I’m Lilly. And you?”
“Matt.”
“Do you have a last name to go with that?”
“Peak.”
“Matthew Peak?” she clarified. Alarms went off in her head almost instantly: why did she know that name?
“Matt. Not Matthew. Only my grandma got to call me Matthew and she’s dead now,” he grumbled and laid back down on his pillow with his hands behind his back. His brown hair was pushed back with grease and sticking out by his ears. Lilly took a step closer to his bed. He had hazel-green eyes that were flashing all over the room, unable to rest easy until they landed on her. He turned over with a cheesy grin and asked, “Am I gonna live?”
“You seem pretty okay to me now.”
“I’m feeling a lot better. Just… my head. And I feel hot as hell.”
“Well, it sounds like you might still have a fever,” Lilly said.
“Are you a doctor too?”
“No. I’m a receptionist.”
He laughed. “That’s cute.”
“Well, I think it’s pretty cool actually.”
“It is pretty cool. You’re pretty cool.”
Lilly was smart enough to know that he was being very sarcastic. She crossed her arms and asked, “Do you have your insurance information that you’d like to share?”
“Insurance? God. I thought I was going to die. I literally stumbled my way over here because I thought I was dying. My head felt like it was going to fall off my neck and everything was like I was on a rollercoaster. I didn’t know where else to go. I didn’t have any other place to go.”
“It’s a good thing you came here…” Lilly nodded.
“Not if I have to pay,” he scoffed.
“We’ve got some transportation coming to bring you up to Palmer Lake. They’ll be able to treat you better over there.”
“No way! I fucking love it here!”
He tried to get out of the bed. “Mr. Peak…”
“Matt!”
“Matt, please,” Lilly squared herself in front of him. He grabbed onto her clothes, suddenly going weak, losing all stability in his knees. Lilly went down with him, holding him up as best as she could. He groaned and coughed. She held him there. His chin rested against her shoulder, and his skin felt cold and clammy under the hospital robe.
“Come on,” she said gently. “Let’s get you back into bed.”
“Okay, honey…” he groaned.
Lilly hoisted him back onto the thin bed and laid him down. He let out several breaths. His face was covered in sweat once again. Lilly leaned over him and smiled. He smiled back and said, “You’re hot.”
Heat radiated across her cheeks. Nobody had ever called her that before.
“That’s the fever talking,” she chuckled as she adjusted his sheets busily, avoiding looking at him now, even though she could feel those green eyes on her, watching every movement.
“I don’t want them to take me anywhere…” he said.
“Well, we need your bed. We really don’t have enough. I’m sorry.”
“Lots of sick people in this town…” he noted.
“More than usual. Do you have an ID or anything? Are you from around here?”
“What do you need an ID for? I told you my name.”
“Well, is there anyone we should contact for you or…?”
“No. Nobody.”
“Your family?”
“I said ‘no’,” he snapped.
Lilly nodded and stepped back from the bed. She said, “I’ll let you rest some more.”
“Sorry. Lilly. Sorry.”
“It’s okay.”
He turned his head, his hair scraping against the pillow and looked at her, seemingly deciphering her, staring right in her face. She smiled nervously. She had no idea what else to do, but then he turned back and stared at the ceiling, a drop of sweat running down his forehead and disappearing into his hairline.
Lilly didn’t even give Mr. Tofino a once-over before escaping from the room. She had intended to check on both of them, but Matt had struck her in a way she hadn’t expected. When she got out of the room, she was breathing heavily and it felt like her head was spinning. She tried to decipher why she was feeling this way and also why he had been so cute. But most importantly, spinning at the forefront, was the thought that she had heard his name before. No. She had read his name before.
Lilly glided down the hall and slipped behind her desk, trying to not be seen, but all the waiting eyes in the lobby turned to her. Nobody said anything but she could hear several disgruntled murmurs and whispers of conversation. She shook her mouse to bring her computer out of its sleep and logged in. When she opened Google Chrome, it prompted her to restore her last session and she did. Twelve tabs opened up. Lilly was a sucker for online gossip and she liked to keep up to date with things on TikTok and the internet. She liked reading those fluffy Buzzfeed articles and taking those quizzes to determine what character from The Office she was. She often got Oscar. On one really slow day, she had gotten Kelly, and that had been pretty exciting.
The article she was looking for was open on the eighth tab. She scrolled down as quickly as she could. Her office chair was sinking by the second and she knew that she only had minutes before someone from the rows of chairs would get up and start berating her about what was going on in the back.
She found it:
Burglar Escapes - Local Police Seek Help in B&E
On April 21st, Laura Silvestri called the Woodmoor Police Department after coming home to an active intruder. She claims a young man had stolen her son’s Xbox and had taken jewelry from her bedroom and then escaped through her back door. Silvestri says, “One of the necklaces he took is my mother’s and it was very special to me.” She’s offering a cash reward for any information about its whereabouts. The Woodmoor Police have provided the identifying information of the burglar below:
Pulled from Silvestri’s “Ring” camera, the police were able to identify the young man above as 20-year-old Matthew Peak. They are seeking any information about his whereabouts and are asking the public to contact 549-555-3369. This subject is considered dangerous and the police advise the public not to approach him.
Lilly tried to read it through another time.
A woman came up to the desk, “My head… Please. I need to see the doctor.”
“I’m sorry… We’re hoping to have some more beds for you soon.”
Lilly managed to keep it together. She had to call the sheriff. But with the number of patients and barely any improvement, she didn’t have time to think about Matthew Peak but she couldn’t stop thinking about him. It was not boding well for the clinic. They needed extra help. Holly was out of town. She was another nurse who helped them on the weekends usually, because she worked at her husband’s window company during the week. A criminal was taking up one of their very precious beds. A dangerous criminal. A criminal with gorgeous eyes and a sharp jawline. Lilly clutched at her braids and the woman asked, “How long will it be?”
Sirens whooped outside and an ambulance pulled into the parking lot.
“Not long,” Lilly gestured to it.
Three paramedics piled out, organizing a stretcher out of the back.
“Thank you,” the woman croaked and teetered back to her seat. She leaned over to whisper to her husband as Lilly scrambled toward the door to hold it open for the paramedics who were coming in. It wouldn’t be long now before they would have more room. But she couldn’t just send Matthew Peak off to another hospital, to be a threat there. She had to stop them from taking him. He, unfortunately, had to keep taking up that bed until the sheriff could get here. She couldn’t let him escape. She couldn’t be responsible for that.
She grabbed the first woman as she came in.
Her blonde hair was pulled back into a low ponytail. She had a square jaw and her nametag on her coveralls said “Carolyn”.
“Hi!” Lilly exclaimed, meeting them in the vestibule.
“Hey Lilly. You guys need some people moved?”
“We’ve got two people with raging fevers. They need extra care at the hospital in Woodmoor, I believe.”
“I thought Dom said there were at least four people? We have another van coming.”
“Oh. Well, I think three now.”
“Okay… What happened to the other patient?”
“He’s… occupied.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “He’s a criminal.”
“What?”
“I don’t really feel that we have the time or the need to explain.”
Carolyn laughed. “Alrighty, Lilly. I’ll take your word on that.”
Lilly smiled and bounded back inside to go back to helping Dom and let her know that extra hands and help were here. Maybe they would be able to get through this. Maybe the clinic would come out on the other side that much stronger. But with people of authority looking to her for guidance and the reality of the severity of this virus that was spreading so quickly as well as the looming threat of Matthew Peak, Lilly did not feel comforted. She felt terrified. She felt nervous. She felt like she was either going to throw up or faint. But she powered through. She opened the door to the hospital room and approached Doctor Blanchard with confidence because she had to keep it together for her jobs’ sake. For each patient’s sake, even Matt’s.





Sheriff Eve Wicker
Eve was still recovering from her injuries with Tommy Little. Her ribs had healed, but things didn’t feel the same as before, and she often had discomfort in her torso nowadays. She expected that it would eventually heal all the way, but in the meantime, she was wincing at every small movement. There were so many questions that were still unanswered, but pain was not one of them. Tommy Little and Ken Turnbull had both been involved with the Vine, and they had been moving product through from the mountainside and down and into her town. They must have been supplying it through to other towns from here too. Eve had discovered several crates of illegal cigarettes and two duffel bags filled with cocaine inside the mines. She tried to get out there as much as possible, mapping the tunnels and getting herself familiar with the paths that they must have been using.
She had talked to the owner of the gas station, Jonas Sarkis, who had refused to cooperate, and she had been denied a warrant to search even his business documents because all she had to go on was a hunch that Little and Turnbull had been moving product through Pineview Gas. It was a major thoroughfare, especially for the people who avoided Eve in this town. So, inevitably, she needed more evidence, which was taking time, resources and patience. The pain was just an added bonus.
She had avoided thinking about the message on the cabin wall: Wicker is dead! If it had been Ken that had painted that on there, she had to wonder how long he had been shoving down his resentment for her. Maybe he had been living with it and letting it fester. Maybe this was just the start to his revenge because Eve had allowed his sister to be kidnapped on that day in the mines. Eve had allowed his sister to die.
“You all good there, Sheriff?” Beech asked as Eve parked the Tahoe in front of a fire hydrant. “You can’t park here.”
“Right,” she replied and moved herself up along the road. Her eyes were glued ahead and she had been relying on muscle memory to get them here. If she was going to give Beech a tour, she needed to focus. He did seem legitimately interested in learning about the town and its history. He was attentive and seemed smart.
Eve put the Tahoe into park.
“This is your dad’s bakery?”
Beech unbuckled his seatbelt.
“Yes. Should get some sugar to take with you for our grand tour.”
“You should eat some real food.”
“I’ll get some of that too.”
They met around the other side of the SUV and waited for two cars to go by before crossing the road. Vintage western bronze street lamps lined the main road of Chesapeake Valley. In the summertime, they would have colorful arrays of flowers hanging from them, but in the spring, they simply stood quietly overhead. The saloon-front Wells Fargo down the street had a short line out front. The town was growing more and more. Eve didn’t know if they would be able to sustain at their current resources.
Beech opened the door for her and the bell tinkled above their heads.
“Thank you,” Eve replied.
“Do you enjoy your job, Ms. Wicker?” he asked, seemingly out of nowhere.
“I… Yes. Of course. I love my job.”
“This isn’t all for an audience?” he gestured to her.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“The heroic nobility. The bravado. The perfect blonde hair.”
“Not sure what my hair has anything to do with this,” Eve laughed. “I don’t know what you’re trying to say, Beech. I love this job. None of this is fake. I don’t… I’m just trying to help people. For a while there, I didn’t want to help anyone. I avoided even being asked the question. I needed a change. I needed to change. I had always been good at investigating and talking to people one-on-one. I was hitting the gym all the time and felt like I wasn’t using the strength I was building. This job opening came up and my dad told me and… I don’t know. I just decided to run. And the people voted for me. It felt like a complete accident, and I just tumbled into it headfirst. I couldn’t not go all the way in. I don’t know any other way.”
“Okay. So it’s not an act,” he smirked.
“No,” Eve replied. “I really don’t know what would even give you that impression.”
“I told you.”
“The blonde hair?”
Eve laughed and shook her head.
“Evie!” Francis exclaimed from behind the counter. Beech turned his angled face towards Eve’s father teetering behind the cash register. A hat was pulled over his furrowed brow and his apron was crooked.
“Hey Dad. Sorry,” Eve approached the counter. “This is Agent Beech.”
“Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Wicker.”
Beech held out a hand, and Francis raised a shaky arm to meet his.
“Y…You too. Agent?” he paused. “FBI?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Good. My girl needs… needs more p… people around here to… help.”
“I know she does,” Beech agreed. “She’s got too much on her shoulders.”
“Right,” Francis smiled. “H… How about some coffee?”
“That sounds great.”
Beech beamed.
Grace approached from behind Francis and started pouring them two hot mugs of coffee.
“Did you see the… madeleines, Evie?” Francis pointed to the glass display case with the golden seashell cakes.
“I did. I had three already.”
“Oh!”
“The new guy brought me some. Deputy Capote? You must have met him earlier. He said he came by this morning.”
“That’s right… That’s right. I remember.”
He nodded, but Eve wasn’t sure if he actually did.
“He seems like a nice man…” Grace said from behind Francis as she passed over the mugs.
“Man?” Dad chuckled. “He seemed younger than you, Evie.”
“He is. But he’s got some experience, at least. More experience than I do at the end of the day,” she replied.
“Not more h… heart though!” Eve smiled at her father, and he waved his hand as he said, “G… Go! Go sit down with your new friend here. I’ll bring you something to eat.”
“New friend,” Beech breathed as he sat down at one of the bistro tables. “What a privilege.”
“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” Eve grinned.
“Never.”
They both sipped at their fresh coffees, and Eve let the steam hit her nose and face like she was breathing for the first time.
“This town has a hold on you, doesn’t it?” he mused. “Or maybe it’s holding onto you.”
“I would say it’s a little bit of both.”
“It would be too easy for me to give you the advice of ‘don’t get too attached’ so I’ll say this instead, be careful who you trust. Even those that you trust the most can shock and terrify you.” His eyes slid back to the counter.
Eve laughed. “My dad has never once shocked and terrified me.”
“I don’t mean him specifically. I just mean you need to watch your own back. Relying on others rarely gets you anywhere in our type of positions.”
“No partner? Family?” Eve questioned. “A support system is good.”
“No. No. My mother lives in New York. She’s in a care home. I’ve never needed a ‘support system’. I’m my own support system. Do you know any Emerson?”
“Emerson?”
“Ralph Waldo Emerson. He was an essayist. A philosopher. He was the father of critical thinking in this country if you ask me. He often pushed for individualism and self-reliance. And he was an instrumental player in the forming of the transcendental club.”
“The what?”
“Something for you to peruse in all the spare time you have,” he grinned. “I’m not sure how much a reader you are, but in my opinion, history is always a worthwhile endeavor. Yet, Emerson says that the imitator dooms himself to hopeless mediocrity. So don’t read so much history that you prepare yourself to copy it.”
For some reason, he laughed quite heartily at that. It was clear that Beech was well-read and an intelligent man, but he seemed off in his own world. She didn’t know how many conversations she’d had with other law enforcement about their philosophical worldview, but it wasn’t many.
They ate their croissant sandwiches and finished their coffees. Beech even got a refill. Dad kept his eyes on them, but eventually people started coming in for brunch and that took all his attention away.
When they got back to the Tahoe, the sun was out and shining overhead. Eve took Beech on the rest of the tour. She showed him City Hall and the church. He was impressed by the fact that they still had a movie theater, and the brand new condos on Boulder Avenue. Chesapeake Valley was growing and growing still. She took him past the school where Principal Soto was out in the parking lot, wrangling a group of girls away from cigarettes. Eve didn’t want to think about the fact that it could have been Nicotaras they were smoking.
“I’ve done everything I can to stop that from happening…” Eve muttered.
“You’ll never stop young people from smoking. It’s an act of rebellion.”
“It’s the cigarettes.”
“They are devilishly delicious.”
“You smoke?”
“Once upon a time.”
Eve tightened her grip on the steering wheel. No mention of Nicotaras and she wasn’t going to bring it up. If this FBI agent was truly as informed as he said he was, he would have already known.
She pulled out of the school and onto the highway. She whipped past the Red Rock Inn and circled around the Foothills Parking Lot. Beech pressed his face against the glass and scrutinized the mountains from bottom to top.
“Can you pull over?” he asked suddenly.
“Here. I’ll take you to the park.”
Eve swung around and went up 16th Street to get to Mountainside Park. One of the chess tables was occupied by two older men. They were listening to something on one of their phones, a voice droning on. The other one was empty, waiting for Eve and her father. It had been weeks since they had last played. It was finally getting nice enough to play outside again, and Eve refused to let this job take her remaining family away from her.
Beech stretched out in the park. The oak trees towered and the pines shook off the remaining bits of winter, overseeing patrons once again.
“Do you play?” Beech asked, gesturing to the chessboard.
“With my dad.”
“Really?”
“Why so shocked?”
“I’m surprised that a jock like you plays chess,” he laughed.
“I’m not a jock.”
“Right. I shouldn’t make assumptions.”
“You shouldn’t.”
“Sorry. Didn’t mean to strike a nerve.”
“No. It’s fine. I just… yeah. I haven’t played in a while. I will though.”
“Care for one now?”
“I’m not sure we have the time.”
“What are we waiting for?” he threw out his arms and the two men glanced up from their game to look.
“How about the several break-ins with zero leads?”
“It’s not just going to drop out of the sky. You’ve said that you analyzed the scene. Talked to the neighbors.”
She added, “And the virus ripping through town?”
“That’s in the hands of the doctor, isn’t it?”
“I guess…” Eve glanced over at the stone chess table.
“Let’s play, Sheriff. Let’s see what you got.”
With a sigh, Eve grabbed the pieces from the Tahoe and sat across from Beech on the stone chair. The tables had a metal plaque on them that said “Graciously Donated by Brown’s Woodwork”. From what Eve knew, they were handmade by a stone worker who worked for Brown’s for many years. Originally, the park had commissioned several of them, but these two had been so expensive that the city council had capped the project. They were worth it though. The smoothed silver edges provided a cool place to grip, and the cream and black board in the middle was sunken into the gray. The chairs were made of stone as well, built into the ground, ice cold on Eve’s back.
They laid out the pieces. Eve set up for an aggressive opener. She didn’t want this game to take too long, and she wouldn’t let that happen anyway. Despite Beech’s logic, they didn’t really have time for this, and she cringed at the idea of the townspeople seeing her play chess with some random man in the middle of the day.
Beech cocked an eyebrow as she picked up her knight.
“You have played before…” he chuckled.
“I told you.”
“You didn’t say anything about being this good…”
He furrowed his brow at the board.
“Never underestimate the jock…” Eve grinned.
Beech put on a bemused smile as he countered her knight.
The gentlemen at the other table turned up their phone. Eve could make out what they were listening to now: Jasper Martin’s podcast.
“Oh no…” she grumbled.
Martin’s voice drifted through the park, “What exactly was Little doing here in the first place? Since the users and abusers have lost their designated smuggler in the form of Cleveland Cohen, it makes sense for somebody else to fill that gap. If Little hadn’t done it, somebody else would have. The number of tunnels that run through the mines and up the mountains make it a perfect spot for moving illegal product, especially when your law enforcement is too small to keep track. I don’t blame the girls for that one. We’re talking about miles of tunnels, and the sheriff needs some backup to map those things. Last summer, they unveiled a mad grizzly bear in the decommissioned Kingman Gold Mine. It’s clear that those tunnels are filled with all sorts of ne’er-do-wells, and if they can barely keep their eyes on the town, how are they going to watch underneath it? Above it? Behind it? So let’s say, hypothetically, that these tunnels do lead further in than we thought, perhaps all the way to that miner’s cabin at the top of the foothills. It would make sense for Little to be using those to move product out of sight of the sheriff and her crew. But completely alone seems unlikely. And what seems even more unlikely is that, somehow, Roman Marek knew nothing about this. Of the one other cabin up in those parts, how is it possible that this man did not know or was not involved? I’ll tell you how it’s possible: if you date the sheriff. If you’re new here, you may not know that Sheriff Eve Wicker has been in a relationship with ex-marine Roman Marek for—”
Beech said, “Checkmate.”
He sat back, and Eve brought her attention back to the board. He had cornered her queen, taken it and then collapsed onto her king. She clicked her teeth and said, “I’m a little rusty. Good win.”
“You clearly got distracted.” He gestured over his shoulder. “What’s that?”
“Ah this local journalist… he has a podcast where he loves to hate me.”
Eve stood up and stretched, making her way back to the Tahoe. Beech mirrored her, jamming his hands in his pockets.
“Come on now, Sheriff. I’m sure that’s not the case,” he chuckled. “In your job, you’re going to upset people. One of the most important lessons I had to learn was not taking things personally. It’s not in your control what other people do. All you can control is you.”
Eve nodded. “My mom used to say stuff like that.”
“I bet she was smart like you.” Beech squeezed her shoulder. “Not everyone is going to think you’re perfect. No matter how perfect you are.”
Eve peered at him. He was smiling, but it didn’t reach his eyes, and she wasn’t exactly sure how to take that. She smiled in return, nodded, and got back into the driver’s seat as her phone started to ring and vibrate.
“Sheriff Wicker,” she answered.
“Hey, Wicker!” Dom shouted. “Sorry I kicked you out before.”
“All good. You’re busy.”
“Yeah. Way too busy. I need your help.”
“I’m on my way.”





Sheriff Eve Wicker
The line of cars along the ditch outside the clinic had gotten even longer when they pulled up. Eve drew the Tahoe into a makeshift spot beside the building. The grass under the tires was crushed by the rubber, but it was still brown and singed by the winter. People were lined up against the windows out front, and they turned their heads at the sight of Eve and Beech walking up. The whole church crowd was there, looking ghastlier than usual. Pastor Greeley, Betsy, and Margaret had been huddled against one another with their heads bent together and praying when they pulled up, but they were now all looking right at Eve.
“How’s it going?” Eve stepped up.
The pastor licked his gray lips and said, “Swell.”
“Sorry you’re not feeling well…” Eve replied.
“What are we supposed to do, Sheriff?” he asked.
Margaret exploded into a fit of coughs, turning away.
“If you’re able to drive, maybe try Palmer Lake—”
“They’re full too!” Margaret snapped.
Betsy stared into the distance, her eyes glazed over and watery. All of them were sweating feverishly.
“Here,” Beech suddenly said. He leaned forward with a closed hand, gesturing to Greeley. Greeley furrowed stark eyebrows together, staring down at the stranger’s fist.
He reached out his palm and said, “What is it?”
Beech dropped two small red pills in Greeley’s palm. “Take them. It’s Tylenol. All of you. It will help.”
He passed them to Betsy and then Margaret, who took it balefully.
“No water?” Margaret sneered.
Plastic crinkled as Beech passed her a Costco water from the inside of his jacket. Margaret nodded and swallowed down her pills. She passed the bottle to Betsy and it landed in the pastor’s hands. Greeley stared down at the Tylenol.
“Take it, Pastor Greeley,” Eve said. “I can practically feel the heat coming off of you.”
“Indeed. I’ve been struck. It feels like I’ve been struck by lightning,” he chuckled and gasped. “The devil coming back to get me. The witch that traveled in her hot air balloon to steal the lightning back. “
Beech exchanged confused glances with Eve.
Greeley continued, “I waited on the roof all night. But she never came. I thought for sure she was going to try and take it back. She wouldn’t let me get away with what I’d done. And now I’m being punished. I know it.”
“Don’t say that, Pastor…” Betsy said. “You are good and kind.”
“Peace is all I wish for.” He took one of the pills and placed it on his tongue. He took the second one and did the same. Betsy passed him the water bottle and he tossed it back.
“Thank you,” he said to Beech.
“Give it a bit of time,” Eve said. “Rest up and don’t strain yourselves. We’ll have an update for you soon.”
“So we shouldn’t drive to another hospital?” Betsy asked. “I don’t want to leave Kim.”
“She’s not doing good, Sheriff,” Margaret added.
The hairs on the back of Eve’s neck stood up and she started to back away. She said, “I’ll check on her.”
“Thank you! What was your name?” Margaret asked, trailing Beech, stumbling, putting a hand on his arm.
“Henry Beech.”
“Oh. What a strong name. Are you the new officer in town?”
“No, ma’am. I’m FBI.”
“Ohhhh.” Margaret nodded and smiled. “That’s very nice.”
“You have a nice day.” Beech gave her a smile, another one that didn’t reach his eyes, and saluted her with two fingers. She dabbed at the sweat on her upper lip and turned back to Betsy, muttering something to her in a low whisper.
The clinic buzzed with activity. They had been forced to add a cot in the lobby and had put up privacy screens so other patients couldn’t see who was on the other side, but they could hear Kim Turnbull’s groaning and vomiting. Dom was bent over Kim when she came around the corner. Her bangs were sticking up with sweat and the rest of her black bob was pulled back into a stubby ponytail.
“There you are!” She discarded her gloves and came to meet Eve. Beech had stayed outside to ensure patients were taken care of. “Thank God you’re here.”
“Came as fast as I could. Things have escalated…” Eve gestured to the makeshift room.
“We—” Dom lowered her voice. “We’re going to have to start turning people away. We can’t keep up. People are seriously sick, Eve. This is a serious virus.”
“Nobody’s…?”
Dom shook her head and said, “Not yet.”
“Geez… You guys need more beds. And more hands. I’ll get Deputy Capote to come over.”
“The new guy? Sure he can handle it?”
“I think he has some medical. He’s also only kinda annoying.”
“More or less annoying than you?”
“Alright,” Eve laughed and lifted her hands. “Let me help you. What about a tent?”
“A tent?”
“It’s warm enough outside. We could get one from…who were the guys that did the Harvest Moon Festival? They had that tent there…”
“Nico Perez. I think. Perez Rentals. He lives outside of town. Has a little warehouse there.”
“Right. And I think I can get some extra cots from CSRA. I’ll get Sharon on it.”
“Sheriff Wicker,” a voice piped up from behind them. Dom raised a sharp eyebrow and peered over Eve’s shoulder. Lilly stood behind them with her phone held against her chest.
Eve asked, “Lilly. Doing okay?”
“Yes. We’re managing.” She threw a smile at Dom who gave her the same flat expression. “I was wondering if I could talk to you for a moment?”
“Of course.”
Dom looked between them. After a moment where Eve thought she was going to potentially refuse, she said, “You can use my office.”
Dom guided down the hallway with a jangling of keys. Lilly kept throwing nervous glances between the two of them and then her eyes lingered on one of the patient rooms so long that she ran right into Dom’s backside at the office door.
“Sorry,” she squeaked.
“Don’t take too long,” Dom said as she pushed open the door to the small office. “I need you both.”
“We won’t leave you hanging,” Eve replied. “Right, Lilly?”
“Right!” Lilly exclaimed but didn’t look at either of them.
Despite Dom being a put-together and fashionable person, her office was a mess. Papers were piled and scattered everywhere. Multi-colored file folders had been stacked on one side of the desk and several of them had fallen off and onto the tile floor. There were two chairs that were both piled high with more paperwork and random files. Several trays of empty bright orange prescription bottles caught the sun spilling in through old blinds. Eve closed the door and Lilly set herself up between the chairs, still holding her phone like it was a bible.
“What’s going on, Lilly?” Eve prompted.
She took a breath and said, “One of the patients here is a criminal.”
“What do you mean? Who?”
Lilly turned her phone screen to Eve, flashing her an article: Burglar Escapes - Local Police Seek Help in B&E.
Eve skimmed through. A photo taken from a Ring camera captured a young man throwing a look over his shoulder. His high cheekbones and eyes were pointed right at the camera and a glint in his gaze told Eve that he knew he had been caught.
“Matthew Peak?” Eve read the name out loud.
Lilly nodded. “He’s here. He’s sick.”
“You talked to him?”
“Yes. He told me his name.”
“And you knew right away it was him?”
“Not right away… I like to keep up to date with local news.”
“I see that. Great job, Lilly.”
Matthew matched Daniel Hawthorne’s description: a young skinny man with a backpack. This could be the break they were looking for.
“I need to talk to him,” Eve said. “Can we move him?”
“You’d have to ask Doctor Blanchard. He’s better. We were going to move him with the paramedics actually, but I told them to leave him here.”
“Look at you, Lilly,” Eve grinned.
She stifled a laugh. “I was scared to do it!”
“But you did it.”
“I did,” she smiled brightly. “He’s… He seems nice. Just lost, I think.”
“That describes a lot of people I know, unfortunately,” Eve said. “I’ll talk to him.”
She started clearing out the files from the chairs and dumping them on the desk.
“Could you grab Agent Beech for me from outside? He’s the guy with the dark hair and the beard. I think he was still talking to Pastor Greeley.”
“Okay, Sheriff,” Lilly went for the door, watching Eve’s hands on Dom’s stuff. “I’ll grab him.”
“Good job, Lilly. Really good job.”
She gave another shy smile before disappearing out the door and leaving Eve in the office.
Eve cleared off the chairs as much as she could. The air was stifling inside. With this in-between seasons, the heat was off but it wasn’t warm enough to have the A/C on. Plus, all of the extra people in the small clinic contributed to the claustrophobic feelings. Eve undid a button on her uniform and rubbed at her chest, giving herself a moment to breathe before heading back down the hallway and planting herself in front of the patient room she had seen Lilly stare at. Inside, Boris Tofino groaned and turned over at the sound of the door opening. The young man from the Ring camera had his eyes closed and was laying on his back on another cot.
“Matthew Peak?” Eve asked.
His eyes shot open. They snapped to her. They appraised her uniform. He tried to shoot out of bed, but he barely managed to get one leg over before falling over himself. Eve put both hands on his shoulders and pressed him up against the cot.
“You don’t have anything…” he managed. “You have any evidence. I know my rights.”
“I just want to talk,” Eve said. “Easy, tiger. You’re not going anywhere right now.”
His head lolled and a bead of sweat dripped off his neck.
“Sit,” she commanded.
Matthew managed to get his backside back up on the cot.
“We’re gonna talk, Mr. Peak,” Eve checked him over. “Woodmoor’s looking for you.”
“A lot of people are looking for me…”
“Like who?”
“Like you.”
“Alright. Well, I’d love to hear more about it. Want to go somewhere a bit more private?”
“Are you… hitting on me, Sheriff?” he chuckled weakly.
Eve didn’t bite. “No.”
“Fine… Have it your way.”
“Come on.”
Eve escorted Peak back to Dom’s office and sat him down where he could be slightly comfortable. She closed the door and flagged Dom down to lock it back up for her. This guy wasn’t breaking out of the window anytime soon. He could barely make the walk to the office.
“What’s going on?” Dom asked as she tried the knob another time to make sure it was locked tight.
“Burglar on the run…” Eve muttered. “Might be connected to something here in town. Not sure yet.”
“That kid is a burglar?”
Eve shrugged. “I’ll find out.”
Dom said nothing else, passed Eve the office key, and disappeared back into one of the rooms. No time to discuss Eve’s job while she was overwhelmed with her own.
Lilly returned inside with Beech behind her. He surveyed the room, making eye contact with almost everyone. He seemingly had no fear of connection. When he caught Eve waiting in the hallway, he gave her a mischievous grin and closed the distance.
“I hate the smell of hospitals…” he muttered. “Can never get it out of my nose. What’s going on?”
“Remember how I was telling you about the first break-in at Daniel Hawthorne’s place?”
“The realtor?”
“Right. He described a young man visiting his open house that seemed… out of place.”
“Yes. You found him?”
“He’s here. He’s sick. And he has a warrant from Woodmoor PD.”
“Oh goody.”
“Thought we could give him a solid questioning, find out what’s going on.”
“Strangers always know something you don’t…”
“I think he definitely does. I just need to call Sharon, if you can keep an eye on him.”
Beech peered over her shoulder and analyzed the hall, the back door, the windows. Then he said, “Sure. You’ll be quick? Again, hospitals are not my thing.”
“Come on, Beech. You feds must have to go into hospitals all the time.”
“Yeah. I send my partner.”
“Well, you’re the partner today.”
Eve left him there and stepped outside to ring Sharon. She explained the situation at the clinic and asked her to go out of town to speak with Nico Perez about getting a tent. She also gave her Herschel’s info from the Colorado Search and Rescue Association. If they didn’t have any cots, they might be able to direct them to somebody who does. Regardless, they needed help. They needed help on all fronts to manage this outbreak. Eve was very confident in Dom’s skills, but she was only one person with one set of hands.
Outside, another person from the church crowd had joined Betsy, Margaret and the pastor. The fever delirium was ripping its way down the line and the longer they let them sit outside untreated, the worse things were going to get. Sharon was on it, but how long did they have before this got so out of hand that they had to quarantine the entire town? Eve knew that it was in her purview, but it was a last resort solution she really didn’t want to take.
Back inside, Beech was waiting in the hall with his back turned to her. The yellow letters spelling out “FBI” on the back of his jacket threw fluorescent light onto the wall.
Lilly ran out of one of the patient rooms and toward the front where Kim Turnbull had let out a yell of pain. Eve couldn’t think about the idea of losing another Turnbull. Georgia was gone. Ken had disappeared. Kim was sick. Every bit of the family had been touched by violence, murder and disorder. Dom and Lilly had to help her. Eve had to do everything she could to help her.
She gave Beech a look and he gave her a nod in return. Shoving the key into the knob, Eve unlocked Dom’s office and Matthew Peak was waiting in the chair she had left him in, staring at the window, smiling.





Sheriff Eve Wicker
Eve sat down in the other chair opposite Matthew and Beech remained standing by the door. It was cramped. Eve’s knees were almost touching Matthew’s.
“Matthew, this is Agent Beech.”
“Hi,” Beech said curtly.
“Agent? Like CIA?”
“FBI,” Beech supplied.
Matthew let out a low whistle. “What are you doing here?”
“He’s helping us out with some cases,” Eve explained.
“Isn’t that nice?”
“It is.”
Matthew sneered. “Wish I had an FBI agent in my back pocket.”
“Maybe if you pursue a career in law enforcement…” Eve said.
A laugh escaped out of Matthew that filled the small room. “Yeah right. Like a cop? Yeah fucking right.”
“I could see it…” Beech looked him over.
“You don’t know me at all. I don’t wanna be a cop. I’ve never wanted to be a cop. That’s wild. Spent all my life running from cops.”
“Sometimes that’s how it starts,” Eve said. “Why have you been running from the cops?”
Matthew replied, “Because they were chasing me.”
Beech snorted.
“You know what I mean…” Eve leaned back and bonked her head against a pile of files.
“Well, don’t you already know? You brought me back here. I’m guessing Lilly told you.”
“Lilly?” Beech questioned.
“The hot receptionist. I knew she recognized me.”
“How did you know?”
“She was looking at me weird. Most people don’t look at me at all…” he picked at the arm of the chair.
“I’m looking at you right now,” Eve said.
He glanced up from the arm, caught her eyes and then looked back down.
“But yes. I know a little bit about what happened in Woodmoor. Maybe you can tell me the whole story?”
“Psshhhtt… Nah.”
“Were you born and raised in Woodmoor?”
“Nah. Born in New York. Flushing. My mom moved us to Denver when we were like… I don’t know… seven?”
“Just you and your mom?”
“And my sister.”
“Where are they now? In Woodmoor too? Still in Denver?”
“They’re both dead.”
His eyes snapped up for their reactions. Beech barely moved. Eve slid in closer.
“I’m sorry, Matthew.”
“It’s Matt and it’s fine. I’m over it. I knew Mom was gonna die even before we moved to Colorado. She loved fentanyl. Fucking loved it.”
“And your sister?”
He stared out into the window. “I don’t know. I don’t want to talk about that.”
“Okay…”
“I’m sure you can find out. There were so many articles about her. Jocelyn Peak.”
The name immediately brought up bells and alarms in Eve’s head. Jocelyn Peak had been drugged, beaten, and left for dead outside of a bar in Denver or Lakewood. Eve couldn’t remember all the details, but she could remember that it had never been solved. No suspects. It was a notorious Colorado cold case that had been slowly forgotten about over the years.
“I remember that story…” Beech said. “At Keller’s.”
Matt nodded. “Fuck that guy.”
“Who?” Eve asked.
“The guy who owns the bar. Peter Keller. He lost the CCTV footage from that night.”
“Okay?” Eve asked, but Matthew pressed on.
“On purpose. He did it. He drugged her. Probably been doing it for years there to his customers. Joce was smart enough to try and get away. That’s what almost gave him away—”
“He had an alibi,” Beech said. He turned to Eve and stated, “He was at some birthday party. Several witness testimonies. Photos. The whole thing.”
“Fake. All of it was fucking fake!” Matt growled.
Eve asked, “When did this happen?”
“Six years ago.”
“And after that, you moved to Woodmoor?”
“Yeah. I had a friend there. He set me up with a place to stay for a little while. Then I met Marcus.”
“And Marcus is?”
“My boy.”
“Partner in crime?” Beech raised an eyebrow.
Matt laughed. “He can pick any lock. Door. Gate. Safe. Doesn’t matter. He can get in anywhere.”
“So you guys started scraping?”
“Yeah. You know catalytic converters… copper… the good shit that we could always sell. Marcus was into dealing too but I never touched any product like that. Not after Mom and Joce. I’m not into it.”
“Just breaking and entering?” Beech interjected, and Eve gave him a look. He definitely noticed it and gave her a small nod.
Eve asked, “What about April 21st?”
“I don’t know what day it is, Sheriff.”
“Last week? What made you leave Woodmoor and come here?”
“Oh yeah. You mean when the cops released that stupid photo of me?”
“Exactly.”
“We don’t usually hang out in that neighborhood. Marcus saw the Xbox through the window and he wanted it. So we go in through the back door. No problems. I checked out her bedroom. Lots of good stuff in there. Got a handful of gold. Then, we hear somebody coming in through the back door. It’s already unlocked so they know we’re inside. Some kid starts screaming at us about his Xbox and Fortnite or whatever. Marcus clocks him and we run. We go out the front and that fucking Ring camera goes off…” he ran a hand over his face. “Can I get some water or something?”
Eve sighed and said, “Sure.”
She got up and opened the door. Lilly was out in the hallway, seemingly pretending to not be listening as she ran back and forth between tasks.
“Lilly, could you grab Mr. Peak a water and maybe a snack too?”
“Yes! Yes, Sheriff. One second.”
She scurried off immediately and returned in less than two minutes with a cup of broth, a water bottle and a pack of crackers. Eve plopped it down on the desk for Peak and he ripped open the crackers and started shoving them back.
“Don’t eat too fast. You’re still recovering…” Eve warned.
He coughed out some crumbs onto the floor. “Whatever.”
“What happened after the camera went off?” Eve asked.
Peak took a long sip of the broth. “Did Lilly grab this? It’s the best soup I think I’ve had.”
“Matt. What happened after the camera?”
“We ran. We were trying to get back to Marcus’ place and then the cops came up. They pulled up and cut us off. I went back and Marcus went left. I was screaming at him to follow me and he didn’t listen. They picked him up.”
“Marcus got arrested?” Eve clarified.
Peak nodded. “Yup. Idiot.”
“And then what did you do?”
“I went to my other buddy’s place. And they told me to scram because the cops were on me. Begged them for a ride. Just get me out of the city. That was all I needed. So I managed to get a ride to like just off the 105, outside Palmer Lake—”
“Who gave you a ride?”
“Come on, Sheriff. I’m not a rat.”
“What did you do once you got to Palmer Lake?”
“I had some cash. Got to a gas station with a bunch of truckers and lot lizards. Paid one of them to drop me off at the Red Rock here. Thought it would be a great place to lay low for a bit. Not a lot of traffic through here and the Red Rock loves folks like me.”
“As in what?” Eve asked.
He gestured at himself. “It’s a dive. Accepting of my kind.”
Beech chuckled. “I think they accept any kind.”
“Exactly!” Matt lifted his hands. “Exactly. It was the perfect spot. I remember my mom talking about this place… She said she was going to take us hiking here. Said it was the best spot. I’d never seen her hike though. Don’t think she had hiked a day in her life…” He laughed and that trailed into a cough. He took another large sip of the broth and placed down the paper cup with a hollow sound.
“Did you pay for the Red Rock in cash?” Eve asked.
“Yeah. And then I ran out…”
“So then what did you do?” Beech followed up.
“Saw the signs for that open house.”
“And figured that would be a place to hole up?” Beech continued.
“It’s not like it’s hurting anyone. It was empty.”
Eve said, “So you broke in through the back door and stayed the night? Before the open house?”
“What? No,” Matt laughed. “It was already broken.”
“Sorry?”
“The back door was open. So I just walked in.”
“It was open? Or the door was already broken?”
“The lock was busted already.”
“What time did you get there?”
“Psshhh… like 2 or 3. Dead quiet in this town in the middle of the night.”
Eve leaned back, taking this in. Matthew Peak had been a prime suspect for the break-ins, and he was claiming that the lock had been broken before his arrival. It lined up well with his past crimes, but Eve needed to do more research on this kid. He could have very well been lying and Beech seemed to think the same.
“Did you try the front door first?” Beech asked.
Matt shook his head.
“So you went straight to the back door and it just opened up for you?”
“It was closed. I went to try the knob and it wouldn’t even turn, it just floated open. The lock was jammed in the door.”
“And did you try to jam it open?”
“I didn’t do anything. I just went in and slept on the floor upstairs.”
“And you were alone?”
“Yes.”
“And you didn’t see anyone else?”
“Not a soul.”
Beech looked him over and then turned his eyes to Eve as if to say: “you’re not really believing this?”
“Do you have anyone that could corroborate your story?” Eve asked.
“Maybe the guy at the Red Rock. I think he was still at the bar when I left. They let me stay longer than I should have been able to. After they kicked me out of my room, I hung out at the bar for a bit. A little bit o’ pity goes a long way,” he grinned.
“Dill?” Eve clarified. “The bartender?”
“The guy with the bandana?”
“That’s him,” Eve nodded.
Beech snapped, “And you’re sure that you went completely alone? You didn’t get one of your friends to help you get inside?”
“Again. The house was empty. Why the fuck would I want to break into an empty house?”
“Somebody did…” Eve said, more to herself but they all went quiet. A bird squawked outside and the voice of Dom drifted into the office, barking for more supplies.
“What about any other houses?” Eve asked, thinking of Kelley Howl. “Did you try any other places first?”
“Other houses?” Matt mused. “No. I got sick. My current place of residence is the room across the hall.”
“When did you start feeling sick?”
“I have no idea what day it even is. I guess it was last night or the day before. That same day as the open house.”
“You hung around for the open house?” Eve asked.
He shrugged. “I had nothing better to do.”
“Not even hit other houses?”
“I’m guessing you guys have had other break-ins…” Matt laughed. “But no. Sorry. I, unfortunately, had nothing to do with it. Especially by myself. Just too risky right now.”
“Guided by a moral compass?” Beech sneered.
Eve thought for a second that that had gotten under Matt’s skin, but he let it slide off and threw Beech another grin and a shrug. The nonchalant, apathetic nature seemed to be annoying Beech more and more by the second, while Matt got seemingly more and more unfazed.
Eve tried to stay on track.
“Do you remember anything else from that open house? Anyone that looked out of place or anything?”
“Other than me? Not really. It was ridiculously clean in there. When I got there, I thought I was going to throw up from the bleach smell. Thought that was what was making me sick through the day and then it just kept getting worse and worse… and then I ended up here somehow. Don’t even really remember. A hot-ass fever is one of the best drugs I’ve ever taken,” he laughed and then seemed to realize his audience and snapped his mouth shut into a thin smile.
Mrs. Howl’s house had been cleaned as well. This connection seemed both innocuous and entirely culpable.
Matt wiped at his nose and said, “Are we almost done? I’m so friggin’ tired.”
“Sure. You get some rest.” Eve stood up and reached out a hand to help Matt to his feet. He took it and used the office chair arm to help him the rest of the way. His skinny face had been dragged down by exhaustion and was covered with a film of sweat. They walked him back to his room and put him back in his bed.
Beech practically rushed out, pushing past those still waiting in the lobby and vestibule. He was halfway across the parking lot when Eve caught up to him and told him he was going the wrong way.
“I know that!” he turned.
“What’s up?” Eve looked over her shoulder to see who was watching, but most of the people still waiting outside looked so worse for wear that they could barely lift their heads.
“You can’t tell me that kid had nothing to do with this!” he whisper-yelled.
“What reason would he have to lie?”
“What reason does he have to tell us the truth? He’s a criminal, Sheriff.”
“He’s a kid.”
“Kid’s do terrible things all the time.”
“But what then? Even if he is lying. Even if he did do it. He didn’t take anything. He was sick. We know he was here last night, meaning he couldn’t have broken into Redding’s house. The timeline doesn’t line up with Howl’s either. He had collapsed before then.”
“Maybe he’s faking all of it…”
Eve tried not to roll her eyes. “Do you really think he’s capable of that? Dom said his fever was so crazy that he could barely move, barely breathe, practically comatose until they could get it under control.”
“What does that matter? The question is whether or not he had the opportunity to break into those homes. And he did. He wasn’t monitored here 24/7. There’s a back door. I don’t think you should write him off so early and so easily.”
“I’m not writing anything off. Don’t worry. I can handle this case. I can handle it alone if I need to.”
His face broke into a sideways smile. “Sorry, Sheriff. Don’t take it personally. It’s just my opinion.”
“I…” Eve held down a massive wave of frustration. “It’s fine. Just. Stay in your lane, Beech.”
“Heard.”
He lifted his hands by his ears and gave her another smile, this one reaching his eyes and locking onto hers. His dark features looked her over and lingered.
“Sorry,” he said again.
“Stop apologizing and remember that I’m letting you in here as a favor.”
“No. You are not. I’m investigating you, Sheriff Wicker.”
He took a step across the parking lot and Eve stepped back.
“We can be friends. But don’t forget that,” he added.
“I won’t forget.”
“Good.”
“And when you’re in this town, you’re in my territory. Until you have evidence and a warrant, I’m in charge.” She stepped up and quipped, “Don’t forget that.”
“I won’t.” He glanced down at her and then over her shoulder, back at the clinic with the gathering crowd. He said, “We should help.”
And that made Eve more angry than anything. As if she wasn’t already thinking that. As if that wasn’t always her utmost priority. He seemed to know how to get under her skin, maybe even better than Cleveland Cohen. But despite his arrogance and his suspicion, it was nice to have an extra set of eyes and ears around. Once Shepherd shaped up, she could maybe enjoy having a partner with her while she was out and about that could talk. Pearl had been Eve’s partner since the start of this parade, and even though she was a light in Eve’s life, she wasn’t much of a conversationalist and she certainly didn’t challenge her beliefs like a partner might; somebody to force her to rethink things. She recognized the benefit of it, even if she didn’t agree with Beech’s theory that Matthew Peak was behind what was going on in town. The boy didn’t seem capable, especially in his current state, and he didn’t seem that good of an actor, but maybe Beech did have more experience in reading people and sorting liars.
She let Beech get back in the Tahoe and then said, “I just need to make a call.”
She called Jamison. It rang and rang until clicking into voicemail.
Eve said, “Hey. It’s me. Sheriff Wicker. I wanted to talk to you about this investigation. Couldn’t have given me a heads up? Did you know this was going on? Call me back.”
She wanted to say so much more so she started typing a text.
She said, “Agent Henry Beech??”
Three dots popped up as a response developed immediately.
“What about him?”
“Denver FBI sent him. Why is he here?”
“Just let him do his job, Eve.”
Eve paused, looking up at the blank brick wall of the clinic. She didn’t know what that meant. To submit? To stay out of his way? Either way, it wasn’t good. Castro obviously hadn’t known about this, or he would have warned her. She hadn’t realized it was this serious. Investigating the town, she understood. Investigating Stern and his routes made sense; that’s why she and Castro were already doing it. Investigating her felt incredibly personal and she couldn’t help but think back to Emily Silva’s mug. It stood out like a black blemish on a report, and she continued to beat herself up about it. She thought of Georgia Turnbull’s kidnapping when she had been down in the mines. When Eve had her head turned, Stern had swooped in and taken Georgia because he had known that she mattered, that she could have been a key witness in taking down his entire operation. If only Eve had gotten witness protection to hurry up. If only they hadn’t been so understaffed. If only she had known that her movements were being tracked. At this rate, it seemed as if the entire town was being monitored with the one big-brother eye overlooking Chesapeake Valley from the stone face in the edges of the Rockies: the eye of Elijah Stern, keeping Eve on his radar, waiting to activate some unknown plan that was bubbling beneath the surface.





Roman Marek
A light rain pattered against the roof of the cabin. Roman was trying his best to relax, but it wasn’t coming easily. He clicked against his tablet, scrolling through news before getting caught up in a YouTube tutorial about how to use tree sap to waterproof a canoe. The momentary distraction pulled him out of the thoughts of the Turnbulls. The way Kim had collapsed in front of him had scared him. Of course, he had seen much worse. But a woman like that, who was already so vulnerable, it somehow seemed so much more unfair.
Part of the anxiety spiraling was also thoughts of home and the ranch back in West Virginia. Natalie had sent photos and videos of Violet at her first pre-school concert, singing with a paper tulip held high in her hand. She was looking more and more like a Marek the older she got. As a baby, she’d had white-blonde hair, but it had gotten darker every year, along with her eyes and now she was left with stark dark features against pale freckled skin. He missed them all more than he ever thought. And mom and Martin always were needing help back on the farm. If things didn’t work out with Eve, Roman did wonder if he might end up back home
She was the end game. It was all or nothing, but she was also so busy and whatever case she was caught up in now seemed like a hefty one. She didn’t have time to talk to him about what was going on in his head right now; she couldn’t talk him out of the images of Ken’s face that were crying for his help. Or his finger on a trigger, holding a gun against a lithe shoulder, peering down a scope. That made the image shift to one of violence, where Roman clocked Ken in the nose for all of his stupidity and lying. He couldn’t help but still want to mend the rip though. Ken was one of the only true friends that Roman had ever had, and now he was on the run from the law, from his girlfriend. Ken’s sister had been brutally murdered and now, his mother was sick and he was nowhere to be found. Roman couldn’t help but think that it was all gutless.
Karu let out a growl.
Roman was brought out of his thoughts once again.
When he looked up, the huge window was coated with dotted lines of rain and the fire had almost gone out, causing the temperature in the cabin to be way cooler than it should have been. Roman pulled on a hoodie that was thrown over the back of the couch as Karu growled again.
“Mis see on, Karu?” Roman whispered.
Karu pulled himself off the carpet and squared himself at the hallway to the back door. His shadow cast along the wood floors in the warm overhead lighting. He barked at the door just as someone knocked and then he went off on a chorus of howls.
“Shht!” Roman tried as he pushed past the German Shepherd. It was almost always unusual for someone to visit Roman up here; it was especially unusual this late at night and at this time of year when it was so muddy.
The knock rang out again, urgent and scattered.
“Who is it?” Roman called through the door.
“It’s,” somebody yelled. “Damn! Let me in! It’s Daniel Hawthorne!”
“Daniel Hawthorne?” Roman opened the door and a blonde man wrapped up in a rain jacket and oversized boots was standing on the steps. “Do I know you?”
Daniel looked him up and down, reaching his eyes at the top of the doorway.
“Jesus. You barely fit in there, huh?”
“Who are you?” Roman snapped.
“Daniel Hawthorne! You know me.”
“No. No, not really.”
“I was just… I thought I would stop by.”
“It’s like eight o’clock.”
“I was working all day! I did want to stop by earlier. I also didn’t know it was going to rain and then I was halfway up… I had to commit.”
“Right…” Roman looked him over. “What do you want?”
“I thought…” he started fishing in his jacket pocket. “I thought we could share a little bottle of Kentucky bourbon.”
He whipped out a bottle with golden liquid swirling.
“You hiked with that all the way up here?”
“I love this place, you know. This property is just gorgeous. You’ve really done a lot of good work to it too.” He coughed into his sleeves. “Mind if I get out of the rain?”
Begrudgingly, Roman let Daniel inside. It seemed like he was here to try to appraise the place and convince Roman to flip his cabin for a profit. He had dealt with other realtors like him last fall. This cabin was entirely unique with modern amenities, and it was on valuable land. In addition to looking like something out of a storybook with its A-frame design and pine loft, Roman had put love and care into it over these last few years and upgraded it into a self-sustaining oasis.
Roman grabbed two glasses and placed them on the small island table in the kitchen.
“Ice?” Daniel asked-slash-suggested.
With a grunt, Roman grabbed a handful from his ice maker and plopped a few cubes each into the glasses. Daniel happily filled them three fingers each. The bottle wasn’t huge, but Roman was still impressed that he had hiked all the way up with it tucked away in his North Face jacket.
“So?” Daniel coughed.
“What do you mean ‘so’?” Roman laughed. “You came to my door, didn’t you? What the hell do you want?”
“Oh… you know… Thought you could show me around your place. It is beautiful. This all custom?”
“Yup. There was a designer.”
“Very fancy.”
“It’s not for sale.”
“I know. I know! I’ve been getting to know the town, you know?”
Roman asked, “What does that mean exactly?”
“Acquiring. Selling. Getting my name on some lawns… you know how it is.”
“I really don’t.”
“Right,” Daniel laughed. “I guess you’re not much of a ‘people person’.”
He knocked back a huge sip of his drink, clicked his teeth and let out a sigh of relief.
After another moment of contemplation and dread, Roman took a sip of the drink Daniel had poured him. On a regular day, this was one of his worst nightmares. A quiet evening interrupted by an annoying, overgrown frat guy. But without Ken, with Eve being so busy, Karu not being all that talkative, Roman found himself sinking into the warmth of the whiskey and the edge of Daniel Hawthorne’s voice.
“Wow.” Daniel’s eyes drifted to the window as he took another sip. “You really got it made here. I mean, I had expectations but this… This is incredible, Roman.”
“How is it that you know me exactly?” Roman asked, keeping his eyes on the realtor.
“Just through reputation. It precedes you. I was always hoping we would run into each other, thought about stopping by your ranch, but you have an inconsistent schedule. My family’s house is on 6th Street there. You remember last fall with Emily Silva?”
“I remember.”
“I lost my sister.”
“I know.”
“And my grandmother…”
Roman said nothing. He took another sip, realizing that maybe Daniel was just here to trauma dump because he literally had no other options.
“Anyway…” Daniel sighed. “I tried to go back to Denver… I kept thinking about this place. I kept thinking about the town, the foothills, the sheriff, fucking Jasper Martin…”
“That’s the guy with the podcast?”
“Annoying asshole is what he is. He spent years chasing my mom around and for what? To be exactly in the same spot that he is now. Getting day drunk and writing articles about contaminated river water,” Daniel chuckled. “He’s a loser.”
Roman grimaced. “Have you listened to the podcast then?”
“A little. I heard him talk about you.” Daniel gestured his glass towards him. “Deepened my curiosity.”
“Why were you hoping we’d run into each other?”
“Huh?”
“Why were you hoping for that? You don’t know me.”
“Again. I know of you…”
Roman waited.
“I…” Daniel let out another nervous laugh. “I don’t know. I know you were a Marine. I know you’re dating the sheriff. You’re a pure honky-tonk cowboy with his own ranch. I’d be a fool not to get to know you.”
The whiskey hit the back of his throat and Roman emptied out the glass. Daniel watched him with wide eyes and then tried to follow suit but exploded into a fit of dry coughs. His eyes squeezed out tears and his face went red.
Roman stood and towered.
“Let me give you a little tour…” he patted Daniel’s back. But the realtor didn’t let him go so easily, topping up both of their glasses to take with them as Roman took him towards the south wall first. He explained how the Ute nation had an affordable greenhouse program that had built dozens of these A-frame models but nothing quite like this one. Mayor Traynor’s uncle had commissioned a top-of-the-line net-zero home with structurally insulated panels, solar and geothermal power, and a steep metal roof. The light wood finishes mixed with some black metal highlights like the wood burning stove and other appliances. Daniel seemed pretty impressed, especially with the black metal spiral staircase leading up to the loft.
“Chicken or the egg?” he asked, yanking on the handle, testing its strength. “Did you guys bring the staircase in first and build around it?”
“I wasn’t here for the build, but I assume they brought it in when the floors were about to be set. Before the roof.”
“Very nice. I bet you enjoy chasing the sheriff up these steps…”
Roman gave him a look.
“Sorry!” Daniel laughed and finished off his second glass. “I would never step in on your woman! Don’t worry!”
“I don’t know why you would even say that.”
“Oh come on! I’m just joking around. Can I see the loft?”
“I guess…”
Roman let him go first up the stairs. Really, so he could keep an eye on him. Another comment about Eve would send Roman over the edge, but he didn’t want to hurt this fool if he didn’t need to. But he also wasn’t afraid to put him in his place.
“This is where the magic happens.” Daniel threw out his arms at the bed covered in fur blankets. Karu lifted his head from the floor and glared at Daniel and then at Roman.
“This loft is actually mostly supported from that staircase and then the kitchen below us. But that one support by the island there really keeps the whole cabin up. There’s also the balcony off the back.”
“Oh, sweet!”
Daniel bee-lined for the glass doors. He slid them open and a rush of spring air came inside along with the smell of pine and grass. The balcony faced the mountain’s edge and off to the south, you could see the trail leading up to Devil’s Bridge. Right now, night had brought a clear sky of stars, twinkling at the precipice of pointed peaks above their heads.
Daniel leaned against the rail, topped up his glass with his stray bottle and offered Roman another. He took it. He could barely feel the first two. It usually took him about nine beers before he felt anything.
They stood there in the darkness for a moment, and Roman wondered if he could be friends with Daniel. They certainly didn’t have exact matching views on life, but it seemed the man was going through something and trying to figure out something different. Roman had been in crisis before, and he could relate to feeling lost, to wanting to run away.
The North Face jacket crinkled as Daniel pulled out a semi-crushed pack of cigarettes from his inside pocket. He offered one to Roman and he refused, remembering how upset Eve had been at the idea of him smoking even casually. He lit one and the white smoke filtered up into the cool night air.
“I lost my vape…” he said. “Had to pick these up at the gas station there by the inn. They were sold out of a bunch of stuff…”
Roman drifted back out into the night with Daniel’s smoke as he talked about his woes of stock in Chesapeake Valley. But his words drifted back in as he mentioned something that Roman thought was pretty unusual.
“I saw that guy. With the mustache. The sheriff’s guy?”
“Who?”
“I don’t know. I’ve seen her talking to him and pictures of them online. He’s got like darkish kinda hair, very serious face. Looks like he’s seen some shit.”
“Jamison?”
“Yes! I think that’s it.”
“You saw him where?”
“At the gas station by the Red Rock.”
“What was he doing there?”
“I don’t know. Getting gas?”
“What’s he doing in town?”
Daniel paused, “I don’t know.”
Roman nodded but he wasn’t really asking Daniel because this guy wouldn’t have the answers. But Eve should know that Jamison was in town if she didn’t already. He whipped out his phone and started typing out a text. He had already missed one from her, wishing him a good night and a photo of Pearl snuggled up at the foot of Eve’s bed.
“What’s that cheesy grin about?” Daniel poked him.
“Nothing.” Roman wiped it off and finished his text.
“Somebody get a spicy pic?”
In the dim light, Roman wasn’t sure if his look of absolute disgust came through. But Daniel let out a stretch and a “Welp,” and Roman figured it had come through.
“Best I start making the trek down I guess…” he lingered and finished his cigarette, dropping the butt to the damp ground below. He waited like Roman was going to invite him to stay or something.
Roman said, “Thanks for the drink.”
“Of course.” Daniel wobbled back inside and Roman guided him down the spiral staircase and back to the main level. “And you do let me know if you ever want to sell! I do think you could flip this place for a pretty penny. Can I ask how much you paid?”
“No.”
“Well, you know I can find out,” he grinned.
“Go ahead. I won’t stop you.”
Karu followed behind Roman to ensure Daniel was on his way out as well. In some ways, it was a random, suspicious visit. In other ways, it was a lonely man seeking companionship and answers. Roman didn’t know if he had provided Daniel with what he was looking for, but he didn’t feel like his time had been wasted. He actually felt bemused with only a slight edge of distrust. Maybe they could be friends. Maybe Daniel could replace Ken.
“Hey. Why don’t you come down to the ranch this week?” Roman offered. “I can show you around.”
“Oh for sure! That sounds great. I’ve got to go back to the head office tomorrow but maybe Friday?”
“Sure. Just pop by if you see my truck there.”
“Awesome. Will do, man. You have a good one!”
The door closed behind him, and Karu shook off the visit with a jangle of his collar and a look thrown at Roman. The rain seemed to have mostly stopped but the noise continued, whirring through Roman’s mind. He checked his phone but Eve hadn’t seen the text yet. He wanted to call her. Part of it was coming from a need to warn her: if Jamison was in town and trying to hide from her, she needed to know. If Jamison was in town again to investigate him, maybe Eve knew already. Maybe she was keeping it from him because something had developed in this case and the FBI was about to break down his door and take him in for questioning.
He was guilty of nothing.
The windows provided a view of Daniel Hawthorne curving around the pathways in the darkness, heading back down towards town. Roman watched him and the slips of a dark night weaving through the pine trees. He would not be selling this place anytime soon. He was not about to go on the run. This was his property and Chesapeake Valley had ingrained itself in his heart and mind. No matter the discombobulation, no matter the realtors and the agents, no matter the heartbreak and the investigations, Roman was not going anywhere.





Sheriff Eve Wicker
Eve went to bed just as the sun had gone down so she could get up with the sunrise. She knew it was going to be an early, busy day and sleep was going to be essential to get through it. The tent was coming to the clinic, and she had called in all hands on deck to help set it up.
She and Pearl got dressed for the day and when she bounded downstairs, Dad was setting out a plate of fruit and more madeleines for her.
“Oh. Y… You’re awake!” he beamed.
“Gotta head to the clinic…” Eve replied as she plucked an apple slice from the plate.
“Eat those… madeleines.”
“Oh. I will. You’ve been loving those lately.”
“They’re good… and simple. Beautiful to look at. Comforting. Like a hug.”
Eve smiled as she picked up one of the golden shells, squishing down on the sponge before tearing off a bite with her teeth.
“We all need a hug sometimes.” Eve popped the rest of the cake into her mouth. Her whole body seemed to warm, matching the temperature of the fresh baked goods. The empty tray was on top of the stove with hardly any crumbs present. The cakes must have come out very smoothly, which wasn’t surprising considering Dad’s track record.
Eve double-checked her text messages and noticed Roman’s from last night talking about something that they hadn’t discussed in months: Jamison.
It said: Did you know Jamison is in town?
Eve looked back up at her father who was staring her down under his hat.
“What… What is it?” he asked.
“Nothing. I gotta get moving.”
“Take your breakfast, Evie.”
“Okay. Come on, Pearl.”
She packed up what she could and firmly closed the lid on her to-go mug of fresh coffee. Francis followed behind her, making for his van with a tray wrapped up in a tea towel. The sun was coming up behind them. The overcast sky and light rain was clearing away for a bright yellow sky.
“Can I help you?” Eve turned over her shoulder.
“No! No… you go. You’re busy. I’m busy. Let’s… Let’s start strong, Evie.”
“Copy!”
Eve opened the back door for Pearl who hopped in without any hesitation. As soon as they were in the car and on their way to the clinic, Eve tried to call Jamison. Again, he didn’t pick up. She texted him and asked him if he was in town. He had barely given her anything back on her texts about Beech. She called Roman.
“Good morning,” his low voice came through on the Bluetooth.
“You’re up.”
“I’m at the ranch.”
“Of course… Always working.”
“You too, sweetheart,” he chuckled. “What can I do for you, Sheriff?”
“Jamison?”
“Yup. That’s what Dan said.”
“Dan?”
“Daniel Hawthorne. He popped in for a visit at my place last night.”
“What? Why?”
Eve turned on to Caledonia.
“Very good question.”
“Why would he come to you?”
“I don’t know. He was interested in the cabin… I think he might just be lonely and bored.”
“Maybe…” Eve mused.
The squad car was up ahead in the clinic parking lot. Sharon and Shepherd were already outside waiting for her.
“So Hawthorne told you that he saw Jamison?”
“Yup.”
“Where?”
“At the gas station?”
“When?”
“That I don’t know.”
“Okay. I’ll have to talk to him. Seems strange still that he would come to your place.”
“So shocking that people would want to talk to me, I know.”
Eve laughed a little, hoping he was joking. “You know that’s not what I mean. I appreciate you telling me though.”
“Of course. I’m always thinking about you, Eve.”
“I know. Me too.”
“Have some time after work today? At lunch? I’ll take what I can get.”
“I’ll see. I’ll text you, okay?”
“Okay, sweetheart. Stay safe. I love you.”
“Love you too.”
Eve clicked off the phone and took a deep breath as she pulled into the parking lot and a box truck pulled in behind her. Dom’s Jeep was still in the parking lot too. She had probably slept here considering the state of things. The man in the box truck had brought another person with him to help them set up the tent. They had to set the legs across the concrete of the lot, which involved the HVAC place and Subway giving up their parking spots. They had both been willing to work with them. Sharon had sweet-talked them into it and the cause was compelling enough; the entire town was in danger.
It took more than an hour to get the tent up even with all of the help that they had.
Shepherd took off his jacket to set up the metal legs in his short-sleeve uniform, and he caught Eve watching him when he went to attach one of the tent doors completely by himself.
“Up to your standards?” He pointed to the metal foot.
Eve stepped up to him, analyzed it and nodded. “Looks good and solid.”
“You watching me?”
“Just keeping an eye. How you feeling?”
He shrugged. “Tired. Too early. Didn’t sleep good.”
“You said you bought a place, right? Someplace new?”
“Yeah. Just a tiny place on 15th.”
“By yourself?”
“For now. Until I fall madly in love with Sharon.”
Eve laughed. “She’s married. Are you interested?”
“She seems interested.”
“I wouldn’t read too much into it. She flirts with everyone,” Eve said, glancing over her shoulder at her deputy who would admit the same herself.
“Well… Well, that makes me feel less special.”
“Sorry, Capote. Hey. Do you know Jack Jamison at all?”
“Who’s that?” He continued his work, lining up the door of the tent with the poles with his long arms.
“Assistant Director of the CBI. Older guy. Mustache. Shaved head, kinda like that widow’s peak Jude Law thing.”
“He’s balding?”
“He’s on the older side.”
“I don’t know, Sheriff. Sounds kinda familiar. Why?”
“I was wondering if you’d seen him in town.”
“I don’t think so. I can keep an eye out though.”
“Please do. Have you seen Agent Beech this morning?”
Shepherd shook his head and Eve left him to what he was doing. Dom popped out of the clinic when the tent was eighty percent of the way there and dropped a box of personal protective equipment in the middle of the pavement.
“Take these!” she yelled. “Mask up!”
Eve chased her down, “Dom…”
“It’s viral, Sheriff,” she replied as she walked back towards the doors. “Very viral. Protect yourself. Protect your employees.”
“How is it? How is everyone?”
“Not good. Kim Turnbull had a seizure this morning and is now completely unresponsive.”
“Geez. Tofino?”
“Hanging by a thread.”
“Wasn’t Mrs. Schubert in there too?”
“Not looking good for her either…”
“What can I do?”
“Get some cots set up in here ASAP. There’s going to be people that became symptomatic in the night coming in soon. Put on a mask and gloves. Keep yourself away from this thing, Wicker. If you get sick, I’m ignoring you.”
“Understood.”
Even though Dom wasn’t being serious, Eve wished that was the way. She would much rather Dom spend her time and effort on vulnerable people than on Eve’s health. After the tent was solid and paid for, they were able to start moving in some cots that they had taken from the clinic, the recreation center and neighboring Palmer Lake. It had the vibe of a military tent, a World War II emergency popup with nurses in bloodied uniforms and soldiers screaming into the night, but regardless, it was much better than nothing and it added almost a dozen beds to the capacity of the clinic. Shepherd took charge and started ushering waiting patients from inside the building into the tent. He checked their vitals, and Lilly tried to manage between Shepherd and Dom inside. They also recruited another nurse that Eve didn’t know, and with all hands on deck, maybe they would be able to make a dent in this sickness, maybe they would be able to control this and stop it from spreading any further than it already had.
It was about half an hour into the tent being operational when Kelley Howl showed up at the canvas doors. Shepherd immediately looked to Eve and then back to Mrs. Howl where he was able to catch her in his arms before she hit one of the floor pads they had put down. Eve bounded forward to help him move her to a bed.
“Please… help me, Sheriff,” Mrs. Howl moaned. “Can you fix this?”
Eve dabbed at her forehead with a cool cloth and held it to her fever.
“You remember Deputy Capote, right, Mrs. Howl?” Eve asked. “He’s going to take care of you.”
“No…” she groaned. “No! No!”
She flailed to one side and both Eve and Shepherd had to stop her from knocking over a tray of supplies. Sharon came over to help and they got her arms under control. Shepherd was able to administer her some Tylenol and water so she could lay her head down on the pillow and stare up at the blank ceiling with her bloodshot eyes and gaping-open mouth.
Shepherd, Sharon, and Eve gathered around her cot and then shifted over to a corner of the tent.
Shepherd whispered, “That’s the second tie to the break ins. Matthew Peak and now, this lady.”
“Kelley Howl,” Eve said. “Yes. That’s two too many to be a coincidence.”
“How could this not be a coincidence? There’s a virus ripping through town…” Sharon hissed. “It’s not a very big town.”
Eve thought. “Maybe. But we can’t take the chance that it’s not.”
“What about Daniel Hawthorne?” Sharon retorted. “Why isn’t he here?”
“I haven’t seen him…” Eve said. “I’ll try to get a hold of him. He went to see Roman last night.”
They both looked at her.
“Why?” Sharon raised an eyebrow.
“I really have no idea. Roman said he thinks he’s lonely.”
“That seems totally and completely suspicious…” Shepherd said. “Do we think he has something to do with this?”
“It was his open house…” Sharon nodded. “And he’s the only guy who isn’t sick?”
“Well, we don’t know the other people that were there,” Eve said.
“Probably the people in the waiting room!”
“The church crowd got hit too…” Eve went on. “The pastor. Betsy. Margaret. Kim.”
“So Daniel’s been making connections?” Sharon suggested.
“I don’t know. Why? Why would he do something like this? And I don’t even know what we’re talking about in this circumstance. How would he be making people sick? Is that possible? Especially somebody like him… he’s a real estate agent.”
Shepherd said, “People aren’t always who they say they are…”
It was a deadly reminder. Eve didn’t want to give Daniel Hawthorne the benefit of the doubt, but she had investigated him for a murder before and he had turned out as expected: a bit immature and emotionally unstable but not violent. But she thought of that time he had come at Jasper Martin, like he was ready to strangle him. If Eve hadn’t been there to stop him, what would he have done? She assumed that he wouldn’t have gone through it because when it came down to it, Daniel, in Eve’s opinion, didn’t have the gall. But she got on the phone to call him.
He answered after two rings.
“Hey there, Sheriff Wicker.”
Eve stepped out of the tent. She could feel several sets of eyes on her.
“Daniel… Mr. Hawthorne. Where you at?”
“Just filling up my car and then heading back to Denver. What can I do for you?”
“You’re at the gas station?”
“Yeah…”
“Stay right there. I’ll be right over.”
Before he could say anything, Eve hung up and shouted, “Pearl!”
The border collie came barreling from inside the tent where she had been keeping some of the patients company and grabbing pocket treats from Shepherd. They lightly ran towards the Tahoe and piled inside. Eve had to drive through the ditch to get out and she even threw her lights on to get herself out quicker and more efficiently. This was police business. She needed to speak to Daniel Hawthorne before he left town. Why was he so involved? Why had he been at Roman’s last night? If he had seen Jamison in town, where the hell was he now?
Eve was at the gas station in less than two minutes. She turned the lights off and whooped the siren once to get Daniel’s attention. He jumped. He was waiting outside the gas station doors, fiddling with something that Eve couldn’t see. Pearl hopped out with Eve and went straight for him.
“What you got there, Hawthorne?” Eve asked as she approached.
“Just trying to get this stupid cartridge in,” he mumbled. “New vape.”
He was fumbling with a black plastic vape and a vial of slick liquid.
“What happened to your old one?” Eve asked.
“Lost it…” he replied.
“Where?”
“If I knew that, then it wouldn’t be lost.” He glanced up. “Hey poochie. Call off the hounds, Sheriff.”
“It’s okay Pearl,” Eve said and Pearl sat next to Daniel’s clean shoes, ready to pounce if he made any move to run.
Eve asked, “The last place you remember having it?”
“Am I being interrogated?” he laughed but his smile quickly faded as he read Eve’s expression. “Oh. Am I?”
Eve’s phone buzzed in her pocket. Her screen told her that it was a text from Jamison. She glanced away from Daniel to open up, and she could feel his gaze boring into her.
“I am trying to help this place. You get that, right? The more houses I get on my list here, the better. I can sell these places. I can sell this town. It’s growing. It’s gorgeous. It’s unusual. It’s problematic. People love—”
The text from Jamison read: “I was. I’m back in the office now. I’m busy. Do you need something?”
Eve texted back, “I want to talk to you. Can we meet?”
Three dots floated between the messages.
Daniel went on, “It has a lot of selling points that people don’t see at first. I didn’t see it either… My sister saw it. She always had an eye for stuff like that though… she was always cooler than me.”
“I heard you went to visit Roman last night,” Eve said, looking at him and catching him off guard.
“I did,” he swallowed. “He’s a cool guy there, Sheriff. I like him.”
“Right. Any other reason you were there?”
“Real estate purposes, of course. You know how much he could get for that place? Especially now with all the activity here.”
“I would think the type of activity we’ve had here would detract buyers.”
“No way. People love a story.” He grinned. “People love homes with either history or mystery or both.”
Eve felt like she was getting pitched.
“I heard you saw Jamison in town,” she said.
“Who?”
“Mustache. Widow’s peak. Serious face. Military guy.”
“Oh! Oh yeah. Here, actually. Why? I thought I’d seen him with you in some article before…” he snorted.
“I’m looking for him. When did you see him here?”
“When I first got into town, so like… Hmm…” he took a painfully long time to think it through. “Five days ago? Sunday night?”
“And what was he doing?”
“Getting gas? I was getting something to drink. I saw him out there, looking like John Denver or something, overlooking the landscape with this serious look. He paid at the pump and then left.”
“Which way did he go?”
“I don’t remember… I think right? Back towards the highway?”
“Are you sure?”
“No!” he exclaimed. “Not at all.”
“How are you feeling?” she asked. He was standing on the curb by a cage of propane tanks and Eve was on the pavement, but they were almost eye to eye.
“What do you mean? Good? Okay. Considering the circumstances, I would say I’m doing pretty well…”
“Physically?”
“I had this pain in my elbow.” He stretched his arm. “Think it was from golf.”
“Right…” Eve drifted to movement in and out of the station. Either Daniel was not involved in what was going on at all or he was a very good liar. “Can I ask how that open house went?”
“The one on 11th?”
“Yes. The house with the broken back door.”
“Well, it could have been much better.”
“What did you do while you were there exactly?”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I’m just trying to track some movements. Did you show people around?”
“Not really. I stayed at the front. It stank in there.”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know. Some type of cleaner or something. I have a sensitive sense of smell.”
“So you didn’t go inside?”
“I did! I went into the hallway and the bathroom.”
“And? Did you notice anything?”
“That’s when I saw that kid with the backpack.”
“Right. Did you know that he spent the entire night there? Who are the current owners? They are still responsible for that house until the new owners take possession. I’m disappointed by some of this negligence.”
“She’s dead,” Daniel said. “Carly Redding owned it.”
“Lewis Redding’s wife? She owned the foster home.”
“Right. She owned a few places in town. After she died, Lewis just let it sit there and then finally decided to sell after I met him at the Harvest Moon Festival last fall. He was sitting on a piece of gold because Carly was smart. All of her properties were paid off and it’s a hundred times the price than it was fifty years ago.”
“You don’t remember anyone else at the open house? Any other faces or suspicious behavior?”
“Not really, Sheriff. You need to find out who broke that lock. That’s the guy you’re looking for.”
Daniel was unfortunately correct and he hadn’t broken into his own home. He wasn’t clever enough to pull a double blind either.
“Or!” he shouted. “Or it’s Indigo. That crazy witch lady. You remember how she was out to get me and my family? History of break-ins? Could be a repeat offender, Sheriff.”
“That was more about the house on 6th Street specifically, though. You think she would target you on another property?”
“That lady is crazy. I wouldn’t be surprised.”
Eve sighed. Pearl relaxed.
“Well, I’ll let you on your way. You’re heading to Denver?” Eve asked.
“Yes. Got lots of business to take care of over there, but I’m thinking about an office down here.”
“Really? Where?”
“On Main. Or maybe in that building over by the movie theater.”
“That place has been for sale there for a while.”
“It needs lots of work, but it has a lot of potential.”
Eve nodded and wished him safe travels. He watched her go and get back in the Tahoe with Pearl in tow.
She didn’t have enough but a bit of suspicious decision-making and a gut feeling to go on with Daniel Hawthorne. It didn’t make sense for him to have broken the lock at the house he was trying to sell. He wasn’t sick or he wasn’t showing any symptoms. So maybe the break-ins had nothing to do with this virus that was going around. But something was telling her, especially with multiple reports of the scent of a clinical-bleach smell, that the break-ins could be much more strategic and even scientifically coordinated. Whatever that meant. Science and math had never been Eve’s strong suit. She was a physical, do it type of person. She was good with noticing things and details, but if she had to add them together or solve for X, Y or Z, she was generally lost. It was part of the reason why she had wanted to leave the NSA. The amount of data she’d had to sort through had made her eyes go cross on some days. She realized as she got older that she didn’t want to spend her life tucked away behind a screen. She needed to be out there, in the field, helping people.
But she wasn’t helping anyone right now. Everything was slipping through her fingers. Daniel’s conversation had provided more questions than answers. The sickness was piling up and even though they had the tent now, who was to say how far this virus could spread and how deadly it could become? Thank goodness for Shepherd and Sharon. They were a saving grace among this chaos. She watched Daniel go back to his car with his fresh vape. He knew she was watching him and gave her a wave on his way out of the parking lot. Eve returned it, but she still wasn’t sure if she could trust him. He seemed vested in ulterior motives. She didn’t have enough evidence—she didn’t have any evidence—to stop him from leaving town. At the moment, she still couldn’t be sure if she even had a case. They had all hoped that Ken Turnbull would show himself again and they would be able to get their well-deserved revenge, but he hadn’t shown his mousey face in town for months. Eve couldn’t even be sure that he was still alive. Stern was ruthless, and if that was who Ken was working for, then he had to brace himself for the possibility that he was dispensable. She had wanted to protect him. She wished he would have trusted her. Breaking it once was enough to make him turn on her. Georgia’s fate could have been different if Eve had made different decisions. She would always carry the weight of that. Ken had stared at her with his look carrying the same burden.
Eve finished the fruit and the madeleines that her father had made her and snuck Pearl another bite of sponge cake and a piece of her orange. But by the time she got back to the station, she was hungry again.
Beech was there, waiting for her.





Sheriff Eve Wicker
Beech waved from the lobby where he had been sitting with a tablet open on his lap. Eve turned off the ignition and gave him half a wave back. The lobby door was open on one side and the lights were only on in the front half of the building.
“How’d you get in here?” Eve asked as she and Pearl made their way through the entrance. Eve dropped her stuff down at her desk, freeing up her hand and turning back to face Agent Beech.
“Sharon was here earlier. She let me in.”
“She was down at the tent. With me.”
“After that.”
“I thought she was still there.”
“She just popped in…” he smiled. “I could get in if I wanted to anyway. Don’t worry about it, Sheriff. I have a right to be here.”
“According to who?”
“The United States of America.”
Eve laughed. “You can’t be serious.”
“I take my job very seriously. As should you.”
“I…” she took in a breath. “I do take my job very seriously. Believe me. There’s nothing I take more seriously than this job. It’s my life.”
“Well, sometimes that can be a problem. Maybe it’s an addiction.”
“I’m not addicted.” Eve shook her head. “I just want to help people. You don’t have a right to barge in here. I have yet to see any paperwork proving that you—”
“Didn’t you talk to Jamison?” he asked.
“No. I haven’t.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Really?”
“We texted.”
“So you did talk. Why are you lying to me, Sheriff?”
“Oh come on, Beech. Geez. This is ridiculous.”
“I have paperwork. Signed by Jamison himself and the Denver field office. Greenlighting this investigation and the search and seizure of your office—”
Eve was apoplectic. “Search and seizure?”
“Just your files. Your laptops.”
“Absolutely not. For what?”
“For an internal investigation.”
“On us?”
“On you.”
Eve paused.
He added, “On your mother.”
“On Elijah Stern?” Eve prodded.
His face glazed over, and she had no idea how to read his expression. If he didn’t recognize that name, he didn’t know about Castro and his task force that already existed. If he did recognize that name, he didn’t seem fond of it, which eased Eve only slightly.
“On what grounds?” Eve asked. “What evidence?”
“I’m not here to do this right now,” he said. “I’m just here to get to know you a bit. Somebody will come later on to talk to you about all of this. You should talk to a lawyer though.”
The only lawyer Eve knew was Carter Stratus and he wasn’t even a real lawyer yet. It was unlikely he would have done all he needed to do in just a few months.
“You’re here to watch me?”
“I’m here to protect you,” he snapped. “Your life is in danger, Sheriff.”
“I know that!” Eve snapped back. “I know that.”
He raised his eyebrows.
She softened. “Sorry.”
“It’s alright. I understand that these are stressful and impetuous times…” he looked her over and then bent down to give Pearl a scratch. She allowed him to give her a scritch behind the ears before she bounded back to Eve’s side and disappeared into the backroom where her bed was.
“Fine…” Eve said. She flipped on a light switch and the room lit up with a cool glow. “Fine. You want to help me? Okay. I met with Daniel Hawthorne this morning. Just let me talk this through for a second… He was filling up and heading back to Denver. He has his open house on Wednesday on the 11th. The night before his back door lock is broken. Nothing taken. Matthew Peak is there. Peak is a kid on the run from a burglary in Woodmoor. He took refuge in the house the night before the open house and claims the lock was already broken when he got there. He gets sick. Kelley Howl. Nothing taken. Lewis Redding. Nothing taken. Kelley Howl. Sick. Daniel Hawthorne. Not! Lewis Redding…” Eve looked up. “I wonder if anyone’s checked on him.”
“Why don’t we go do it right now?” Beech suggested. “Don’t let this case get the best of you. We can figure this out. You can trust me. I can’t tell you everything but… you can trust me. I’m not out to get you. I’m on your side.”
Eve wanted to believe him. It would have been an easier path to just take him at his word. But her gut was telling her to stay on her toes and to keep her eyes open.
When Eve and Beech arrived at Lewis’ house on 9th, the squad car was already there. Shepherd was in the driver’s seat, sitting on the side of the road.
Beech peered through the windshield as Eve pulled in behind the squad car.
“What’s up there?” Beech asked.
“Not sure…” she replied.
Pearl barked.
They all hopped out of the Tahoe. The sun shone brightly off the two decaled vehicles. The squad car was off. It must have been hot inside, but Shepherd wasn’t making any move to get out and greet them.
Eve knocked on the window.
Shepherd didn’t budge. His seat was leaning back and his head was off to one side. The windows were fogged with his breath.
“Deputy Capote!” Eve called.
She went for the handle but it was locked. Quickly, she analyzed the inside of the car, she spotted the keys wrapped in Shepherd’s hand.
“Shepherd!”
Eve slapped the window several times. Shepherd’s head lolled a bit, his ponytail falling over his shoulder, but he was almost unresponsive.
“Beech!” she yelled. “The back of the Tahoe. There’s an unlock kit.”
She had only ever used it in training. The sun was rising by the second and the clouds on the window of the car were growing. When she pressed her ear to the glass, she could hear a snippet of Shepherd’s labored breathing. They had limited time.
Beech came back around the car with the unlock kit in his hand and Pearl bounding at his ankles.
“You know how to use this?” he asked as he passed it to her.
“I’ve used it before.”
“Not the question I asked, but okay.”
She unzipped the bag and itemized the pieces in her mind. She thought back to training, to Officer Kelley and Jamison watching her. She picked up the orange wedge and hammered it into the driver’s side window. Once she had enough space, she tried to insert the black bag with the hand pump but she didn’t have enough room so she had to do the wedge again, driving it in deeper.
“Damn,” she groaned. “This car is new.”
“It doesn’t look new…” Beech noted as he watched her struggle.
“New to us. There.”
She managed to get the bag inside and squeezed the pump to allow space between the door and the window. It worked. A tiny space opened with a gasp and Eve immediately ducked to the ground to grab the metal long-reach tool. She got it in on the first try and searched for the lock to pull on the other side.
“Come on…” she grumbled.
Going by feel alone, it took her almost three minutes to catch the lock at the right angle. She wasn’t great with numbers, but she was good with time, and she could feel every second tick by, putting Shepherd in more and more danger.
With a delicate balance, Eve yanked the tool up.
Click.
Eve pulled the handle open and Shepherd came tumbling out on top of her. All of his weight flattened her to the pavement. He groaned softly.
“Shepherd,” she tried. “Officer Capote.”
Beech grabbed at his shoulders and rolled him off of Eve so he could lay out on the road. His face was red and his dark eyes were bloodshot. He was wet with sweat and he had soaked through his uniform.
“Shepherd. Can you hear me?” Eve clambered onto her knees and looked him over. She checked his vitals. His pulse was racing. His eyes caught hers, but he didn’t say anything, as he opened and closed his mouth.
“He needs water,” she said. “We have to get him to the tent now. Help me load him into the backseat.”
Eve climbed over Shepherd to grab the keys from his hand and slide them into her pocket. Beech didn’t complain as he grabbed Shepherd’s boots and Eve grabbed his shoulders and they towed him into the back of the squad car. Eve turned the car on and cracked the A/C.
“You take him back. I’ll be right behind you,” she said.
“Copy, Sheriff,” Beech nodded. “What about Mr. Redding?”
“I’ll come back and check on him or get Sharon to do it. We need to get Deputy Capote some help right now.”
“He’s sick… like the rest of them.”
“I know.”
“You need to be wearing a mask.”
She flicked some hand sanitizer out of her pocket and washed her palms with it, offering some to Beech who took it gratefully.
“I know how to deal with people…” she grumbled. “I don’t know how to deal with viruses. I’m not a doctor. I can’t get sick.”
“You won’t. You’ve got a strong immune system.”
“Oh yeah? You can just tell?”
“Strong people usually do.”
“Okay. On your way,” she peered into the backseat. “Hold on, Shepherd. We’re getting you help.”

At the clinic, Lilly screamed at the sight of Shepherd being toted out of the backseat by Eve and Beech. She ran inside at full speed and re-appeared with Dom who came to meet them.
She jogged alongside them.
“What happened?”
“He collapsed in the car,” Eve said.
“Everyone okay?”
“He must have had time to pull over. We found him like that.”
“You don’t know how long?”
“He was here,” Sharon’s voice came in, attracted by the commotion. “It couldn’t have been long. He was just going to check on Lewis Redding.”
“That’s where we found him,” Eve confirmed.
“Shit…” Sharon added an extra set of hands to his body as they got him in through the entrance of the tent and into one of the fresh beds. As soon as he was down, Shepherd flipped over and emptied out his stomach onto the ground.
Lilly ran forward with supplies to start cleaning things up, as the vomit was still steaming.
“Shepherd!” Dom got over top of the officer. “Shepherd. It’s Doctor Blanchard. Can you say ‘hello’?”
Shepherd coughed. Spit dangled between his lips and he blinked furiously.
“Sheriff,” he managed.
Eve came to his bedside. “I’m here.”
“Sorry,” he coughed.
“Oh come on, Capote. Don’t say that.”
“Step back, Wicker,” Dom put out an arm. “Lilly. Get him five hundred milligrams of acetaminophen and an IV bag now. I’ll clean that.”
“Okay,” Lilly popped up and sprinted over to the medical cart they had set up in the middle of the tent.
Shepherd’s eyelids closed and his face flopped back to the other side.
“He’s going to be okay, Dom?” Eve asked, following behind her every movement.
“He’s young and healthy.”
“It hit him hard.”
“He must have been holding it back. I’m sure he felt it last night and didn’t say anything…”
“Why wouldn’t he have said anything?”
“That’s your job, isn’t it, Wicker?” Dom snapped and turned to her, staring her down.
Eve half-laughed out of disbelief. “What do you mean? I couldn’t have stopped this.”
“He was too scared to tell you how he was feeling, obviously.”
“Listen, I know you’re stressed, Dom, but—”
“I’m having the time of my life, asshole!”
“You can’t talk to me like that!”
“Sorry I hurt your feelings, Wicker,” Dom snarled. “But I won’t be held responsible for your incompetence.”
“Okay. Now you think I’m incompetent?”
“Guys…” Sharon said from the sidelines.
“You need a break, Dom,” Eve put up a hand. “You need some sleep.”
She scowled, pulling at the bags under her exhausted eyes. She tucked a black hair behind her ear and turned her back on Eve, joining Lilly at the medical cart speaking several sentences of indecipherable jargon, meant to ice everyone out. Eve stormed out of the tent. Beech was already back outside, hiding by the side of the clinic.
Eve circled the parking lot, pacing.
Sharon came out to meet her.
“Don’t get too close,” Eve said, flaring her palm. “I think I’m a carrier.”
“We probably all are now,” she replied. “What happened?”
“We had the same idea as Shepherd. We were going to check on Lewis Redding. After Kelley Howl showed up here, I was thinking things had to be connected somehow. Daniel Hawthorne isn’t sick though. I talked to him at the gas station this morning. I met up with Beech at the station and we headed to Lewis’s. Shepherd was already there, locked himself in a hot car, borderline passed out in the front seat.”
“God. Eve. What the hell?”
“I don’t know, Sharon. I don’t know what is happening right now!” she tried to keep her voice down. Eyes and ears inside the clinic and in the tent had already turned to them.
“Dom is going to take care of him. Don’t worry…” Sharon tried.
“Yeah and she hates me now too, I guess.”
“Eve… Come on. She’s just exhausted like you are.”
“No. I know,” Eve gathered her breath. “I know that. You’re right. I’m trying not to take any of this personally. I’m at a loss. Jamison… he won’t pick up the phone.”
“What do you need him for? We’re all right here for you.”
“I’m just worried. Hawthorne said he saw him in town. If he was here, why didn’t he say anything? He never texted me back. Left me on read.”
“Maybe he’s taking a step back. Maybe he’s going to retire.”
“Jack Jamison? Are you kidding? He’ll retire when he’s dead.”
“I don’t know…” Sharon put her hands on her hips and let out a sigh. “This sucks.”
“What a way for Shepherd to start off…”
“He’s gotta get used to the chaos if he wants to last here.” Sharon forced a smile. “You and Pearl take a break. What is Beech’s deal?”
“He says he’s here to protect me.”
“From Stern?” she lowered her voice.
“I think so… He said something about my mom…” Eve said solemnly.
“Really? Maybe he can give you some answers.”
“Hasn’t been a lot of that so far.”
“Have you asked?”
Eve cupped her hands over her eyes to shield them from the sun. “Not yet.”
“You should.”
“I’ve asked him lots of questions. Just not about my mom.”
“Maybe he knows something you don’t…”
“Everybody does in my opinion,” Eve laughed.
“That’s a sign of a smart person.” Sharon patted Eve’s shoulder. “People who can admit they don’t know everything usually know the most.”
Some of the tension released from Eve’s body and she smiled at her friend. Sharon had known she needed it and knew she needed a bit of a breather. If Eve really was a carrier, she wanted to stay away from people. Sleeping at her father’s house last night had been a bad idea. She would be sleeping at the station tonight to mitigate any other chances of spread. She knew Roman would offer, but she didn’t want him to get sick either. Shepherd’s condition had scared her more than she wanted. He had been fine this morning, helping with the tent. Either that or Dom was right and he had been scared to tell her that he wasn’t feeling well and had powered through pain and fever. It did seem more likely than the sickness escalating that quickly, but this virus was unpredictable and terrifying.
Eve needed to get away and also be right inside it all at the same time. She gave Sharon a squeeze on her shoulder and piled back into the Tahoe with Pearl without another word. In her rearview mirror, Beech stood out on the side of the road with his arms outstretched. The town wasn’t big. He would find his way back with Sharon. She could only hope that Shepherd would recover quickly and well. She couldn’t help but think about the idea that this news would spread like wildfire. Chesapeake Valley’s new officer taken out by a deadly, mystery virus. He’d been at work for two days before being struck down by the incompetence of Sheriff Wicker.
Eve tightened her hands on the steering wheel and pulled into the parking lot of the Kingman Mine with its updated museum, fake gold-panning experience and miles and miles of secret tunnels: the last place that Tommy Little’s murderer was known to be. It was the safest, most dangerous place she could be right now.





Sheriff Eve Wicker
She regretted eating those madeleines so early. Her stomach was growling by the time she had made it through the first section of tunnels. Pearl was up ahead, sniffing and exploring. She hadn’t told anyone she was coming down here. In part, it was an escape but at the same time, it was a strategic removal to keep everyone safe from the spread. And more importantly than both of those, it was a search. The Ken Turnbull hunt would continue until he showed his face again. But knowing him and his personality, he would likely never show his face to her again. He was a coward. He had sniped Tommy Little because he was scared of what he would say about him, that he would reveal his secret identity as a military sniper to the world and his friends and family. And there was more to it than that which Eve didn’t know. It seemed that he was working with Elijah Stern but, maybe, she was wrong about that. Maybe he had been working independently. Ken had been using Stern’s resources though: the cabin, the Nicotaras cigarettes, probably the gun and the bullets. In order for that to happen, they had to know about each other at the very least. Little had been one of Stern’s trusted runners, and Little and Ken had seemingly been working together. One degree of separation.
The tunnels up ahead dripped with the previous days’ rain. This area had once been flooded, where she and Roman had saved the Lacy boys, Charlie Sowerby, and their kidnappers, Orla and Mac. It also had once been the site of the “beast”, a “monster”, a wandering starving bear that was far away from home, and of Lin, another lost soul. Natalie Rey had been working the gift shop then and had now gone on to working in Denver after her high school graduation. Last she had seen her, she had told Eve that she was planning to study forensic psychology, so she could be a small-town cop like Eve.
Eve’s flashlight dropped light into the passageway before she veered sharply to the right, away from the exit and back into the mountain.
Pearl sniffed a pile of discarded clothes up ahead. Eve had already analyzed them the other day. At this point, she was getting to know the curves, nooks and crannies of this system. If she continued on straight, she would eventually reach a ladder that would take her into the actual mountain mines and the shafts behind the cabin. She wouldn’t make the climb today. Even though she needed the isolation, she didn’t want to be an hour’s hike away.
She got all the way to the ladder though. It was at the end of a tunnel with a steel door on one side that led to some abandoned, mystery location. The door was broken open so Eve could peer inside to a room with detritus and collapsed stone. After waving the flashlight up and back down, she brought it into the room and surveyed it. That was when she noticed something new. She assumed she would continue to discover new things down here for a very long time and it almost made every trip worth it.
A black bulb in the corner of the destroyed room remained intact. On a surface level and at first glance, it appeared to be an emergency light of some kind with a plastic base. But as Eve held her flashlight against it and then swung it away, she could see a red light emanating from the bulb. It wasn’t a light. It was a camera.
On instinct, she tucked herself behind the broken door. Somebody was watching these tunnels. Where could that camera feed back to? She had yet to find any kind of security room, but it could have been monitored remotely as well. Either way, it felt like an invasion of privacy and security. These weren’t her tunnels and she had to remind herself of that. But the Kingmans had let this place fall to ruin and criminals. Janet Kingman needed to be held responsible for at least some of her actions.
With that thought, Eve snapped several photos of the camera and the tunnel to ensure she remembered where it was, and no one would try to gaslight her out of it in case it suddenly disappeared. But she swore that red light was there, watching her, keeping an eye on whatever passed by this ladder. Maybe even in that exact moment.
She started to head back but kept more vigilant. As they reached back to the once-flooded area that went back to the farmhouse, Pearl veered to the right.
“Pearl! This way!” Eve tried but the border collie sauntered forward without listening.
She started to bark so Eve trusted her and followed her in the totally wrong direction. Pearl had put her snout to the ground. She was tracking something.
“Pearl…” Eve tried to get her attention but she wouldn’t budge off the trail. “What is it, girl?”
Eve’s phone buzzed in her pocket. She knew that would be one of many people wondering where she had disappeared to. They would have to survive without her until they were done here. Eve had learned to trust her gut and the guts of those on her team, including Pearl. The dog with three legs reached a tunnel with a staircase on one side and a mine track on the other. She hopped up the steps and barked back at Eve to encourage her. She knew where this led: to the hangar, the garage, the southern mine entrance, to the farmhouse where her mother had been killed. Her heart was in her ears by the time they reached the top of the stairs.
Eve opened the door to them and they emptied out to a rocky landscape on either side of a road. About three football fields away, there was the two-story farmhouse with one of its shutters snapping shut in the wind. The border collie barked again. She wasn’t headed for the house. They both circled around to the garage entrance where the door was wide open and inside was likely what Pearl had been tracking because it was something familiar. Eve couldn’t be sure, but she was looking at a black Buick Enclave, parked in a garage meant for a combine harvester or some type of other farm equipment, and it was Jamison’s car.
It shouldn’t have been out here.
“Sharon,” Eve clicked in on her walkie. “You there?”
“Listening, Sheriff.”
“I’ve got an 11-54 out by the Kingman farmhouse.”
“What are you doing out there?”
“I think it’s Jamison’s…” Eve ignored the question. “Can I give you the license plate? Will you run it for me?”
“Uh yeah. I’m just still at the tent here.”
“How’s Officer Capote?”
“Dom was able to bring his fever down. He won’t stop throwing up though. Losing a lot of fluids.”
“Not good.”
“Are you coming back?”
“I’ve got some business to take care of. You guys need to stay healthy.”
“You do too. Text me that license plate. I’ll run back to the station and check it for you.”
“Copy, Deputy.”
Eve clicked off and texted Sharon the license plate along with several photos. She circled the Buick, scrutinizing for clues. She tried the doors. They were locked. She peered inside the window. The seats looked virtually untouched. It was clean and nothing looked out of the ordinary aside from where it was parked. She didn’t see any signs of the keys, even as she looked around the empty hangar and over the metal shelves. Pearl sniffed and searched with her. She was able to hunt down a used tissue that really could have been from anyone, but Eve pocketed it into an evidence bag just in case because it looked fresher than it should have been.
Eve muttered a swear to herself. Pocketing a dirty Kleenex had not been on her list of expected things today. Finding Jamison’s car, completely abandoned, hadn’t even been in the realm of possibility. This was more than concerning. Jamison was strong, capable and experienced. If he was taken down, it had to have been by surprise. She needed the footage from the gas station. That was his last known location.
He had answered Eve’s texts. After Hawthorne had allegedly seen him at the gas station, Jamison had been responsive via text but pointedly refused to answer the phone. What the hell did that mean? Was he off somewhere undercover? If he was, he would be absolutely livid at her for reporting him missing, but he hadn’t told her anything about being unavailable for an extended period of time. But it still didn’t make sense for him to bring his car to Chesapeake Valley unless he had a case here of some kind. Or unless he was working with Beech.
There were too many theories and frustrations and the tissue was nearly the last straw.
Only a few hundred feet away, the farmhouse sat in anticipation.
Eve went back to her phone and searched deep in her contacts for another number: Janet Kingman.
“Hello,” a cragged voice answered after several rings.
“Mrs. Kingman, It’s Sheriff Wicker.”
“Sheriff… why are you calling me?”
“I’m at your property. I’ve just discovered a suspicious vehicle.”
“What property?”
“The farmhouse off of Herman Casper.”
“What in the world are you doing out there?”
“I’m following a case, Mrs. Kingman. I’d like to investigate your house.”
“Don’t you dare. You don’t have a warrant.”
“I want to make sure that no one is in danger—”
“The only person who will be in danger is you if you step one of your little toes on my property without a warrant. I will sue you into oblivion, Sheriff.”
Eve kept her eyes on the two-story house. She had done it before. She had risked it and investigated after the Redding kids and the fire. Even before that, she had found Georgia Turnbull’s phone not that far from here. Janet Kingman didn’t know about those. But with anything involving Jamison, Eve needed to follow the book.
Eve tried to talk Janet into it to no avail. It stopped her from broaching the veranda. But it didn’t stop her from doing a perimeter and peering through the broken windows to the abandoned property. Pearl circled with her. She lifted her snout to the sky and sniffed voraciously.
“What is it?” Eve asked in a whisper.
Pearl barked and then went quiet.
They both listened. There was the sound of something. It could have just been the wind. It was very subtle. It sounded like air moving but more gentle, like someone breathing. Eve stayed planted at the back of the house and she held out her palm to Pearl telling her to do the same thing: stay still.
The noise didn’t change or falter. It stayed consistent. Eve tried to get an angle through the second-story windows from her camera, but she couldn’t decipher it. The small sound wouldn’t have been enough to justify her breaking inside, especially to the second level where she wouldn’t be able to hide her intrusion.
She called, “Hello? Sheriff’s office. Anyone here?”
The noise was barely distinguishable as a car drove by in the distance.
“Jamison?” Eve tried.
Pearl did a circle around the back stairs and barked.
“I know, girl,” she said. “I want to go in too. But we can’t.”
Pearl barked again. Confused.
“Come on…”
Eve was almost three miles away from the Tahoe now and it was going to be a trek back, so if she couldn’t move forward here, she needed to start moving somewhere else. She needed to keep moving. If Jamison was in danger, they were all in danger.





Lilly Agbani
Lilly helped Matthew back from the bathroom to his bed.
“Sorry about that…” he said.
“It’s okay,” she replied.
“I think I need some more painkillers.”
“Do you think that would help, Mr. Peak?”
She leaned him back on the mattress.
“It’s Matt, Lilly. We’re practically besties after that,” he said with a gesture to the bathroom.
Lilly laughed as she helped him with his legs, getting them up on the bed.
“I think it’s a sign that you’re getting better.”
She gave him a smile.
“I really hope you’re right… I’m so over this already.”
“I think you’re going to be just fine, Matt.”
He nodded and tightened his lips. He was able to prop himself up and then get his head down on the pillow all by himself. Lilly knew he was improving. He was the first of the viral patients to do so, and according to Dom, it was the only hope they had.
His hazel eyes studied her.
“Where are you going now?”
“I was going to go out to the tent and bring them some more supplies…”
“Don’t you ever take a break?”
“Not right now…” she said. “We can’t. We’re understaffed.”
“Well, every hospital is.”
“I know. But we don’t know what this is… What you’re sick with and all those other people aren’t recovering like we’d hoped.”
“C’est la vie…” Matt waved a hand. “We should go get some ice cream or something.”
She furrowed her brow. “I… I need to get back to work.”
“Sorry!”
He looked at the other bed in the room where Boris Tofino was asleep but beginning to stir.
“Sorry. I didn’t mean it like… Like I don’t care or anything,” he tried to explain.
“Do you care?” she asked.
“Well… I care about you.”
She caught his eyes and he smiled softly from the pillow.
“I think you’re really cool…” he croaked.
Lilly returned the smile. “You just like me because I’m nice to you and I’m taking care of you.”
“And? Is that so wrong?”
“Well,” she laughed. “I guess. I wonder if you’d feel the same if I wasn’t your nurse. And not even a certified one.”
He chuckled and his fingers trailed to her wrist. He said, “I think I would.”
His fingers reached for hers, settling in the heat of her palm and then wrapping around her hand. She found herself frozen, staring down at his soft smile, his cool, clammy fingers feeling their way through hers.
Lilly threw herself back.
“Sorry. I…” she bumped into a bed pan behind her. “I’ll be back.”
“I’ll be here!” he called as she escaped out the door as quickly as possible. It was the second time this boy had made her practically run away with his flirting. What was worse is that he was making her feel something: butterflies. She couldn’t even remember the last time she had felt such a thing. Maybe in the 5th year of school when handsome Day had moved into the house across the street. She had watched him, almost every day for a year, play with a half-deflated soccer ball, mostly dribbling it around because it wouldn’t roll. He got better and eventually got a new ball from his cousin that allowed him to play further away and out of Lilly’s gaze, but she remembered that same butterfly feeling when she watched him celebrate a fake-goal by removing his shirt and waving it above his head.
She pressed her back against the door. Her eyes closed and her head hit the laminate wood.
“Lilly!” Dom’s voice cut in. “What are you doing?”
“Sorry.”
“I sent you to check on Peak like”—she pulled out her phone for the fastest second—“thirty minutes ago. How’s he doing?”
“He’s okay. He needed to relieve himself and was pretty weak.”
She nodded and looked her over. “You need a break? You’re all sweaty. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you sweaty.”
Lilly tried to laugh it off. “I usually keep pretty cool. Just a lot of moving back and forth, Doctor. No worries. I’m fine.”
She was doing the best she could. She wasn’t meant for this kind of pressure like the sheriff and Dom were. After this was all over, she hoped to sleep and rot in her bed for three weeks. That is, if this virus did have an end and didn’t spread countrywide before they could stop it. She really tried not to think about the worst-case scenario. From the look in Dom’s dark eyes, it was all she was thinking about.
“We need some more PPE out in the tent. Can you run some gloves out?” Dom snapped off her own gloves and tossed them into the garbage. “Ms. Turnbull is stable for now, but… she’s not looking good, Lilly. We need to be prepared for this to take a turn to the worse.”
“Is it not already turning for the worse?” Lilly whispered.
“I’ve seen worse than this…” Dom looked over her shoulder. “Lots worse.”
“I’m sure…” Lilly nodded.
They both started to move without another word. Lilly brought Kim Turnbull another cup of broth, but she wasn’t awake, so she brought it to the tent outside where she took it to the new police officer. Deputy Capote swallowed the broth back in two sips.
“Where did the doctor go?” he asked right away. “I wanted to ask her some stuff about what she’s using.”
“She’ll be back,” Lilly reassured him. “How are you feeling?”
“Like my time has come,” he groaned, blinked and stared at the ceiling.
“You need rest.”
“Oh I’m resting,” he grumbled. “I’m resting real good.”
Lilly dropped off more gloves at the medical cart in the middle of the tent. Sirens whooped in the distance. Anytime there was an emergency in Chesapeake Valley, most citizens knew immediately. You couldn’t cover the sound of police sirens or a fire truck moving through this isolated town. The mountain acted as a sound barrier at their back and one of the first things Lilly had noticed about this place was the way a neighbor on 6th could have a conversation with somebody on 8th. Noise carried. As somebody who was sensitive to loud noises, Lilly could mentally track the movements of the law enforcement if they were moving with sirens. It sounded like they were coming from Main Street. Definitely from the south end of town.
“Who’s that?!” Shepherd exclaimed, trying to prop himself up.
Lilly went to him. “Deputy Capote. Please lay your head back down.”
“Who is it? It’s okay, Mom… I love you…” his eyes drifted closed but when another whoosh of sirens came through, he jolted back up.
Lilly put a gentle hand on his shoulder.
“I’m going to get you some more meds…” she said softly. At least, it would help him sleep.
“I’m sorry,” he cried. “I’m sorry that I put you through that.”
“Shh…” Lilly used a tissue to wipe at his face and clean off the snot now streaming from his nose. People said strange things when they had an out-of-control fever. She blamed that for Matthew Peak’s behavior as well.
As Lilly went out of the tent to get Dom, she wasn’t able to make it out of the canvas doors before a tall man nearly ran her down. He barreled inside. He was over six feet with a protruding belly. A newsboy cap sat atop his head and from it, he was dripping sweat.
“Can I help you, sir?” she asked.
“Lewis,” he coughed. “Lewis Redding. Here for the doctor.”
“I think you should sit down, sir. Here.”
Lilly led him to one of the empty cots. He sat down and the whole thing squeaked and creaked.
“Mr. Redding, you said?” she started gathering items to process him as Doctor Blanchard had shown her. She sanitized her hands and pulled a fresh pair of gloves from the medical cart. After checking his blood pressure and his heart rate, she checked his temperature, and as expected, it was through the roof. It was another case. She was certain of it and that was scary. It was getting so prevalent and familiar that even she could recognize it as a medical receptionist. She didn’t even need Doctor Blanchard to reassure her on this one.
Lilly stepped back and took a breath.
Mr. Redding coughed and leaned one bulbous arm off the bed. “Please! Young lady. It’s a cook.”
“I’m sorry?”
“A cook! It’s him. I knew it was him.”
“Who are you talking about, Mr. Redding?”
“He’s just a young man. Starting off at the clinic! Looking to prove himself! We were friends,” he laughed. “We were good friends!”
Lilly had no idea what this man was talking about. She couldn’t help but think of Matthew Peak though. He was a young man at the clinic looking to prove himself. Was he blaming this on him? She really didn’t think he was capable of this. He couldn’t have been talking about him. Maybe he was just on her mind…
“Some people called us best friends!” Mr. Redding yelled. “And then he lost his damn mind!”
“Mr. Redding, please keep your voice down.”
“I told him it was a mistake! He blamed her. You need to do a better job, young lady.”
She kept quiet.
“You hear me?” he shouted. “A better job than you’re doing now! You need to protect her! She’s in danger!”
“Who is?” Lilly cried.
“The doctor! Get the goddamn doctor! I’m going to die!”
“Shut up!” Deputy Capote yelled from the other side of the room.
Lilly escaped from the room, tears stinging. Any sort of response was completely stuck in her throat, and she had needed to leave the scene as soon as possible. She could handle a bit of confrontation, but a large, grown white man had never yelled at her like that before. It was jarring and she felt it in her chest.
She escaped back inside with the air conditioning. She found herself back in the room she had started in, and Matt sat up at the sight of her in the doorway. Mr. Tofino turned his head too and mumbled something at her that she couldn’t understand. Her ears were ringing.
“Are you okay?” Matt asked. “Lilly?”
He struggled out of the bed and to his feet. His muscles, stiffening and unstiffening, working through pain.
“Stay,” she tried. “Stay in bed.”
He shakily closed the distance and grabbed her shoulders. “What happened? Are you okay?”
She shook her head. “It was nothing. This man… He… He’s sick.”
“What man?”
“It’s nothing, Matt. I promise. I’m fine.”
Lilly stood up straighter and took a breath, feeling her heartbeat slow as the seconds passed by with his hands on her. His fingers moved up to her shoulder, and then to her neck, and then to her cheek. They breathed together. They stared at one another across the hospital room.
“Hey!” Mr. Tofino called. “Can I get a top up on my meds? My back is killing me.”
“Yes. Absolutely,” Lilly said.
But her face didn’t turn and she and Matt stayed locked in like that for another moment before they broke the illusion and came back to reality. Lilly led him back to his bed and fetched Mr. Tofino more medication for his back. Greater than the fear of the virus right now was the fear of falling in love. She had come straight here from being scolded at by Mr. Redding. She was crumbling in front of this man. She had to stay true to her purpose and help Doctor Blanchard. She couldn’t afford this type of unprofessionalism and risk. Yet, Matthew Peak stayed on her mind. The warmth of his touch lingered on her shoulder. Lilly couldn’t stop thinking about him even with the screams from Lewis Redding and the groaning from the other sick. She had the stupidest crush and to be honest, it seemed like he did too. She didn’t know what to do with this. She had to run away from it. She had to stay away from him.





Sheriff Eve Wicker
Eve had thrown on her sirens on the way back from the mine. She was in a hurry. She had wasted too much time. People were in real danger. She whipped the Tahoe into the gas station parking lot. She couldn’t believe this was her second trip to this place in a day. She usually tried to avoid it. Inside was one of this town’s most regrettable people: Jonas Sarkis. She needed the gas station footage of Jamison and Sarkis had it. She needed to know if Daniel Hawthorne had been right and if this was the last place somebody had seen him and his car. If he had really been in town without mentioning it to her. But Sarkis had already refused her once. He wasn’t happy to see her on a regular day, let alone twice in one week.
She had quickly dropped off Pearl at home. She seemed pretty thankful for it. They were both exhausted after the mine trek. Eve was jealous that she would get to nap in front of a sunny window spot and call it a day.
The employees at the gas station barely looked up when Eve came in. One was a girl with cherry red hair that Eve recognized from the high school and the other was Sarkis, grabbing at his ripped jeans and crotch as he talked to her about, what sounded like, cryptocurrency.
“Sarkis,” Eve interrupted.
The girl turned and gave her a thankful look.
Eve approached a counter filled with multi-colored scratch tickets.
“Sheriff.” Sarkis pushed back the girl to place his tattooed forearms on the glass. “What are you here to bother me about this time?”
“Looking for some footage.”
“Got a warrant?”
“The case is building.”
“Oh well, it looks like I heard something other than a ‘yes’ so, unfortunately, can’t help you, Miss Wicker.”
“I’m going to do my best to gather footage from other sources as well. But my witness says that he saw the person in question here,” Eve continued.
“I really don’t know why you’re still talking…” he laughed.
Eve paused. She peered over his shoulder at the teenage girl who was watching them intently. Part of Eve wanted to set an example for her, to not let men like this speak to her in that way, with no respect. But she also recognized that she was in a very public setting and though smacking Sarkis’ head against the glass display case would bring her much joy, this wasn’t the time and place. So Eve turned on her heel and walked out. If Sarkis didn’t want her to keep talking, she wouldn’t.
She decided to go back and check Lewis Redding’s house, but he wasn’t home when she knocked on the door. It was about that time that she got a text from Jamison. She saw his name and checked the notification immediately.
It said: “Eve. Take it easy. I’m fine. I’ll see you soon. Call you next week.”
She hated everything about those words. Not only was it incredibly rare for Jamison to call her ‘Eve’ but it made it seem like he was lecturing her. That certainly wasn’t unusual for him, but him keeping her at an arm’s distance like this was. She couldn’t help but think that she had done something to upset him.
“What about your car??” she texted back right away.
“I’m working on another case,” he said.
“Here?”
The three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared.
“Call you later.”
Eve let out a frustrated yell. Down the block, a neighbor preparing her garden stopped what she were doing to shade her eyes and shake her head in Eve’s direction.
Enough of stonewalling, silence, and warrants, Eve decided to check around Lewis’ house for any other clues they could have missed. This was the place where they had found the hair dye. It was the only piece of evidence they had for these break-ins, really. Whoever was doing this had dyed their hair, which wasn’t much of anything to go on. There were plenty of dark-haired men in town including, but not limited to, Roman, Shepherd, Agent Beech, Sarkis, A.J., Matthew Peak, Jasper Martin. And the true list was longer than that.
The modern house had a very well maintained lawn. It looked like maybe Lewis had even cut it or at least manicured it since they had been there. Scanning through the grass proved little success. The weedless garden beds had nothing but ornate stones and solar lamps. Soon, Eve was sure, they would have flowers again. According to rumors, Lewis was actually retiring this year. That would give him time to keep up with his house hobbies.
So far, there seemed to be no pattern between the houses that the breaker-and-enterer had chosen. They were spread out across town.
Something glimmered in the garden bed. Eve knelt down and plucked it from the soil. It was another ring. It was like the one Lewis had passed to Eve when he had first made the call: a man’s wedding ring. She didn’t understand.
She whipped out her phone and crouched next to the bed, she made a call.
Lionel Chen, her friend in forensics down in Monument, answered after a couple of rings.
“Hey. It’s Sheriff Wicker.”
“Hey, Eve.”
“Did you get that ring I sent you?”
“Just got here. Fresh off priority mail.”
“Get a chance to look at it?”
“As we speak…” his voice trailed off as she imagined him analyzing it in his windowed laboratory. “It looks real. And expensive.”
“Really?”
“Yup. Where did you find this?”
“At a crime scene. Left behind by a burglar.”
“A burglar left this behind?”
“As far as I can understand… And I’ve got another one here.”
“Another what?”
“Another ring.”
“A matching one? Probably a set.”
“Wedding rings?”
“Looks like it. Oh hang on here…” Lionel paused. “Can you hold yours up?”
Eve did as she was told, the sun catching on the yellow gold and bouncing up the dark-sided house.
“You see that?” Lionel’s voice crackled.
“What am I looking for?”
“The date.”
Eve peered and, sure enough, tiny numbers were engraved on the inside of the gold ring.
“11… 18…” Lionel tried.
“03,” Eve finished. “November 18th, 2003?”
“That’s how I would read that.”
“A wedding date?”
“Unless it’s like their dog’s anniversary or something.”
“If they are wedding rings… why would they just get rid of them?” Eve thought out loud.
“A divorce?”
“Something like that,” Eve agreed. “Do you think you’ll be able to pull any DNA from that?”
“I can certainly try.”
“I’ll send you this one too.”
“Sounds good, Sheriff.”
Eve shoved her phone back in her pocket and turned the ring over in her palm. Specks of black soil covered her hand with the yellow ring framed in the middle of her peachy skin. She tried to remember the look of the other ring. They were nearly identical, but if she remembered correctly, this one looked a bit smaller. Maybe she would make the trip out to see Chen in person so she could analyze the rings side by side. She would have to mask. She didn’t want to expose herself to more people, but she needed to talk to Lewis. This was Eve alone, as much as she could.
The tent out front of the clinic had quieted when Eve arrived. They had moved Kim Turnbull outside so the beds were filled with her, Shepherd, Margaret from the church crowd, another older woman that Eve didn’t know, and Lewis Redding.
Dom stood at Lewis’ bed.
“Hey…” she said softly as Eve approached.
“How’s he doing?” Eve asked.
Dom shook her head. “Not good. Finally got him down and resting.”
Eve nodded. “Can I talk to him?”
“He needs rest.”
“It’ll be quick.”
They both had already shaken off the altercation from earlier. They had no choice. It was moving forward or nothing. Dom’s stress had sunk to exhaustion, and she turned to Eve with a light smile.
“Everything you do is quick, Wicker. You’re a rusher.”
“I’m on a time crunch.”
Dom smirked. “So is this virus. You’re still feeling okay?”
Eve snapped the cord on her mask. “Oh yeah. I’m fine.”
“Good. Keep washing your hands too.”
“Any updates on it?”
“Encephalitis.”
“What now?”
“Inflammation of the brain…” Dom lowered her voice and pulled Eve away from the beds. “I don’t know for sure. I can’t cut them open, but Ms. Turnbull over there was showing some erratic personality changes when she was awake. And Lewis here, was screaming at Lilly for no reason. If this is functioning like West Nile, encephalitis is an absolute risk.”
“And what does that mean? What can we do about that?”
“I don’t have an MRI or CT imaging here. I can send them for it, but they need lots of rest and fluids. I could use antivirals, but I’m still not sure what this is. I can give them Acyclovir, just in case it’s HSV, but I really don’t think that’s the case. Again, if it’s like West Nile, antivirals will be useless.”
“Why?”
“Insect-borne diseases don’t respond to them.”
“But we don’t know for sure this is from an insect? Right? I haven’t seen any signs of bites.”
“No. It certainly seems to act like West Nile, but I seriously doubt that’s what this is with this many cases. What we don’t want is for this to progress to meningitis and their spinal cord. We’re looking at several patients here with co-morbidities and who are not in great health to begin with.”
Eve’s eyes flashed across the tent at every person laying in their cots, waiting for answers, waiting for a cure. And they would be waiting longer. Eve was waiting too. As Dom mentioned co-morbidities, her eyes passed over Lewis and noted his labored breathing. She did need to let him rest. She could wake him, question him about the rings and have a feverish rambling in response. Her hands, her mind, her eyes, everything felt tied down and shut up, like there was a bag over her head. Yet, she could see pieces beyond. A bit of light was getting through to let her make out shapes: the shape of Chesapeake Valley crumbling to the ground. The shape of her mother’s naked silhouette, curled up on the floor. The shape of Roman, crumbling to his knees. The mine, collapsing in on itself in a wave of boulders and water. Everything, destroyed. And Eve, powerless to stop it. This enemy was not making big moves, but quiet ones that had come together in absolute, intentional dismantling. She couldn’t fight someone that she couldn’t see. She couldn’t arrest anyone based on the little evidence she had. Eve could do nothing but survey the dark tent and listen to Mr. Redding’s hoarse breaths.





Sheriff Eve Wicker
Eve decided it was time for an all-nighter. The person she was looking for seemingly preferred to work under the starlight so she set up the Tahoe, first, outside of the house with the ‘For Sale’ sign out front. Pearl was in the backseat and Eve had her camera in her lap. Agent Beech was in the passenger seat, sipping from a styrofoam cup with a tea bag string hanging out of it.
“Thanks for letting me tag along…” he sipped.
“I needed an extra set of eyes and ears.”
“I get it. Nobody likes to stay up all night alone.”
“I don’t mind. I just know it’s not as effective. Pearl catches stuff that I miss all the time.”
“She’s a good girl.” He grinned at her through the seats.
The choice to bring Beech was a strategic one on multiple fronts. First of all, Shepherd was down for the count, and Sharon needed to sleep so she could manage the station while Eve was out investigating. While Eve had staked out by herself before, she knew it wasn’t best for observation. Plus, one of the best ways to keep her eyes on Beech was to keep him right in front of her. If he had anything to do with this, she would do her best to find out tonight.
The bakery box of madeleines between them filled the Tahoe with the smell of cake, and Pearl had snouted her way forward many times to see if she could get a nibble.
Night came. Darkness dropped onto the town like a weight and with the weak street lights in the east side of town, they could hardly see anything after eleven o’clock. They moved to Kelley Howl’s place after that and patrolled the town slowly in between. Eve turned the lights off and glided through Chesapeake Valley like she was a snake in a river, observing, sensing and hungrily searching. 11th Street was quiet too. As was Mr. Redding’s on 9th. She shut off the car outside the house where they had found the dye and the rings. She hadn’t mentioned the extra ring to Beech or even to Sharon. Lionel Chen was the only one who needed to know right now.
Beech sighed after several moments of low muttering on the radio.
“So what do you think?” he asked.
“What do I think about what?”
“About this case. What’s your theory?”
“That somebody’s fucking with me.”
Beech laughed. “People do that a lot?”
“Oh yeah. It feels like it’s some people’s favorite pastime.”
“Well, I don’t think that’s the case. Why would someone want to mess with you?”
“I’ve pissed off a lot of people.”
“You’re not the only one…”
Eve looked at him. They had both reclined their seats. Beech’s sharp profile was accentuated by the moonlight coming in through the windshield.
“You’ve pissed off a lot of people?” Eve asked.
“It happens. Especially in this line of work, it happens a lot.”
“And so what? What do you do about that?”
“Accept it. Focus on the people who are pissing you off instead.”
Eve chuckled and took that in.
“Unless it’s me…” he continued. “In that case, don’t focus on those guys at all. Just let them be and do their thangs…”
“Did you just say ‘thang’?”
Beech said, “No. Nope. Definitely not.”
They both laughed. Pearl adjusted herself in the backseat, settling into a more comfortable position.
“Go on, Eve,” he said. “Who’s pissing you off?”
“Matthew Peak.”
“There’s one. Why?”
“Kid needs an attitude adjustment. What really annoys me is how little he paid attention. It feels like he should know more than he does.”
“He is sick,” Beech pointed out.
“Which is another factor that is more annoying than anything. I mean… that came out wrong. It’s late. I do feel bad for him, but if he wasn’t sick, I would push him more.”
“You have to do your job. Whether he’s sick or not, he’s still a criminal.”
“He’s a kid.”
“He’s twenty. He’s not a kid.”
They paused. Eve knew they wouldn’t reach an agreement on that. Some people really thought that eighteen meant adulthood.
“He’s a kid,” Eve said again after another awkward minute.
“What about me? I bet I’ve been annoying you…”
“Sure. More so that I don’t know you enough to trust you…”
“I get that. I wouldn’t trust me either if I was in your boots.”
“Glad you understand…”
“I get it. I get it a lot, Eve…”
When she turned her head, he was looking at her, dark eyes glimmering with dim street lights and the moon.
“What about Doctor Blanchard?” he asked.
“What about her?”
“You guys seemed to have some… tension. She seems a bit rough around the edges.”
“Dom is awesome.”
His nose crinkled.
“She’s the best,” Eve went on. “Yes. Okay. Maybe a bit of an edge to her, but she knows what she’s doing. She expects the best of the people around her. She’s amazing at her job. She built that clinic from the ground up—”
“So you guys are friends?” he interrupted.
“Yeah. Yes. We’re friends…”
“Why did that seem like you were trying to convince yourself?”
Eve locked her gaze onto his. “I’m not. We’re friends.”
“If you say so, you guys looked like you were ready to kill each other.”
“We both have high standards.”
“Both perfectionists,” he grinned.
“Right.”
Eve agreed and turned her head again, taking a look at the Redding house. The darkness framed the modern home.
“And…” Beech raised his seat. “You know we can’t let this spread any further. If you and Dominique are truly friends, she would tell you that this virus is out of control and the longer you let it go like this, the harder it’s going to be to contain. You need to quarantine, Eve.”
Eve raised her seat as well so she could mirror him.
“You have medical experience?” she asked.
“A little…” he replied. “I know that this is unusual. I know that this is exactly how major outbreaks start.”
“Quarantine the entire town?” Eve clarified. “I really am not sure what that looks like… how we do that without—”
“The people will support you. Despite you saying that you’ve pissed lots of people off, from what I’ve observed so far, this town loves you. They trust you. They really trust you.”
Eve placed her hands on the steering wheel, even though they were not going anywhere. It got Pearl up and jangling her collar as she scratched at her ear. Beech’s words resonated and dug deep under her skin. Maybe he was right. Maybe the longer she waited for answers, the more people would get sick and the sick would get sicker. Was she already risking lives by not quarantining? It wouldn’t make Kim Turnbull or Shepherd or Lewis less sick. But it might protect neighboring towns and people at a massive cost to the people of Chesapeake Valley.
Eve’s phone buzzed. She was hoping it would be Jamison, calling to sort out and ease all of her concerns. But it wasn’t him. Ranger Dylan Hackett’s name popped up on her phone screen.
“Ranger,” Eve answered. “Pretty late.”
“Sorry. Did I wake you up?”
“No. We’re staking out.”
“Oh. Okay… Okay. That’s good, I guess. Yeah.”
“What’s up?”
“It’s Roman, Sheriff.”
Eve’s heart sank to the seat beneath her.
“I found him on the mountain without a jacket. He’s unresponsive and—”
The sirens were on before Hackett could finish her sentence. Eve U-turned the Tahoe and floored the gas pedal. She ripped down 9th Street and onto Caledonia, heading straight for the foothills.
“Whoa!” Beech exclaimed. “What is it?”
“It’s Roman,” she said.
“Your boyfriend?”
“Yes. The park ranger found him on the mountain. He’s sick. That’s the only way this could have happened to someone like him…”
“We’ll get him, Sheriff,” Beech said.
Eve tightened her grip on the steering wheel and pulled into the Foothills Parking Lot. She opened the back door and she and Pearl didn’t hesitate. They started the trek up the mountain on foot. A quarantine could have helped Roman if Eve had done it as soon as the virus had hit, but she tried not to blame herself for this. She had barely seen Roman. Even though she felt pretty confident she was a carrier, she didn’t think she had gotten him sick. It might have been someone else who had been exposed: Daniel Hawthorne. Eve found her mind coming back to him over and over again. Had he done this on purpose? Was this an elaborate revenge plan for Emily Silva? Based on all their history and conversations, Eve had a hard time thinking of Daniel as a hardcore criminal, but he certainly didn’t seem opposed to bending the rules and, probably, the law for himself. Maybe his motive tied in with homes that he was looking to sell or acquire in the valley. Every theory possible about Daniel had run through her head by the time that they spotted ATV lights up ahead. Karu’s barking led Eve and Pearl right to them.
Beech’s footfalls dragged behind her, and Eve beat him to Hackett by several minutes.
“Sheriff!”
Hackett came into view with her peachy cheeks and curly hair under her hat backlit by the ATV headlights.
“I came as fast as I could,” Eve exhaled.
“Yeah, you did! You made great time…” Hackett led Eve to a black blob. It was stretched out between two skinny trees, the headlights casting his shadow up and onto the bark. The blob was Roman. His head was turned to one side. His beard, deep in damp, dark grass. His eyes were closed but he was breathing, one ragged breath every couple of seconds.
Eve quickly strung her mask over her ears and pulled two gloves on.
“Roman…” she lifted his beard out of the mud. “Roman. Can you hear me?”
His lips trembled at the sound of her voice but no sound came out. Several beads of sweat gathered into the palm of her glove and she felt his forehead with the back of her arm.
“He’s burning up,” Eve said. “We need to get him out of here.”
“I tried to move him. He’s way too heavy.”
“Maybe the three of us?”
Karu whined loudly.
“Three of us?” Hackett looked around.
“Beech!” Eve called. “Agent Beech! Respond if you can hear me!”
“I’m here!” A voice returned.
“Beech?” Hackett lowered her voice.
“FBI guy. Don’t worry about it,” Eve replied.
“Sure. Never worried about the FBI…” Hackett muttered.
“You found him like this?” Eve shifted the attention back to Roman.
“He was on his back. I managed to flip him over into the recovery position as best as I could. Karu found me. He was barking like crazy. I don’t know how long though… I had my hearing aid in, but who knows how long he was out here trying to get someone’s attention?”
Beech broke out of the bushes behind them causing both of them to jump.
“Jesus,” he breathed and placed both hands on his knees. “That was way steeper than I expected. And the rocks! Mind you, boulders!”
“Welcome to the Rockies…” Eve replied. “We have to move him.”
“This is Roman?”
A groan rang out from the ground as Roman turned over.
“It’s okay…” Eve soothed, crouching down next to him. She brought her lips close to his ear. She wanted to kiss him, hold him, and tell him that it was all going to be okay. Even with Beech and Hackett’s eyes boring into the back of her head, she wanted to lift and cradle him and tell him everything that she had hesitated to say in the past.
“I’m Agent Beech.”
“Ranger Dylan Hackett.”
“Park ranger, eh? You must be keeping busy with all of the activity here.”
“Of course. I’ve got to keep up with sheriff here.”
“We’re all running a sprint and she’s doing a marathon…” he laughed.
Eve turned to look over her shoulder and he said, “Sorry.”
“We need to move him. Now.”
“We can try, Sheriff,” Hackett said. “He’s heavy.”
“Muscle weighs more than fat…” Beech stated, analyzing Roman’s hunkering body.
“I’m sure we can get him on to the ranger ATV. That’s all we need to do and then we can get him down slowly.”
“Either that or we wait for a proper rescue team…” Beech said.
“And leave him here all night?” Eve snapped.
“No. No. Of course not.”
“It’s either we move him or we leave him. I don’t see another option and I’m not leaving him.”
“We call and stay with him. We can wait.”
“We cannot. We don’t have the time for that. He has a raging fever.”
“Let me take a look. I can keep him stable.”
“Last I checked, you’re not a doctor, Beech.”
“I’m not a hiker either and I made it up this far, so give me a chance.”
Eve had squared herself in front of Roman. She tried to run through all the valid reasons to not trust Beech, but at the same time, he was the most experienced of the bunch here.
“Eve…” he said after a second. “I want to help him.”
“Okay. Okay fine.”
Eve half stepped away from Roman’s body. Beech nodded as he passed her and bent overtop of the semi-conscious mountain man. The agent’s stark side profile joined the ranks of the shadows of the trees as Eve and Hackett watched on. Beech started to undo some of Roman’s clothing, finding some of his hair-covered flesh underneath to work with.
“What are you doing?” Eve asked.
“Checking for swelling,” Beech replied.
“How are the others doing?” Hackett questioned.
“It’s not good…” Eve sighed. “Lots of people sick and not enough resources.”
“But you guys put up that tent?”
“It helped. It did. But not enough… Dom is overwhelmed.”
“What is it? Any word on that yet? It’s not like a COVID thing?”
“No… she said it looks like something insect-borne.”
“Really? What? Like malaria or something?”
“We still don’t know.”
“Are we all gonna die?”
“Okay, Hackett, you can’t just ask questions like that.”
“I’m just curious!”
“And what if the answer was yes?”
“Well then I’d at least have some time to get my affairs in order.”
Eve laughed more than she meant and it surprised them both.
“What affairs?”
“My Netflix account…” Hackett murmured. “Who would take over for park ranger?”
“You would leave a Hackett-sized hole that would be hard to fill.”
She smiled, her rosy lips pressing together.
Beech went into his pockets and Eve circled around so she could see more of what he was doing. One hand was on Roman’s neck, under his ear. The other was holding, what looked like, a small bottle. He shook it, placed it in Roman’s bottom lip who groaned in response and then pressed some kind of trigger.
“What are you doing?” Eve asked.
“It’s a pressurized stabilizer.”
“What does that mean?”
“It’s basically Tylenol in a can…” he came back and went into spray Roman’s mouth again.
“Stop.”
“Eve… I’m trying to help him…”
“No. No.”
“He needs this—”
“I said no.”
Beech stood up, pocketing the can. He threw out his arms. “Do you want me to help or not?”
“Not like this. I don’t know what the hell this is, but I want to get Roman down this mountain and to a doctor.”
Beech’s dark eyes narrowed. He followed her movements in the darkness as Eve moved to put herself between Beech and Roman. The agent lifted his hands by his ears and whipped away.
“So I guess you don’t trust me?” he sneered.
“Can you really blame me?”
“Yes.”
“I’m doing my job. This is my job. To protect Roman because he is a member of this community.”
“Yeah. It has nothing to do with the fact that you’re fucking him—”
“You watch your mouth.”
“I could have saved his life. Now, he’ll die like the rest of them.”
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
“You’re letting them all die, Eve.”
“It’s Sheriff. It’s Sheriff Wicker, Agent Beech, and we are bringing Roman down this mountain together or you are leaving and getting out of our way.”
He let out a low chuckle. “You’re the boss, boss.”





Sheriff Eve Wicker
Roman was incredibly heavy and challenging to move, but after about twenty-five minutes of lifting and coordinating, they got Roman piled onto the ranger ATV and strapped to Eve’s back. She used the handlebars to keep her from collapsing under his weight on her back. It would be a short ride. Beech would have to walk, and Hackett would lead him back despite his insistence that he could find his own way.
As Eve pulled away and down the trail, her heart and head were pounding. She was angry. She was frustrated. She was terrified. She had worked so hard to prevent herself from spreading this sickness to others, but it hadn’t mattered. Roman was sick and now she could lose him. Beech had instilled so much fear. The can he had used on Roman had seemed to make some kind of difference though, because when they got him on to the ATV, his temperature had gone down slightly and he was snoring instead of groaning. His breath against her back was reassuring. These mountains had already taken so much from her and Roman, and she couldn’t have them take him too.
Perhaps she should have trusted Beech to go about his process with his contraption. There was no coming back from that. They had started to build a bit and Eve had just torn it all down. But, she had to think that she had made the right decision. She had to convince herself that she hadn’t just put Roman in more danger. They would be waiting until morning for another rescue team, and Eve was not going to sit around twiddling her thumbs hoping that some First Aid in a Can was going to work.
The headlights on the ATV lit up the dark highway and curved the base of the foothills. They were moving slowly, the engine struggling and whirring as they managed their way uphill and through one of the paths to Caledonia. The tent appeared in the darkness, white canvas peaks mixing with the trees. A warm light spilled out from inside even though the clinic lights were off.
Eve switched off the ATV and unstrapped Roman. He came to, wearily opening his eyes.
“What?” he breathed. “Eve?”
“It’s okay. I got you,” she replied. “Can you walk? We need to get you to a bed.”
“Okay…”
She helped him off the vehicle, leaning him on her shoulder. She was sure from his side that she would have completely disappeared into his stature. They hobbled towards the light. Dom’s silhouette appeared in the doorway.
“Another one?” she called.
“It’s Roman,” Eve replied.
“I wasn’t a boot,” Roman suddenly said. “It was dry fire. The CH-53D could handle it anyway… Beastly.”
They reached the entrance of the tent. Roman’s eyes glazed over, not looking at anything but continuing to mumble in military jargon.
“I’m better than RBE. If you keep me behind, I’ll never forgive you,” his eyes turned to Eve on that one.
She said, “It’s okay, Roman. We’re going to get you some rest.”
He nodded. The heat radiated off of him as she and Dom led him inside and found him a cot. They laid him down, but he was so tall that his feet were hanging off the end. Lewis Redding on the other side of the tent was snoring loudly. Eve noticed that Lewis and Shepherd’s feet were hanging off the end as well. Kim Turnbull had turned onto her side and her eyes were closed, but they were twitching as if she were still awake and listening. Either that, or stuck in a nightmare. But at this rate, it felt like they were all stuck in a waking nightmare.
Dom checked Roman over right away.
“Jesus…” she muttered.
“What is it?” Eve asked.
“His fever is completely out of control. Do you know if he took anything?”
“Beech gave him a bit of Tylenol. Not much.”
“Beech?”
“That FBI agent that’s been following me around.”
“FBI? Who?”
“You’ve really been in this here… Don’t worry about it. He’s just some guy.”
“And he gave Roman a pill?”
“It was a little can.”
“A can of Tylenol?”
Roman screamed, “Down! Down!! Down!!”
The entire tent woke up. Kim Turnbull screamed too. Lewis Redding jolted mid-snore. Shepherd tried to get to his feet.
“Whoa! Whoa!” Dom ran over and stopped Shepherd from pulling his entire IV bag down.
Eve rushed over to Roman’s head and placed a palm on his forehead. She pushed his dark, thick hair back and crouched down so she could whisper in his ear.
“It’s okay, Roman. I’m here. It’s Eve. You’re in Chesapeake Valley. You’re safe.”
Dom said from across the tent, “Sorry, Wicker, but you gotta get out of here. I can handle this.”
“You’re outnumbered,” Eve said. “Where’s Lilly?”
“People have to sleep, Sheriff.”
“Right. Of course…”
Indeed, it had almost slipped her mind that it was the middle of the night. But she reluctantly complied as she gave Roman a peck on his forehead and headed to the doors. Lewis Redding gave a great snore that cut through the night.
“Coooo….” she heard him say.
After that, he moaned, “Sheriff…”
Eve went to his bedside.
“Mr. Redding, I’m here,” she said.
“Cooo….”
“What is it?”
He looked weak and emaciated. The once imposing man was a shriveled shell with a clammy face lit by some of the beeping machines and the streetlights in the parking lot. One of his puffy hands reached up to her and she took it. His palm was wet with sweat.
“Lewis… I’m here…” Eve said again. Not knowing what else to say. The exhaustion. The confusion. The frustration. The concern and the worry and Roman’s condition, all keeping her from forming the right words.
“Coooook,” he managed. “Cook.”
“What?”
Eve was unsure if he had heard him correctly and then he screamed, “COOK!”
The machines next to him spiked and he squeezed her hand, pulling on her arm. Dom rushed over.
“Go, Wicker!” Dom insisted. She peeled them apart as Lewis tried to grab at Eve. She stepped back, untangling herself. Dom tried to settle him back down. Dom repeated, “Go!”
Eve didn’t linger. She went out into the night, but she kept her eyes on Lewis and he kept his eyes on her: wide, bloodshot, and terrified.





Sheriff Eve Wicker
Eve stood in the dark station parking lot, the low growl of the ATV fading into the quiet of the predawn hours. Rain pattered, a gentle rhythm against the roof of the Chesapeake Valley County Sheriff’s station and the asphalt, a stark contrast to the pounding in her chest.
“Cook,” Lewis Redding’s scream echoed in her ears. A single word, uttered with a dying breath, now hung in the cold air like a shroud, demanding answers she didn’t possess.
From behind his car, Beech emerged, his silhouette a dark, unreadable shape against the faint glow spilling from the emergency lights. He seemed unaffected by the recent chaos.
“We all need some sleep,” he stated. “Roman will still be sick in the morning. They’ll all still be sick in the morning.”
Eve bristled at his tone.
“Where’s Hackett?”
“She went to bed. Told her I could get down on my own after she got to the trail.”
She wanted to lash out, to demand what he truly knew, but the exhaustion was a heavy blanket, muffling her outrage.
“You’re at the Red Rock, right?” Eve asked.
“Right,” Beech said, matching her stare. He went to the driver’s side of his Mercedes. “You need a ride? Or going to take that ATV?”
“I’m going to hang out for a bit.”
He paused, a shadow contemplating. “You need some rest. You’ve been running on fumes.”
“I’m fine,” she lied.
The polished surface of the car reflected the faint streetlights. Beech got in the car and slammed the door. He pulled out of the parking lot without another word, the hum of his engine a low thrum that soon faded into the night. Eve was alone again, the silence pressing in.
She walked towards the main entrance of the station, the familiar glow of the lights a small comfort in the vast darkness of uncertainty. Inside, the back couch beckoned, but sleep felt like a betrayal. She couldn’t rest when her town was under siege, when Roman lay ill, when questions swirled like a hungry fog.
Her phone felt heavy in her hand as she pulled it out, scrolling to Jamison’s contact. Her fingers hovered over the call button. He hadn’t picked up before, leaving her on read, his last message dismissive. But this was different now. Roman was sick.
She pressed call. It rang and rang, each tone a hammer blow against her frayed nerves, until it finally clicked into voicemail.
“Hey. It’s me again,” she started, her voice tight with suppressed urgency. “What is going on? I need to talk to you.”
The words felt inadequate, a futile attempt to grasp at threads of information he seemed determined to withhold. She wanted to say so much more, to scream her frustration into the void of his silence and the empty station.
The notion of a hidden agenda, of being played, settled deep in her gut. Lewis’s word had been a strange, disjointed utterance from a man wracked with fever. But now, combined with Jamison’s evasiveness and Beech’s suspicious presence, it took on a new, ominous meaning.
She decided against going to the couch. Instead, she walked to her desk, turning on the desktop computer. The screen flickered to life, illuminating the small office. She needed to focus, to connect the scattered pieces of this increasingly bizarre puzzle.
She started with a quick search of the word “Cook” and then “Lewis Redding Cook”, followed by “Redding and Cook”. None of it led to much aside from a kitchenware company based out of Utah. Lewis Redding, at one point, had shared a Facebook page with his late wife. The profile picture was still him and Carly at the Grand Canyon, but the page looked like it hadn’t been used in months. The last post was a picture of a vegetable garden from 2023, asking if anyone needed any cucumbers or mint. From there, Eve went to Lewis’ friends’ list and searched “Cook”. Two names came up: Meredith Cook and Byron Cook. Meredith had a profile picture and Byron didn’t: an anonymous gray avatar. Eve navigated to Meredith’s page. She was a younger woman with auburn hair. In her profile picture, she was sitting on the stone ruins of what looked like some Grecian temple with her head on her knees, staring distantly at the camera. Eve scrolled through her other photos. Meredith liked to travel. She was studying environmental science in New Jersey, and—
Eve paused. In front of the Rockefeller Center, Meredith was standing with her arms wrapped around a man with blond hair and dark eyes. He had sharp features and was lifting his hand, as if to cover his face from the camera. But they were both smiling wide. The caption said: New York City with Daddddd!
The dark eyes bored right into Eve through the screen: he looked like Agent Beech.
If he was older, his hair was darker and he had a beard, he would be the spitting image. It seemed like many differences but that dark stare didn’t lie, reflective black pearls catching New York City traffic and throwing it at the lens of the camera. He wasn’t tagged.
Eve went back to Byron Cook’s page, but it was completely blank. She went to Google and searched “Byron Cook”. The answer that came up instantly hit her with the force of a physical blow.
Physicians in Colorado; Chesapeake Valley Clinic: Byron Cook
She clicked on the link, and it took her to an ancient website of medical records. Byron’s name was listed there as a physician at Chesapeake Valley Clinic from 1991 to 2013. There was no photo where there should have been. Byron had done a diligent job of removing his image from the internet aside from his daughter’s travel diaries.
Eve scrambled. She pulled up old files. She ran through the station to the filing cabinets, rifling through, cross-referencing names and dates to confirm that what she was seeing was true. Goosebumps prickled up her arms, despite the cool air of the station. The medical records that they had were dusty and neglected. The library or Dom would likely have more. But she found what she was looking for. To Eve, Dom was the only doctor Chesapeake Valley had ever truly known with the way she managed this town. But, of course, there had been someone before her. And as Eve pulled out old autopsy reports, she saw Dr. Byron Cook’s name over and over again, scribbled signatures on the bottom of papers. His last known address was a PO box in Denver and in the back of one of the file folders, there was a photocopy of one of his old medical licenses. A younger man, clean-shaven, blonde hair neatly parted. But the eyes, the strong, crooked nose, the angled, thin eyebrows. It was unmistakable. Agent Henry Beech. Dr. Byron Cook.
He was in disguise. The FBI agent sent to “protect” her was Chesapeake Valley’s last doctor. Sharon hadn’t recognized him even though she had grown up here. He had done due diligence to make himself different enough that no one would have thought otherwise. Eve didn’t blame her at all. She wouldn’t have recognized him either. He had kept himself strategically out of Dom’s way.
A cold wave of realization washed over her. This wasn’t about the town. Not entirely. This was about Dom. This was about Doctor Dominique Blanchard.
She tore through more files, digging into Cook’s history. He had a reputation, even back then, for being abrasive, condescending, and having an inflated sense of his own medical genius. The records showed a series of complaints, unverified but consistent: rude bedside manner, dismissive of patient concerns, a general air of superiority. His clinic, a small, unassuming building on Main Street, had dwindled in patients until Dom, fresh out of medical school, had arrived and set up her practice. Patients, drawn by her empathy and genuine care, had flocked to her, slowly but surely “stealing his business”. He’d constantly berated her about it. He had disappeared shortly after, seemingly dropping off the face of the planet.
But he hadn’t dropped off. He’d resurfaced, under a new name, with a sinister agenda and in Eve’s town.
Eve remembered the casual way Beech had dispensed Tylenol to the church crowd, the nonchalant confidence with which he’d talked about a virus that resembled West Nile. The pieces clicked into place, forming a horrifying picture. Byron Cook, a disgruntled former doctor, was somehow using a weaponized virus to destroy the town and, specifically, Dom’s clinic, as an act of twisted revenge. He planned to discredit her, to show himself as the only one capable of “curing” the town. The sheer audacity, the cold-blooded calculation of it, left Eve speechless. She had been so focused on external threats that she had completely missed the enemy lurking right under her nose, masquerading as an ally.
She sat back in her chair, the hard plastic digging into her spine. The information was a bitter pill. Lewis Redding, in his feverish delirium, had been trying to warn her about
Cook. He had recognized him. He had seen through the facade. The hair dye, the untouched houses, the strange cleaning smells – it all made a horrifying kind of sense now. He was infiltrating the homes, spreading the virus with precision, not stealing valuables but planting the seeds of sickness. And the rings… were they trophies? A twisted signature? She couldn’t be sure, but Eve had to find him. Now.





Lilly Agbani
When Lilly’s alarm went off early in the morning, it startled her. It was her only confirmation that she had been sleeping. It had been incredibly restless with thoughts and dreams of Matt’s hazel eyes watching her cross the room and the weight of his body in her arms. But she got herself out of bed. She showered with very hot water and then hit herself with a cold blast at the end to awaken her senses. She couldn’t believe how quickly things had gotten out of control. Not only at the clinic, but she could feel this stupid crush building and she hadn’t felt this kind of way in a long time. Why had he said such sweet things to her? They were things and words she hadn’t heard in a long time. She could hear his voice when she made her coffee in her to-go mug and his laugh as she walked towards the clinic with the sunrise at her back. Her apartment was on Main Street so she could go straight up 13th to get there, and it only took about twenty-five minutes.
Her feet felt heavy.
Arriving at the clinic, it was already bustling with activity and she could only move with a frantic, weary energy. The constant beeping of the machines, the muffled coughing, the low moans—it was a symphony of sickness that drained her coffee in less than an hour. The sheer number of patients had pushed both her and Dom past their limits.
Roman Marek was a restless giant, his strong frame wracked with fever, his low moans punctuated by sudden, guttural cries. He thrashed against a thin blanket when Lilly came to bring Deputy Capote some breakfast. She went over to him and the mountain man looked at her with wide dark eyes. They were searching for something, staring over her face like it was someone that he knew.
“I don’t want to be commended for this! I don’t want you to tell me that I did a good goddamn job!! Look around you! Look at the blood! Do you think I wanted this?!”
Lilly took in a sharp breath and stepped back.
Dom came sliding in from out of nowhere, putting herself between Lilly and Roman.
“Roman,” Dom said. “You’re in Chesapeake Valley. You’re at the clinic.”
She reached out a gloved hand and placed it on his forehead and the other on his wrist. He didn’t move to escape or panic. Dom had already explained that he was experiencing flashbacks, a common symptom of severe fevers in some patients, particularly those who had served in the military. His voice was hoarse from yelling all night.
“Incoming!” he tried to exclaim but it barely got out of his mouth.
Despite the terror and exhaustion, Lilly felt a pang of sympathy for him. He seemed like such a strong man and to see him so vulnerable was heartbreaking.
Dom said, “Can you check on Mr. Redding, Lilly?”
“I was just going to bring Office Capote something to eat.”
“Check on Redding first. He’s critical.”
“No… what’s happened?”
“It’s spread to the brain,” Dom said flatly, administering Roman something that she couldn’t see. “I’m not sure how long he has.”
“This virus is fatal.”
“It is.”
Dom’s profile turned in the dim tent light.
“It’s very serious,” she said.
Because she hadn’t slept or eaten, her sharp features were even gaunter than usual. Her black hair was slicked to her head with grease. Her lab coat was stained on the collar and the belt for her pleated trousers was undone.
“Did you get any sleep, ma’am?” Lilly whispered.
“No,” Dom blinked. “Of course not. Go check on Redding. I can handle Mr. Marek. I’ll be over there in a second.”
Lilly allowed her gaze to linger on her boss for another moment. She was pushing herself to the edge and stretching herself too thin. This all felt like it was falling apart. Lilly needed to help her in any way that she could.
Doctor Blanchard was right. Lewis Redding was in critical condition. His breathing was shallow, like there was a rattling in his chest. His fever remained stubbornly high despite Doctor Blachard’s tireless efforts. His face was beet red. He spoke in broken phrases, feverish ramblings that circled around a single, desperate message.
“Cook was here,” he said as Lilly reached over him to adjust his IV tube.
“Who was here?”
“Cook. I know that he was…” he muttered. “It could have been him…”
He had gotten quieter. Last night, he hadn’t stopped yelling and now it had diminished to these mutterings.
“He’s asking for Dr. Cook,” Dom’s voice approached from behind. The snap of medical gloves followed. “He hasn’t worked here in years. Lewis, I need you to try and rest.”
“Cook… he blamed you…”
“I know he did, Lewis… That was a long time ago.”
“No… Not long ago… I want Cook.”
“He doesn’t work here anymore, Lewis.” She turned to Lilly, “It was twelve years ago. I was young and stupid then.”
Lilly said, “I doubt you’ve ever been stupid, Doctor Blanchard.”
Dom flashed her a quick smile.
Lilly, though still reeling from the outbursts, tried to offer a comforting grin.
Behind her, Lewis made a wicked sound and Doctor Blanchard half-pushed Lilly out of the way.
Dom tried to adjust Lewis’ large body as he seized. “It’s progressing fast. Stay with me, Lewis. You’re going to be okay.”
He let out a gravelly yell, spit flying from his flushed face and mouth.
Lily felt a shiver of fear. Encephalitis. Dom had used the term earlier, a chilling pronouncement of this virus’ severity. This wasn’t just a bad flu. It was attacking people’s minds, their very essence and their past. Lewis’s words, though seemingly nonsensical, were so desperate and urgent that Lilly couldn’t help but feel helpless.
“Protect her!!” Lewis suddenly yelled, a burst of strength that caused Lilly to jump as she had at her alarm this morning. “She’s in danger!!”
“Who is?” Lilly cried, her voice cracking.
Lewis shook. His muscles twitched and tensed and then relaxed entirely. He collapsed onto the cot, his energy spent. His body shuddered with one last deep, rasping cough. His eyes fixed on some unseen point on the canvas ceiling, slowly losing their focus. His face trembled and Lilly saw a tear escape down his weathered cheek.
She instinctively moved forward to take his hand.
Dom tried to stabilize him but nothing could be done.
His hand was clammy and cold. Lilly squeezed it gently, a silent plea for him to hold on, to clarify his warning. His breaths became even shallower, ragged gasps that tore at the entire tent.
The line on the monitor beside his bed flatlined with a piercing shriek.
“No!” Lilly cried in a raw whisper. The last flicker of life left his hand, the warmth draining away, replaced by an unsettling cold. “No.”
Doctor Blanchard immediately went for CPR, trying to restart his heart.
“Get the AED, Lilly! Now!”
The large fingers slipped out of hers as she peeled herself back and rushed inside. Several patients were waiting inside as well. New ones, freshly sick with the virus ripping through town like a strike of lightning. She got the AED off the wall and ran it back outside into the overcast morning, almost tripping over one of the sand-filled bases they had used to set down the tent.
Doctor Blanchard took the pack and laid it out on the concrete beneath them.
Lewis was still. His face had gone from red to blue.
The plastic red pack opened up with a click and Doctor Blanchard got out two patches that she affixed to Lewis’ belly under his hospital gown. The machine flashed “shock” and Dom pressed down a white-tipped fingernail onto it. Lewis’ body jerked slightly. But he didn’t breathe. He didn’t say or yell anything.
Dom did a round of chest compressions.
“Lewis!” she yelled.
The AED prompted her to shock again and Lewis’ body gave another small jerk. Another round of chest compressions. Another shock.
Lewis continued to lie still.
They had both seen patients die before. They had seen it separately and together in this job. Lilly was sure Doctor Blanchard had seen dozens of people pass away in front of her, but his soul seemed to linger in front of them, unaccepting of its fate.
Dom’s face went grim. Her gaze softened and the AED went quiet, only the held beep of the flatline kept on in the tent.
With one quick breath through her nose, Dom checked her phone and said, “Time of death… 10:02 AM, April 29th…”
The reality settled over Lilly like a heavy cloak on her shoulders. Lewis Redding, the cantankerous, opinionated man who had been a permanent fixture of Chesapeake Valley, was gone. The first fatality of this virus. They were losing. Despite all their efforts, despite Dom’s incredible skill and tireless dedication, people were dying.
A tear slipped out of Lilly’s eye.
Deputy Capote groaned in the corner. Kim Turnbull exploded into a fit of coughs. Roman Marek yelled out in emotional pain, gripping himself to the cot. The metal legs beneath him looked like they were barely hanging on.
Doctor Blanchard turned to her and put a hand on her shoulder. Her face came back into focus amongst the blur of the tent.
“Are you alright?” she asked. “I need you, Lilly. Don’t go anywhere, okay?”
“I won’t…” Lilly replied, her voice distant.
“Why don’t you go inside and check on Tofino and Peak? Take a little break? I can handle the tent. I’ll call somebody about Mr. Redding… This isn’t good. This really isn’t good. Change out your mask and your gloves. We need to—”
“I think he was trying to warn us,” Lilly said.
“About what?”
“Who is Dr. Cook?”
“Lilly. Go inside and relax for a few minutes. And then bring me some fresh linens when you’re ready. I did another load downstairs. Make sure this virus hasn’t taken anyone else.”
Lilly agreed, and though she walked herself from the tent, it felt as if someone else was carrying her, as if her feet were barely touching the ground. She ignored the voices yelling behind her and the notifications piling up on her phone. Inside Peak and Tofino’s room, Tofino was asleep, letting out large, strained snores. Matthew Peak was sitting up. He stared right at Lilly and forced her to stop in her tracks, knocking her out of her trance.
“Oh. You’re awake,” she said. “How are you feeling?”
“Better,” he replied. “Finally. I feel like I’m rounding a bit of a corner.”
“I’m glad…”
“Don’t really seem like it. Everything okay?”
“I’m glad that you’re doing well, Mr. Peak. Let me know if you need anything else…”
“Wait—”
Lilly turned and left the room. She couldn’t look him in his eyes. She couldn’t listen to his consoling words and let herself fall further into this trap. The hallway caved in. The corkboard with the health and safety bulletins closed in around her. She needed to breathe. She needed some open space.
The back door slammed against the building. It should have slammed shut behind her but a hand caught it and a voice said, “What’s the rush?”
Matt followed Lilly out onto the back concrete pad in the brisk spring air with his hospital gown rippling around his skinny calves.
“Lilly…” he took a step toward her as she took a step away.
She tucked her arms around herself and took a breath in and out. She would not lose her composure. She took a seat on the pad and stretched out her legs. She took another breath.
“You should go back inside,” she said.
“Are you okay? Let me help you…”
“I’m fine. Please, Matt.”
She looked out at the pine trees between the back wall of the clinic and the highway. The strip mall ran parallel to the trees. The smell of them was strong with the recent rain, and she could feel it in her nose and mouth as she stared across to the dull traffic and stone walls of the foothills.
“I want to help you,” he said after a moment.
“You’re not listening to me.”
“Because I don’t think that I should.”
“Why not?”
“Because you’re wrong. You need help.” He sat down next to her on the pad. “Did you grow up here?”
“No.”
“Where are you from?”
“Lagos…”
“That’s in… Texas?”
“Nigeria.”
He let out an embarrassed chuckle. “Ah. Of course. Why did you leave?”
“I…” she hesitated. “I wanted to be a doctor. I came here for medical school.”
“And? Did you go?”
“Well, I did a year of medical administration in Denver…”
“And you’re still training?”
“I met Doctor Blanchard.”
“And that stopped you?”
“She needed my help.”
“So you put your own dreams on hold?”
“I don’t think about it that way. My dream just changed…”
“So this is your dream? This is where you want to be?”
“Yes. I love it here.”
“Really?”
“Really.”
“Why? I mean it’s like… it kinda smells nice. But there’s nothing to do here.”
“Hmm…” she thought. She took one more breath and put her chin in her hand so she could peer over at him. “We’re doing something right now.”
“Right… Good point. I would talk to you all day.”
She laughed and he looked at her, gazing at her lips.
“Where did you grow up?” Lilly asked.
“In New York.”
“Oh wow! Very fancy.”
“Incorrect,” he chuckled. “Grew up in the ghetto with my mom and my sister. We didn’t have much of anything. Came to Denver when I was in elementary school.”
“And?” she asked. “What’s your dream?”
His eyes fluttered down.
“My dream?” he looked out at the trees. “I… I don’t know. I guess… I guess maybe I’d like to be rich or something.”
“How are you going to get rich?”
“Get a job or something…” He rubbed at his nose and turned back to her, “If you’re a doctor, you can support me. Pay for my lavish lifestyle.”
“Oh yeah? What makes you think I would do such a thing?”
“I’ll be your personal cheerleader!”
“I could use one of those…”
She leaned back on the stone and Matt reached out, placing his hand on of hers and grabbing her from the side of her hand, cupping to her palm.
“You’re still warm…” she whispered.
“I’m still healing.”
She said, “We should get you back inside.”
“Not yet.”
He squeezed her hand. She squeezed him back.
“Please…” Lilly said. “Please don’t hurt me. I’m very sensitive, Matt.”
“I think I’m pretty sensitive too. I can’t remember the last time I was sick.”
“I can’t remember the last time I had a patient like you…”
“A celebrity?”
“A criminal,” she laughed. “Somebody who paid attention.”
“I paid attention to you.”
“You did. Why?”
“You were so kind. And beautiful. You were looking at me.”
“I told the cops you were here… I’m sorry. I recognized you from an article. I didn’t know what else to do.”
“I know. I know they’re coming back for me here.”
“Why don’t you run away? There’s not enough of them to watch you right now. Not that I’m encouraging that… but… I think if you were going to do it. Now would be the time…”
“Well, Lilly, you’ve got a lot of baddie potential in case you decide to switch fields.”
She laughed and said, “We come from two totally different situations. I’m four years older than you too.”
“So what? I don’t know what’s going to happen, okay? I might go to jail and I might not. If I don’t go though, I wouldn’t mind sticking around here. I wouldn’t mind seeing you here. I wouldn’t mind seeing you a lot. I wouldn’t mind watching you follow your dream.”
Birdsong rang out from the trees and a streak of sunlight made its way through the shadowy pine trees to Lilly’s sneakers and Matt’s bare feet.
“Maybe…” she said softly.
His hand trailed up her arm and got to her neck and then her ear. He cupped her face. They turned their faces to each other. He had about a foot of height on her, and she felt like her thigh was four times the size of his arm, but he looked at her like she had just emerged into the aisle in a wedding dress. His puppy dog expression kept her affixed to the concrete.
“I want to kiss you…” he hissed. “But I don’t want to get you sick.”
They both softly laughed into each other’s chins and then pulled apart. Lilly stood and helped Matt to his feet.
“Come on…”
Lilly led him back to his bed. She hadn’t mentioned anything about Lewis Redding. Matt wouldn’t have known who he was anyway because he wasn’t a local, but she was certain that he would have wanted to know that somebody else with his sickness had died. But she didn’t want to worry him, especially when he seemed like he had the best prognosis of all the patients so far. She didn’t want to worry him, and she didn’t want to think about the possibility of losing him. She had let him in an inch and even that was enough for her seeds of loyalty to begin sprouting. She still had the feeling of his clammy hand against hers and could hear the sound of his scratchy low voice. The sheen off his hazel eyes in the streaky morning light would follow her now. He didn’t have a dream, but maybe that meant he was searching for a new one. Unfortunately, she found him so charming and he was persistent. Even if he was trying to manipulate her, it was working. He had eased her strife from seeing Lewis Redding’s cold body. But his warnings were still attached to her and no fresh feelings of love and admiration would trump the feeling of life leaving Lewis’ flesh.
It was the worst time for her to feel this way, but it was also the only time she had felt this way.
She found a moment in the supply closet. Lilly cupped her hand over her nose and mouth and cried. She let the tears out for Lewis, for Matt, for herself and for Doctor Blanchard, for all the other patients who were suffering. Her heart ached and swelled and begged her to go back to Matt and throw herself into his arms, to run away from this, to bury herself in his kindness and away from all of the things that were bound to keep them apart. She would block out Mr. Redding’s warnings and Dom’s yelling and find a peaceful place to stay where she could sleep through the night.





Sheriff Eve Wicker
Eve sped to the Red Rock Inn. She kept the lights off so she wouldn’t tip Beech off. On the way there, she called Sharon.
“He’s what?”
“He’s a fake. He’s in disguise. Do you remember Dr. Byron Cook?”
“Kinda… he was the grumpy doctor? I went to Palmer Lake, usually. With my mom.”
“Well, it’s him. He’s back.”
“What the heck? Why?”
“It’s about Dom. I need you to get to the tent and keep your eyes on her. I’m going to try and get us some back up.”
“Still no word from Jamison?”
“Just weird texts. I’m worried about him too.”
“Who is this guy exactly?”
“I don’t know, Sharon, but he’s dangerous. He’s really dangerous and we need to keep our eyes peeled. He’s smart and this is our one shot to have the upper hand so let’s get him, okay? We need to get him.”
“We need Officer Capote.”
“It’s just us still. We can do it, Deputy. Okay? We can do it. We have to.”
“I know. Okay. You got it, Sheriff.”
A quick circle of the parking lot showed no signs of Beech or the Mercedes, but she pulled into the main office anyway.
Katrina was behind the front desk. She was the bartender Michael Dill’s longtime partner and wife. She had jet black hair down to her waist, and she had piercings in her eyebrows and on her bottom lip. Tattoos ran up both of her arms, but they were covered with a thick sweater right now. Eve had seen her last summer and had been astonished at just the amount of time and money that would have gone into the art on her skin. Her alternative style made her look younger than she was, but Katrina was well into her forties.
“Sheriff Wicker. To what do I owe the pleasure?”
“Looking for one of your guests. Henry Beech? Is that the name he used to check in?”
“Agent Beech? Yup. That’s what I’ve been calling him… I didn’t see him this morning. I thought he was working a case or something with you. That’s what he said.”
“He’s said a lot of things…” Eve muttered.
“He’s in room 9 if you want to check.” Katrina slid a key across the desk. They were old school here with metal keys and a paper ledger. There was a laptop behind the lip of the desk, but it looked like Kat was using it to watch something on Netflix.
“Thanks.”
Eve took the key.
As she crossed the parking lot on foot, she wished she had picked up Pearl or at least another box of madeleines to help her get through this. She wished for sleep. The sound of her boots on the pavement seemed to echo deep in her ears, the edge of delirium awaiting her to fall back into her nightmares. She had to walk all the way to the last building in the collection of red-roofed motel rooms. It was near the footpath that she had chased down A.J. Portokalos. More than once. Nobody was parked over here and room 9 was on the edge of the lot and faced the trees between here and the houses on 16th Street. Several cigarette butts littered the ground by the door with the bronze 9 hanging at its center.
Eve knocked.
“Police.”
No response.
“Sheriff’s office. Beech, you in there?”
She was sure that noise transferred easily through the wood on these old doors, and she couldn’t hear any movement from inside. She used the key to open the door. Katrina hadn’t needed or asked for a warrant. They had an unspoken agreement. The Red Rock worked with Eve as best as they could as long as it wasn’t the privacy of their friends and family she wanted to invade. Since Beech was parading as a federal agent, Katrina was quick to give him up and that was his own arrogance being his downfall. How he thought he could get away with this was insulting to her intelligence. He was clearly the type of man who thought he was the smartest in the room at all times. Eve supposed that his disguise was temporary and that he did plan to revert back to being Byron Cook at some point so he didn’t have to keep up his FBI plan forever, but it was a bold, high-risk plan that she had yet to prove.
Inside Cook’s room though, piles of evidence were laid out. Aerosol canisters. Rubber tubing. Beakers, measuring cups and petri dishes. The motel room looked like a laboratory for cooking methamphetamines, which Eve had seen more than once in her first year here. She took out her phone and snapped several photos of the room. She didn’t want to touch anything. Everything in here proved some of what she had been speculating.
As she analyzed the room, she found canisters that matched what Beech had given Roman. She found other larger canisters with red tape around their outside and several jugs of bleach in one corner of the room. She hesitated to check the bathroom. It smelled incredibly clean and deeply acidic.
The bathroom was small and had yellow-stained linoleum. The sink was filled with more tools and equipment to pressurize canisters. And in the bathtub, Eve saw something that she wished she hadn’t seen. She would remember it for the rest of her life, and she wished vehemently that it could be scrubbed from her mind and memory. It was a woman’s body encapsulated in plastic. The plastic woman was hooked up to some type of generator or battery with tubing hanging over the edge of the ceramic tub. As Eve neared it, the generator released a puff of cold air.
“Oh my God…”
It came out by accident, out of pure shock and bewilderment.
The woman was naked and skeletal.
She was dead, wrapped in the fetal position underneath a layer of industrial-grade plastic. Sealed. Preserved.
Eve shakily took several more photos, including an ID tag at the bottom of the body bag that said “Meredith” in scrawled red sharpie. She couldn’t say what she was looking at, but she knew it was sick and twisted. Cook must have had some sort of justification for what he had done here, and Eve already couldn’t fathom what story he had to go behind this.
Her stomach lurched with nausea as she exited the bathroom, but the sterile smell followed her out.
Her phone rang, and she used it as an excuse to leave Cook’s creepy cavern.
“Sheriff’s office,” she answered.
“It’s me,” Sharon said.
“What’s up?”
“I’m at the tent and…Umm…has anyone talked to you?”
“What do you mean?”
“Lewis Redding… he…”
“What is it, Sharon?”
“He’s dead, Eve.”

From the sunny outside the tent, the inside was laced with shadows and the sounds of beeping equipment. The rain had cleared away and left behind a sun-filled day that directly contrasted with all the darkness in front of her.
Lewis’ large body was covered with a sheet. Eve gently peeled it off his face and half-expected him to start yelling about how it wasn’t placed right over his nose. But he didn’t. He stayed still and cold. His usual bulging nose was not red and inflamed but gray and flat. His eyes were closed and his large neck was sinking into his chin.
She couldn’t believe what she was looking at.
Lewis Redding, dead. Twenty minutes ago she had been looking down at another dead body, one wrapped in plastic. Somehow, this one was more terrifying. It was an untouchable man. He was a staple of Chesapeake Valley’s curmudgeon crew and Eve couldn’t imagine the town without him. He had taught at the high school for literal decades. He had been Sharon’s teacher. His death was going to shake this town. Another death, another funeral, on her watch. After losing his wife only a year ago in the foster home fire, that was all of the remaining Reddings in town as far as Eve knew. It felt so much worse to have witnessed both, to have been responsible for both and yet to have no control for either tragedy. It was terrifying not only for those reasons but because, as Eve’s eyes trailed across the tent and landed on Roman, it meant that this virus was, indeed, fatal.
Beech was responsible for this and if Roman took any turns for the worse, he would have hell to pay.
Dom came in from the tent entrance.
She said, “Kelley Howl’s not looking good either.”
“She’s inside?”
“I’ve got her in the lobby for now.”
“How’s Deputy Capote?”
“He seems to be making some improvements. That kid, Peak. He’s recovering as well.”
“Recovered enough for me to put him in cuffs?”
“If you like. I don’t think he’s going anywhere…”
“Why do you say that?”
Dom pitched her voice low. “He seems to have taken a liking to Lilly…”
“Really?” Eve raised an eyebrow.
“It’s funny. I’ve never even heard her express interest in anyone before. She’s shy. They actually make… I don’t know… a cute pair?”
“A burglar and a nurse?”
“She’s not a nurse. If she was a nurse, I’d have way less trouble on my hands,” Dom gestured to the tent.
“Roman?” Eve asked.
“He’s doing okay other than keeping everybody up with his screaming and rambling… He fell asleep around ten. We should let him rest.”
Eve agreed, but she did walk over. Worried that she could make him even worse, she put on a mask and pulled on a pair of gloves. She figured if she was going to be sick by now, she would have gotten it. They had been semi-consistent about PPE so she had either been incredibly lucky or could thank her father’s baking for the strong immune system. Shepherd had gotten hit despite the gloves and masks.
“I’m sorry about Lewis…” Dom followed behind Eve, re-adjusting Roman’s pillow as they looked down at him.
“It’s not your fault,” Eve replied. “I’m sure you did everything you could.”
“His diabetes was out of control. I’d been telling him… Since Carly died, he just stopped taking care of himself and this virus was just the straw that broke the camel’s back. He was so delusional near the end. He kept asking for Dr. Cook. He hasn’t been the doctor here for years…”
Eve looked over at Dom. She lowered her mask.
“He wasn’t asking for him,” she said. “He was warning you.”
“What?” Dom pursed her lips.
“Listen, did you meet Agent Beech?”
“I’m not sure. Was that that guy with the beard who was following you around?”
“I know you’ve been swamped. Yes, that’s him.”
“I didn’t know he was an agent… You just got this new officer too.”
“He’s not an agent.”
“You just said—”
“Sorry. No. He’s not an agent. It’s Doctor Cook.”
“What are you saying? I’m so confused.”
“Dr. Byron Cook is in town. He is parading around as somebody who he’s not… as an FBI agent.”
“What?! I knew he was kinda crazy. I didn’t think he was that crazy. Why?”
“I think… I think that he’s behind all of this, Dom…” Eve surveyed the tent. “And I think that he’s after you.”
Dom laughed out of disbelief. She turned up her sharp nose and jaw and then settled it back down, grinding her teeth, chewing her cheek, staring at Eve.
“Why would he be after me?” she asked pointedly.
“You tell me.”
“He had a clinic on Main Street for years. It’s not my fault that people stopped coming to him after I moved to town. He was terrible with people. His reviews were part of the whole reason I came here… I knew Chesapeake Valley needed a bit of kindness and stability. Stability that Cook could have provided but he chose not to because of his arrogant attitude. He always thought he knew better than his patients. He’s a dick. If he’s back in town, I’d really like to avoid him.”
“I’m not sure that’s going to be possible…” Eve said. “Where’s Sharon?”
“She’s inside helping Lilly. I told her you were here.”
“She knows. I sent her here to protect you.”
“Oh… My own little bodyguard. Isn’t that nice? I’ll be fine, Wicker. If you remember correctly, Colorado is an open state.”
“Are you saying that you have a gun on you right now?”
“Not on me… In my office. It’s not far if I need it.”
“It might be too far if he comes at you…”
“Well, what do you want me to do? I certainly can’t go hide at home or go into witness protection or whatever. I’ve got so much to do here.”
“He knows that. I think he did all of this to show that… that… I don’t know…”
“That he’s better than me?” Dom suggested. “What an insecure little man. I hope he does try to come for me. I’d tell him exactly what I think.”
“No, Dom. Don’t go looking for this. Trust me. He’s not somebody that you need to know anymore…” The image of the plastic woman in the bathtub had burned itself into the back of her eyes. “He is very dangerous and I haven’t been able to find him since last night.”
“Great… What’s another dangerous criminal on the loose in this town?”
“Hey. It’s been a couple months at least.”
“Aren’t we a lucky bunch?” Dom quipped and turned away, attending to Shepherd who was awake and listening.
“Sheriff…” he groaned.
Eve approached his bedside. “Go back to sleep, Officer Capote.”
“I knew he was bad news…” he tried. “I knew it.”
“You didn’t.”
“You guys are having too much fun without me…” he coughed.
“Are you well enough to stand?”
He sat up in bed. His dark greasy hair fell over his shoulder.
“I can help…” he swung his legs over the mattress.
“Stop it,” Dom said. “Get back where you were, Officer.”
“You guys are going to need me…” he protested.
Eve looked him over. His lanky legs hung off the side of the cot with his bare toes almost touching the ground. Dom pushed back her lab coat to adjust his IV stand and check his fluids.
“I think we will need you, Capote…” Eve said, a plan formulating. “I think we’re going to need both of you if we’re going to catch and convict him.”
“I have a feeling I’m going to be bait…” Dom muttered.
“No. Capote is.”
“Nice. Happy to,” he nodded.
Eve said to Dom, “You’ll be the cherry on top of the bait.”
“And you’ll be holding the rod? You’re gonna catch this fish, right?”
“Sharon and I are going to catch this shark. Absolutely.”
“And me too,” Shepherd said.
“And you too,” Eve agreed.
They were dealing with somebody smart, somebody conniving, somebody beyond the inexperienced, small-town criminals that Eve had dealt with in the past. She wanted to believe that this plan was going to work, but something was already telling her that contingencies were needed.
Jamison had vouched for somebody that didn’t even exist. It was telling her two things: Jamison was either in Cook’s clutches or he was in on it. She couldn’t imagine that Jamison was involved in Cook’s nefarious past, but she had been wrong about people she trusted before. What if this had been completely coordinated by Jamison? What if they were friends and knew each other? Eve had to find him. She had called his office and reported his car. They advised that he was on a classified trip, but that they would take her statement “into consideration”. Jamison didn’t like Roman and he had been investigating him. That could have been why his car had been in town and by the farmhouse, but why in the hell would he just leave it there? She had to search that farmhouse: warrant or not.
They had to find Cook-slash-Beech. Eve needed more hands and more eyes. With Shepherd out, Roman sick, and Sharon on guard duty, she was truly alone in this. All that she had right now was her mind and her health.





Doctor Byron Cook
Byron got a very important phone call. It took him away from his business in the countryside and would lead him back into town. Things were coming to a close and he felt ready for it, at least on an emotional level. The sustainability of all of this teetered on a razor-thin edge. They would start dying soon, and if too many of them did, he would lose his chance and all of this would have been for nothing.
The phone call was from the sheriff.
She asked, “Can you stop by the tent and check on Officer Capote?”
“Isn’t there a doctor for that kind of thing?”
“She’s there but one of her workers called in sick… she’s all alone. I thought you wanted to help us?”
“Of course. Of course I want to help.”
“So you can go check on him?”
“I suppose…”
“Great. When?”
“When do you need me?”
“As soon as possible,” Eve Wicker said.
“I’ll start getting ready.”
He hung up.
He sat in the Mercedes, staring at the 9 on the motel door. It was time. He had waited a long time for this and it was finally coming to fruition. He would save so many lives today and into the future. They would see him as a hero after the cure was distributed. They would see him as he was always meant to be, and Doctor Blanchard would find her rightful spot amongst the pitiful amateurs. Meredith wouldn’t get to see it, but she would be there alongside him. Perfect as she is, she always found a way to complain. That was something he didn’t miss. She had always been a glass half empty type of person and the one thing she had been very right about had been this repugnant town.
The sheriff had made it quite easy for him now. Doctor Blanchard was there alone. The patients were in need of help and so was she. He could slide in as himself, retire Agent Beech, and find closure.
He started by shaving. The razor was new, and it took a couple of tries to get the right method before he started clearing away the thick hairs that he had let grow in on his chin. He would not miss dying it black every morning. He missed his natural hair as well. The black didn’t suit him, and he felt that it matched much too closely with his eyes.
The sink filled with patches of black. He ran it down the sink with cool water and splashed some on his face. It allowed him to recognize himself again and he grinned at his reflection. Certainly, he was older and more weathered than he had ever been. But without the beard, he could see his sharp jawline and the point of his nose looked slimmer.
He turned to the bath where Meredith rested, and he crouched down next to her.
“I’m back,” he whispered. “I know you never liked the beard.”
Her hands were wrapped together and in front of her chest.
“I didn’t like it either. All for the sake of the greater good, I suppose, my dear. And that is subjective… I’ve never thought myself a saint and I don’t think what we’re doing here would be very saintly either. But without me, they’ll die. I know that they will, so it is either that I intervene or this world loses several more of God’s creatures. And He put those people here for a reason. He knew this town would eventually take its penance, as it does on all those who live here and tempt the mountains. So really… it is to be expected. And what’s much more than a common cold to be held responsible for? If that so-called doctor knew what I knew, this never would have happened. If she was actually as competent as she claims to be, she would have been able to help them as I will. But she isn’t. And she pretends and they flock to her on the basis of some false cordiality. It’s taken a long time. I hope you can see why, my dear. Meredith, we can have our old life back. We can go back exactly as things were. I even got our old house on 11th. It’s exactly as it had been before. I shouldn’t have thrown out your ring. I was so sorry to do that. I was so angry. I was so frustrated with what I heard from Jack… I couldn’t imagine that what he was saying about you was true. I know that it wasn’t. He’s a liar and he’s always been a liar, and you wouldn’t hurt me like he had. You wanted to stay with me. I know that now.”
Byron leaned forward to press his lips to the plastic, pushing it into Meredith’s forehead.
“I’ll be back, dear.”
A blast of air from the electric cool pack circled his ankles, and he got to his feet to leave the bathroom. He got another glimpse of himself in the reflection of the TV and ran a hand over his newly-smooth face. He gathered the canisters that he needed and made back outside, locking the door behind him.
He was sure that Dominique would recognize him this time. He knew that she wouldn’t the first time, but he made sure to stay out of her way. She wasn’t much for taking her time and looking people in the eyes anyway. Despite her parade of how much she pretended to care, he saw the truth in her, the apathy in her.
He took out his contacts and put on his glasses that he had stored away in his glovebox. Everything felt familiar again. Even the car felt more familiar under his old appearance. The streets felt like the early 2000s again, before Sheriff Wicker and her posse and when the town had kept out an influx of immigration. Byron had handled several complex cases back then, even of minors, and yet no one had looked to him with the respect that they did the sheriff and Doctor Blanchard now. This town had changed for the worse, and if he could restore his former glory, maybe he could restore the glory of Chesapeake Valley as well.
After he parked at the clinic lot, he placed the canisters in a careful pile in his messenger bag. A few of the earlier models had exploded when put on their side so he was very gentle about it despite that not having happened for several months. It was all an experiment really. Things often went wrong, and he had prepared for that and then some. However, whatever was to come next felt oddly out of his hands despite his massive preparation. The pieces would fall where they may now.
The sun was right overhead, shining down hot. The tent kept most of the growing heat out, and they had set up a standing fan with a bright orange extension cord. A fire hazard and a constant whir as the fan turned its head from side to side.
There were no signs of Doctor Blanchard or her assistant. He didn’t see Sheriff Wicker or her deputy. He did see, however, an indication that the virus was working on his left. One of the patients seemed to have passed away. His toes were sticking out of the bottom of a white sheet.
Deputy Capote waited to be treated ahead. His heart rate monitor beeped every second or two.
“Down! Down!! Down!!” somebody screamed.
Byron jumped and prepared himself for the worst, whipping out a canister from his bag.
“Get down, Adesina!”
It was the huge man on the other side of the tent, screaming in his sleep. Byron went over to him with the canister in one hand. He could spray it into his orifices and kill the man right now if he wanted and needed to. Of course, that would have been wasteful, but it would have brought more calm to this moment. This was the sheriff’s boyfriend. It would be a fantastic way to make another mortal enemy. He had grown a bit fond of Eve Wicker. She cared a lot about this community and received little thanks for it. He admired her ability to keep plowing through, even if it was in the wrong direction. He didn’t want her for an enemy if he could avoid it. He held out some hope that she would understand and see his side. He didn’t know how close she and Doctor Blanchard were, but he had to guess that the two were competitive. They were both strong and intelligent women trying to lead this town to a better future. Surely, some healthy tension existed between them that he could wring the juices from.
Byron leaned down in Roman’s face and hissed, “Shut up.”
Roman’s head suddenly came up, and Byron had to jerk back to avoid getting a broken nose. He chuckled a bit and circled back to Deputy Capote, the subject at hand. The first to receive the cure and begin the awakening.
He drew the blue-taped canister from his messenger bag and gave it several quick shakes. Not wanting to get ahead of himself, he took a look around the tent before he administered the solution.
She stood in the door of the tent. The bright outside coated her black hair and face so she was just a doctor’s coat in shadow.
He couldn’t help himself. He slipped the canister back into his bag and said, “Doctor Blanchard.”
“Can I help you?” she asked, taking a step all the way inside but not any closer to him. The stiff corpse laid next to her under the sheet.
“I can help you,” he said. “Do you recognize me?”
“Byron.”
“That’s right, Dominique. I knew you would know me.” He rubbed his smooth jaw. “You remember me.”
“I wouldn’t go that far,” she scoffed. “I remember your clinic.”
“Of course you did. You remember exactly what you did to me!” he closed the distance, spitting a bit accidentally. He wiped at his mouth. “You ruined me. You ruined me and my business and there’s not a day that goes by that that thought doesn’t run through my mind.”
She looked him in the eyes. They were a dark green. Her slender nose flared with frustration and, possibly, fear. She certainly had to be frightened. He was standing only inches from her and was loaded with canisters that could kill her in milliseconds. But he didn’t want to kill her. He wanted to be fair. He wanted to do exactly as she had done to him.
“These cases are out of hand, Doctor Blanchard,” he raised his voice. He wanted to make sure people could hear him. “You clearly need more help. This isn’t something you’re capable of and it’s a weakness not to admit that you need it. You’re weak. You pretend to be strong, but I see through the cold facade you portray to the world. On the inside, you’re soft. Weak. Malleable.”
She said, “You can’t manipulate me, Byron.”
“That’s Doctor Cook.”
“Oh. So you got your license back? I thought it was still revoked for all of your harassment complaints, you psychotic hypocrite.”
His hand went for her neck. It was out of his control. If she thought she could speak to him that way and get away with it, she truly didn’t remember anything about him and who he was.
“You will respect me,” he grunted.
“I don’t respect the weak,” she spat back, struggling to breathe.
The sheet next to them moved. The corpse sprung to life.
Outside the tent, somebody else crossed into view: a police officer with their gun out: Deputy Garcia.
Wham.
Byron was on the ground. His head hit the concrete and the tent around him burst into stars of light. The weight of an entire person was on his back. It was Eve. He could smell her shampoo as she went to grab his arms and wrap them behind his torso.
“Byron Cook,” she started.
He wouldn’t give her the chance. Through the daze, he slipped down and opened his messenger bag, several canisters slid out onto the ground.
“Hey! Stop!” the sheriff yelled. “Byron, I will—”
He grabbed, pointed and sprayed.





Sheriff Eve Wicker
Everything was stinging. Her eyes, her nose, and her throat burned like she had swallowed fire. She erupted into a fit of coughs and had to flip off of Cook and on to her back. She tried to breathe. It felt like her lungs were going to cave in. She flipped over again, onto her hands and knees, hacking.
“Eve!” Dom cried.
Byron ran but not before brandishing a knife, pulled from the back of his pants and running it across Dom’s torso. It sliced, opening her shirt and her coat, cutting her through to her stomach and erupting into a slice of red, thick blood.
“N—” Eve tried. “No!”
A gunshot went off.
“Get down on the ground!” Sharon screamed at Byron.
Eve couldn’t see what happened next. Footfalls. Dom gurgling and falling to her knees, falling forward in a pool of her own blood. Eve dragged herself over to her.
“Dom! Dom? Dom. Stay with me. Oh my God. Shit. Shit—” Eve pulled out her phone and dialed 911. “Yes. Sheriff Wicker unit 6901 Chesapeake Valley. Emergency at the Valley Clinic on Caledonia and 8th. Between 8th and 9th. That’s right. The strip mall. We’ve got a tent set up. We’ve got citizens down here. We need medical right now. Right now!”
Her voice cracked and wavered. She took out her walkie and made the same call to any nearby units.
“Damnit!”
Eve pressed on Dom’s stomach.
Sharon came rushing back in.
“Where is he?” Eve snapped.
Sharon shook her head. “He’s gone.”
“What?!”
“I’m sorry, Sheriff. He…” she came forward, eyes in horror at the blood leaking out from Eve’s fingers. “What happened?”
“He swiped her with a huge knife on his way out.”
“I need to go after him,” Eve said. “Stay with her. Put pressure on the wound. Dom. Can you hear me?”
“I hear it all, Wicker,” she coughed. “Put pressure on it. Clean it up. Wrap it up. Great plan,” she wheezed. “Great plan.”
“You’re going to be fine,” Eve said. “You hear me? You’re going to be fine.”
“I hear you!”
Eve and Sharon helped Dom onto one of the empty cots. Eve’s head was spinning. She felt like it was about to fall off. She tried to just stand straight and not show that whatever Doctor Cook had sprayed her with was deep in her system already.
“I got this,” Sharon said. “I can take care of her. You go. He took off toward Roman’s ranch, toward the woods.”
Eve nodded.
“Are you okay?” she asked.
“I’m good. I have to find him. In the Mercedes?”
“Yes. I’ll call you some backup.”
“I called 911 and medical. Take care of Dom, Sharon, please.”
“I will.” Sharon looked her in the eyes. “I promise.”
Eve had to trust her. She couldn’t do both of these things. Every second that ticked by was giving Cook more time to escape or formulate a worse, more insidious plan than he already had. So through the wooziness and worry, Eve headed out into the parking lot to the sound of distant sirens heading their way. She hopped in the Tahoe and took off, feeling the world swirling beneath her but beaming forward, not allowing anything to slow her down. The sweat built at the base of her back and on her upper lip.
She didn’t see the Mercedes at Roman’s ranch. As she slid down 2nd Street, she didn’t see any sign of it there either. She rolled past Brown’s and Timber’s, which some locals affectionately called “the woods”. The Tahoe crawled quietly. Eve needed Pearl, but she couldn’t go back for her now. This day had completely gotten away from her with all of the chaos. The steering wheel felt huge and her fingers, like small balloons. Something ripped through her throat and she coughed several times. She pulled to a stop by the empty lot where the Harvest Moon Festival was held. The great fence between the lot and Timber’s towered overhead as Eve got out of the Tahoe and continued her racketing of coughing.
She couldn’t drive in her current state. She was safer on foot. But it wasn’t the only reason she had pulled to the side of the road despite no sign of Cook. The drop-off up ahead had provided her answers before. And she suddenly knew where he was before even getting to the edge. He was with Jamison’s car. Maybe he was with Jamison. He was at the farmhouse. As Eve overlooked the Chesapeake Valley Gold Mine below, she wished she had found the time to berate Janet Kingman about her properties once again. She felt powerless against that family. They had her and the entire town in a chokehold.
Eve ran back to the Tahoe, almost tripping over herself several times. She got behind the wheel and whipped the sirens on. She had to get there. She had to push through this.
She pulled off of the paved highway and onto the familiar dirt road. Farmland lined either side. The farther she got down the road that headed back towards the mountains and the mines, the more in disrepair the lands and few houses became. It was the Kingman effect. Buy as many properties as possible, even if you can’t maintain them. Control was the ultimate goal.
Up ahead, the farmhouse emerged on the horizon. A barn sat behind it and beyond both of those buildings was the exit, the metal hanger, from the mines. The hanger where she had found Jamison’s car.
The Mercedes was parked in front of the farmhouse by the mailbox.
Warrant be damned. Janet Kingman be damned. She had enough justification with Cook’s car outside. Eve was going inside and she was finding answers. Cook was not going to get away with this. This would not be another Ken Turnbull.
She pulled the Tahoe behind his car, perpendicular to the Mercedes. He hadn’t left enough room for her to pull in behind him so she would box him in from the highway. This wasn’t a busy road even at the busiest of times.
With no front door and no windows left on the house ahead, Eve was sure Cook knew she was coming. She gripped her gun and pulled it from the holster as she crept towards the open space in the chipped wood. The veranda squeaked under her boots. Once, there was a screen door as well but it was ripped plain through. All of the other screens on the wrap-around veranda were also missing or ripped, providing a fluttering of black mesh that thwacked against the old wood. This was the house where her mother had been killed. This was the place where Stern had finished the job after years of chasing her.
She stopped and listened at the door. She could hear the same noise she had heard before, after she had called Janet Kingman. A soft murmur of voices also made its way down to Eve in the open doorway between the veranda and the house. And at that moment, she was glad that Pearl wasn’t here. Even at her quietest, she was still a dog with her own initiative and clickety-clacks against the wood.
She pushed herself against the wall and crept inside. Despite being so still, the wood creaked anyway. It was an old house, likely only months away from collapsing in on itself. She half-expected to see her mother’s body laying on the floor. Her death was still held in these walls. Eve had felt it the last times she had been here too, the ghosts seeping through the walls like a virus.
Her head pounded. Her throat scratched with a need to cough.
At the edge of her vision, something flashed by. A person. A dark figure. The staircase across from her had a broken banister and was missing several steps. Eve closed the distance. She peered around, looking for the figure but no one was there. It was a living room and dining room that led to a small kitchen at the back of the house. The kitchen had hardly been touched by people but severely touched by time and weather. A fridge remained intact, but the countertops had all been lost to decades past with only some white cabinets remaining. No stove or oven in sight. No dark figures either.
Somebody else passed behind her and then Eve was confident she was hallucinating. Whatever Cook had sprayed right in her face was getting to her mind and making her hear and see things.
She snuck back out towards the stairs and faced them down. One step at a time, she crept upwards, her boots as light as feathers.
From below, she heard, “Eve?”
Her mother’s voice.
“Eve? Can you hear me?”
Eve’s body went stiff. She needed to turn around. She needed to see if she was there. It sounded so real and so close.
“Because if it were to end up that way…” Cook’s voice drifted in. “It opens up the future for more possibilities than I could have ever imagined. I think more than you’d ever imagined as well. She did, at the end of all of this, got what she deserved. And if not, she will. As justice can be done and will be dealt. Swiftly. Proactively. Thoroughly.”
“Eve…” Mom’s voice said again.
Eve’s head turned on a swivel. She peered down the stairs where her mother’s body lay in the wood floors of the entryway. She stared up at the ceiling with wide, frozen eyes. No indications of blood trickled around her. No signs of marks on her body from the drugs they had claimed she had overdosed on. She was just lying there, frozen eyes staring up and to the back of her head, trying to look at Eve.
“Run, Eve!” she cried. “Run!”
Eve forced herself to move. Something black passed by in front of her. It was those black polyester bags. Darkness. Laughter. Mom’s scream. The scratch of polyester. The smell of plastic. Eve tried to breathe. She tried to scream.
“Shut up,” somebody said.
“Eve!”
A rubbing of plastic and polyester.
Eve found herself in her childhood bedroom. She stared at her Josie and the Pussycats costume in the mirror that she had dropped more than once so it had several dents in the surface. Her reflection was warped. The costume was borderline inappropriate, but for the first time in her life, she felt good and confident. She actually felt a little sexy, which felt wildly unfamiliar. She was so looking forward to the Halloween dance at school. She was going to show up and show out, and Bradley Hutchinson would have no idea what hit him. Jackie and Tee would meet her in the gym and the trio would be complete. Tee had practically forced Eve to be Josie and wear a wig even though she was much better suited, looks wise, for Melody. But looking at herself now, she felt pretty excited by how she looked. Older. More mature. Cool.
“Eve!” Mom yelled.
“I’m coming!” she yelled back.
And then, “No!”
“No!!”
Glass crashed in and Eve jumped.
Her plastic, blow-up guitar rubbed against the carpet.
“Mom?” Eve tried again. This one, much less loud.
“Don’t! Do not touch her!” Mom screamed. “Run, Eve! Run!!”
The bedroom door flew open. Eve ran out into the hallway. A huge hand grabbed her from behind, tossing her to the ground with little effort. She got the view of some unfamiliar, blob-face before it all went black again. The bag swallowed her and she swallowed it, feeling against her tongue as her back and her guitar dragged against the rug. She wasn’t going to escape. She was trapped. She was trapped and she wouldn’t wake from this nightmare this time. This terror was very permanent and very real.
But when her eyes opened, it wasn’t black as she expected, but transparent. There was the rubbing of plastic as she tried to move and much closer now, she heard that sound she had heard only a few days ago when she had been standing outside the window with Pearl. It was the cold, light breathing of a stranger.





Lilly Agbani
She felt so useless. Doctor Blanchard and Sheriff Wicker had told her to stay inside and mind the patients. She had complied, but curiosity and an innate need to help had driven her to stand between the entrance to the clinic and the tent, pretending like she was watching the door. But really, she had found a narrow gap in the tent flaps that allowed her a view of Deputy Capote. So she heard most of what happened inside and also got a slender glimpse. Doctor Cook had sauntered in. He had held some type of canister over top of Deputy Capote’s still body. Doctor Blanchard had come in shortly after. Lilly couldn’t get a good vantage point after that so she went back inside. Lilly had to figure out a way to help. She had to figure out a way to help stop this. Doctor Cook admitted this was in his control. She had seen that canister in his hands, floating over the big man with the long brown hair and warm eyes.
She turned on her heel and hurried inside.
She really wanted to help and she had an idea, but it wasn’t something she could execute on her own. It certainly wasn’t something she was an expert in: breaking and entering. But she knew someone who was.
Matt was sitting on the window ledge when she came in. He had his arms crossed over his hospital gown. His already skinny frame had gotten skinnier and sharper from his time here. She wished they had heartier meals for someone like him.
“Lilly…” he hopped off the ledge with a grin. “Check me out.”
He did some stretches, flaring his arms from side to side behind Boris Tofino’s bed.
Mr. Tofino grunted, “Move your body, boy. You’re blocking the sun.”
Matt hopped over to his own cot.
“Looks like you’re on the up and up…” she smiled. “Could I talk to you for a moment?”
“Anytime.”
“I wonder if we could go back outside…”
“To our back step.”
“Yes…” she replied with trepidation.
“I’m just joking. You lead. I’ll follow.”
He wasn’t joking though. She had done it herself as well: attributed the back concrete pad to them. Their memories covered it already.
Matt stepped forward with his lanky legs and sat himself down on the concrete.
“I think I’m almost ready to leave… except for the fact that I have no place to go…” he laughed as he looked off into the trees.
“I need your help.” She didn’t sit down, but stepped off the concrete so she could stare him down. “After you help me, maybe I can help you?”
He looked her over.
“You got a free house?”
“I’ve got an apartment…”
“I can sleep in your bed?” he laughed but his hazel eyes gleamed with a level of seriousness, a level of ‘please don’t reject me. I’m fragile.’
She said, “We’ll iron out the details later. Right now. I need you to help me get in somewhere. It’s an emergency.”
“What kind of emergency?”
“I think I know where we can get the cure to this virus.”
“What? What kind of Marvel-shit is this?”
She narrowed her eyes.
“Sorry…” he coughed. “Go on.”
“It’s canisters. Doctor Cook has pressurized this virus and its cure into an aerosol of some kind. I’m sure he has more where he’s staying. I think he’s staying at the Red Rock.”
“How do you know all this?”
“I’m a good listener.”
He made an amused face and nodded.
“I’m a good listener and we can help fix this. The sheriff needs help. Doctor Blanchard needs help.”
“Okay I don’t really know what’s going on, but I’ll help you, Lilly. Whatever you need. You helped me already.”
“So you can help me break into the Red Rock?”
“Why not?”
“Okay. Okay!”
She didn’t know what else to say, but out of excitement, she jumped a bit and yanked him into a hug that pulled him off of the step and to his feet. He held her. His long arms wrapped around her, and the heat of his fever seemed to have dissipated, leaving behind a cool, pleasant clamminess.
Matt got dressed in his street clothes in the bathroom. When he came out, Lilly almost immediately regretted asking to do this with him. In his jeans and his hoodies, he looked like a completely lost teenager. Her father had always used the English word “hooligan” for boys like him. She realized that maybe she had fallen for him in only a hospital gown.
“Ready?” he analyzed her face.
“Yeah…” There was no turning back. Lilly felt like she had to do this. “Yes. Let’s go.”

They had to walk. They had to sneak out the back door so no one would know that they were gone. Or at least by the time they noticed, they would have something to show for it. Doctor Blanchard would hopefully be able to handle things for a little bit. She knew there was lots of chaos in the tent, but they had been adamant about her staying clear for her safety. So she would. She would stay clear and come back with results.
Sirens wailed and screamed as they crossed town on foot, weaving through back lanes and unbusy streets to get to the back entrance of the Red Rock.
Matt asked, “Do you know what room he’s in?”
“That… That I don’t know,” she said, and she hadn’t even thought about it. This plan was last minute, impulsive, and if it was a disaster, Lilly would face the consequences.
“Okay so front desk? Unless you want to try every room…” He gave her a wily smile.
“You really want me to say yes to that, don’t you?”
“Of course. Time to show you what I’m really good at, Lilly. Keep your panties on.”
She laughed.
They could see through the glass of the back door that there was a woman with black hair working at the front desk. She reached forward with a tattooed hand to arrange a large black binder on the shoulder-high desk.
“That book probably has a list of the names and rooms…” Lilly whispered.
“Okay,” Matt said. “You’re the distraction.”
“What do I do?”
“Just… Uh… Just ask her for directions. I’ll get a picture of that binder and we go on our merry way. Okay?”
“Okay. I’ll try.”
“You got this, Lilly.”
He stifled a sneeze into the sleeve of his hoodie.
“Are you feeling okay?” she asked.
“Yeah. I’m peachy. No worries on my end. Let’s do this. You go. She hasn’t—Shit. Go. Go!”
He tucked behind the wall as the woman looked up at them and spotted Lilly through the glass. Lilly couldn’t hesitate so she went right for the knob and walked inside.
“Hello!” her voice came out like a squeak. “Hello. I’m sorry.”
“Can I help you?” the woman asked. She had a silver name tag on a black t-shirt that said “Katrina.”
“Yes. Katrina. Thank you. I do need some help.” Lilly approached the desk. “I just got into town and I’ve never been here and I’m just a bit lost I think. Do you think you could help me?”
“Ever heard of Google Maps?”
“Oh. My phone’s, uh…” Lilly picked it from her pocket and waved it in the air. “Dead.”
Katrina softened. “Are you traveling alone?”
The door opened and Matt walked in casually. He nodded at both of them. Lilly didn’t know what to do. She hadn’t expected her to ask that question. Why had she tried to do this stupid plan? She wanted to give up then and call it quits, drag Matt with her back to the hospital.
“Hey. Sorry. Do you guys have a bathroom?” Matt asked.
Lilly gave him a look. She didn’t know what he was doing but this didn’t seem according to plan. He wasn’t going to get any pictures of the book in the bathroom.
“It’s down the hall and to the—”
“Could you show me? I’m visually impaired.”
“You’re visually impaired?” she repeated.
“I’m blind in one eye and mostly blind in the other one.”
“Right…” Katrina blinked and looked blankly at him. “Okay. Fine.”
She came out from behind the desk and reached out a hand to Matt. He didn’t react. He was really selling this.
“Here,” Katrina said with a now-flushed face. She took his arm. “I’ll show you.”
She led him past a display with fake pink flowers and local business flyers. Matt gestured wildly behind his back at her, pointing and squishing his fingers together, pointing and squishing, pointing and squishing.
Lilly turned her phone over and turned the screen on. She had lied about it being dead. When she turned it on, she had several missed calls and texts that she had to temporarily ignore. Her heart raced. She leaned over the book on the desk and snapped three photos of the ledger. Katrina came back a few moments later, shaking her head.
“Sorry about that.”
“No. No. No problem,” Lilly replied.
“What was it that you needed? Directions?” Katrina put a hand on her hip.
“I’m looking for the… police station…”
“Really?”
“Yes.”
“It’s just down Caledonia. There’s a path that cuts through to 16th at the back of this group of buildings over here. It’s at the end of 8th Street. A bit of a trek on foot but you look like a capable young lady.”
Lilly smiled. “Thank you! I am.”
“I bet you are.”
That made Lilly think that maybe she was being sarcastic and was teasing her. Katrina cocked a pierced eyebrow and rounded back to behind the desk. Then she said to herself, “I wonder if he needs help out too…”
Lilly used her second disappearance as a chance to escape. She went around to the side of the building where Matt had pulled her aside earlier and pulled out her phone to check the photos. She didn’t see Doctor Cook on the list, but she remembered that they had been calling the man Beech before. She wasn’t even sure if he was the same man but Henry Beech was on the list: in room 9.
Matt escaped from the lobby out the back door a few minutes later.
He let out a loud exhale and then turned to her, absolutely beaming.
“That was fun,” he said with a laugh.
“It was, kinda…” Lilly admitted.
“You were drowning in there.”
“Oh, is that why you came inside?”
“Yeah. It looked like you weren’t selling it. Also, I didn’t really know what to do either. She was kinda scary… Sorry if I threw you off.”
“No. No. It was perfect I think. I got the photo.”
“And the room?”
“I think so. Room 9.”
“You think so?”
“I’m pretty sure it’s the same guy.”
“Uh, okay… I guess it makes no difference to me,” he shrugged. He smiled down at her, his flat greasy hair reflective in the afternoon sun. His sunken eyes were sparkling with color; no way Katrina had believed his story about being blind. The red-roof buildings behind him mirrored the shape of mountains at his shoulders.
“Thank you for helping me,” Lilly said.
“My pleasure. We’re doing my favorite thing.”
“I’m glad you’re having a good time.”
Lilly didn’t waste any more time. She turned on her heel, leaving Matt standing there and grinning like a complete dope. They ran across the parking lot towards room 9, the last door before the path to 16th Street. The door was tucked away and facing the trees, and they did almost a complete 360 around the building before finding it.
Matt tried to peer in through the windows but the blinds were completely shut.
Lilly tried the doorknob. As expected, it was locked.
“Okay… Time to do your magic,” she hissed.
He put his backpack down on the ground and opened it up. He pulled out a pocket-sized brown leather pack, stuffed full with little metal tools, knives, screwdrivers, and picks.
“It’s all so small…” Lilly noted.
“Okay. Just wait for me to warm up a little…”
Lilly laughed and had to quickly silence herself to not give themselves away. She couldn’t believe they were doing this right now. Matt slid closer to the door, picking two tools that he seemed comfortable and familiar with. In less than a minute of tinking back and forth, the knob clicked and Matt said, “These commercial locks always are so cheap.”
He jiggled the knob several times back and forth before standing and pushing the door open all the way. They were greeted with the sight of what looked like a high school science fair. There were canisters and tubes everywhere. There was only one small section of the bed carved out for somebody’s body. The A/C was running at full blast, and Lilly recognized lines of canisters along the TV stand, table and desk. They looked like the ones the man had had in that bag, but also different. They had different colors of tape on them. Some had red and some had blue.
“So… what are we doing here again?”
Matt went to pick up one of the canisters.
“Don’t touch anything. We have no idea what could be in this stuff.”
“It looks like a bunch of those keyboard cleaners.”
“Yes. It does,” Lilly said. “I don’t know what this is, but it doesn’t look good. It looks very dangerous. We need to be careful when we collect this. Can we use your backpack?”
“Uh… sure. I guess.”
“Is it full?”
“No… just some boxers and stuff.”
He moved some canisters to place his open backpack on a round table with two cushioned chairs. Lilly started grabbing and handing. She tried to think back to the image of the man in the shadows of the tent, looming over the cot, plucking a… She thought it was a blue-taped canister from his bag, but she wasn’t confident.
She had to check on her phone. It was a call from a number she didn’t recognize. She listened to a voicemail as Matt took himself on a tour around the room, analyzing the strange devices, liquids, and containers.
“Hey, Lilly. It’s Deputy Garcia here. Looking for you. We’ve got an emergency. I really need your help. Where did you run off to? Get back to me, okay? Be safe.”
An emergency. An emergency beyond what was already an emergency. Lilly couldn’t imagine how things had gotten worse, but based on Deputy Garcia’s tone, it sounded very serious. It sounded very bad. Sharon was usually a pretty chipper person.
“We’ve gotta go,” Lilly said. “I think we got what we need.”
“Holy shit!” Matt screamed from the bathroom. He was suddenly backing up from the room, throwing his back against the opposite wall. “Holy fucking shit. What the hell is that?!”
Lilly peered inside at a horrific sight in the bathtub. A woman wrapped in plastic. A corpse wrapped in plastic. She quickly looked away, throwing her gaze to the opposite wall where Matt was looking at her with a horrified expression.
“What happened?!” he exclaimed.
“I don’t know! Let’s get out of here!”
“Yes! Yes. Right now! Please. Holy fuck.”
“Calm your mouth!”
They grabbed his backpack and burst out through the door, speed-walking for the footpath and 16th Street.
“My mouth?”
“Your language,” she said, huffing. “There’s no need to speak that way.”
“Did you see that thing?! How can you blame me?”
“I think it was a person!” she shouted. “I think it was a girl!”
The tears started. They overflowed and ran to her cheeks. Her cheeks were round so her tears very often pooled at the top of her face, and she could feel them sticking to her skin, piling up. She wiped with the back of her hand and Matt took her hand to help her, using his sleeve to clear them away.
“That was messed up,” he said quietly as he pulled her into a hug on the curb of 16th and the footpath.
“That was terrible,” she agreed with another weep.
They hugged each other. They held there at the base of the path with towering suburban houses on either side. They pulled back and Lilly leaned in. Matt leapt at the opportunity, diving into her, pressing his lips against hers with urgency and passion. He kissed her again. He pulled back. She grabbed his neck. He grabbed her waist. They pulled into each other as their hands wrapped around each other’s bodies, clutching to something they had both been thinking about for days.
Lilly pulled back. She rested her forehead on Matt’s chest.
“We should get back…” she said into his sweater.
“We can do this,” his voice rested on her shoulders. “We’re almost there. I’m sorry about my… mouth. I won’t talk like that if you don’t want me to.”
She shifted her chin so she could look up at him.
“I don’t want you to,” she said.
“Then I won’t.”
“Don’t change who you are for me.”
“I already did.”
With one more embrace, they took off hand in hand down 16th. Lilly desperately hoped that they had been successful. The trauma and what they had seen had to be worth it. This had to help. She felt Matt lingering on her lips and tried not to think about the fact that that was only the third time she had kissed someone. She hoped he hadn’t been able to tell because he had seemed more experienced, saying the right things, touching her in a gentle, hungry way. He liked her. She knew that. She liked him too. She had never known someone like him, and she had never thought that things could have ended up this way. They separated so they could get more speed on Caledonia, but they kept side-by-side; new friends, new lovers, partners in crime.





Sheriff Eve Wicker
As Eve came to, her vision didn’t clear like it should have. She could see through to what had once been a bathroom, but it was distorted, like a blur filter rested on top of her eyes. As she tried to shift her legs, they were bound. Her arms weren’t but when she tried to flare out her elbows she met a barrier. Slowly, an image started to form of the situation she was in.
She was wrapped in thick plastic. A tube at her knees was running out to another one of those small generators that allowed cold air and breathing to get through. As she tried to shift to one side, she squeaked and shifted against a bathtub behind her. On her other side, another blob of plastic moved and breathed. At first, she thought it could have been the woman from the motel room, but this person was alive and moving. The sounds of the plastic rubbing together was like a thick PVC sheet being rolled out by a painter, his boots straightening it out, stretching it to the corners.
Eve pulled against it. She pushed. She tried to prod through it. It squeaked and groaned.
“Eveee…”
The plastic stopped. Then, it all started again as Eve whipped her body back and forth, looking for a way out, trying not to suffocate. This was a prison. This was torture. The plastic pushed against the top of her head and her arms, closing in on her.
“Eve…” The plastic blob turned over.
She tried to get a glance through the transparent suit.
A pointed, judgmental stare caught her through the layers between them.
“Jamison?” she tried. Her voice died in the closed space.
He nodded. He tried to sit himself up, seemingly having more experience navigating in this plastic cocoon and was able to use the bathtub to prop himself up with his shoulder.
“What…” Eve stared. “What happened to you? How did this happen?”
“We need to get out,” he mouthed and over-pronounced.
Eve went for her boot. They had been removed. She had kept a knife in there, and it was gone. Along her belt, her gun and walkie had been taken off of her as well. She dug in her pockets and searched everything in her uniform for something to help them. Getting up and speaking seemed to have zapped whatever little energy Jamison had left. He needed to be freed now. If Eve was adding this up correctly, he had been in here for at least four days and she was already panicking being in here for a few minutes. She could make out very little of what he looked like, but she was surprised at how sterile it still smelled despite him being held captive. Cook was insane but he was clean.
He had taken all of her weapons. But one thing he had left behind, as she felt along her empty holster a second time, was her belt. She started undoing it as best as she could. Not binding her hands had been a detrimental, arrogant mistake of his. She flipped the metal edge out and pinched it between her fingers. She tried to use it as a knife, trying to carve through the plastic with it. It had an industrial-grade quality to it and even the high-quality metal of the belt had little effect on it.
Eve let out a frustrated scream.
Jamison moaned, “Don’t… breathe.”
Eve tried again on a square right in front of her face, pushing against the plastic with all of her might. It stretched. It let out a squeal. But it wouldn’t cut through. The plastic bounced back against Eve’s face and she said, “I can’t… I can’t.”
“Don’t panic,” Jamison leaned against the bathtub with dreary eyes attempting to stay on her. “You can do this.”
It was like the guitar dragging against the rug, the bag over her eyes, the grids of light seeping through. All of it was crashing down.
The belt trembled in her fingers until she dropped it on accident to her bound socked feet. As she bent down to pick it back up, her eyes landed on the attachment to the oxygen apparatus. There was a white PVC ring affixed around the perimeter of the entrance to a finger-sized tube. The tube entrance was blocked with some kind of metal grid.
Eve used the belt to dig its edge under the PVC ring. She pried it up. The glue popped loose one side. She dug it around the outside, breaking the plastic in one place so the whole ring fell to her feet, leaving behind an exposed tube and thinner plastic. Eve tried to dig the edge of the belt into the slightly thinner layer. With a firm pinch and force, the belt pierced through the plastic and ripped a hole by the tube. Eve ripped at it, digging in with her hands. The lack of the plastic ring seemed to loosen the fixtures on the tube, and after a second of Eve’s messing around, it came loose and the tube hit the bathroom floor. All of the air seemed to be sucked out at once, and Eve felt the plastic closing in on her, suffocating her. She tried to breathe and the entire weight of the PVC took her to the ground. Her back was on the floor and her eyes were staring up through to an elastic ceiling. It reminded her of Tommy Little, when he had shot her all those times in Boulder and she had collapsed back on to somebody’s front lawn.
Jamison’s muffled voice tried to come through, “You can rip through. Reach down. You can rip it, Sheriff.”
Eve tried to follow his instructions. Her fingers searched down her leg as she swallowed more plastic by the second, feeling like she was about to pass out, all of the heat rushing into the back of her eyes. The fever swelled through her all at once and her body desperately wanted her to cough but she held it in. Tears burst out of her eyes and poured down her cheeks as her fingers reached the circle where the tube had once been attached. Her frantically flurrying fingers found the hole she had ripped. She gripped the edge and tore. She ripped it open like she was trying to separate steel and the plastic melted away around her feet. She kicked herself out and wriggled her way to a full breath of stale air.
Eve tried to get to her feet, but a wave of nausea and disorientation hit her like a brick to the face. She got down on all fours and heaved. She coughed. She tried to take in a deep breath before scrambling over to Jamison’s plastic bag. She felt along the seams, trying to find a cleaner way to get him out than what she had just had to go through. The generator that she had been hooked up to kicked, whined and spirited out bursts of cold fog along the floor of the abandoned bathroom. The toilet was missing and one corner of the sink had been destroyed. The yellow-stained bathtub provided a cacophony of ceramic squeaks as Eve tried to arrange Jamison so she could get him out safely.
At the top of Jamison’s head, she found a tiny plastic latch that she was able to snap to one side. It unraveled the entire suit to a pile at Jamison’s feet. He fell to the ground. He tried to regain movement in his arms, legs and the rest of his body.
“You found me…” he managed. “I knew you would. I told him you would.”
“Where is he?” Eve said right away.
“He can’t be far…”
She asked, “Are you okay?”
He took a series of deep breaths. “I’m… okay. I’ll be fine.”
“Jamison… what the hell happened?”
“Byron Cook happened. He’s always been intense. I didn’t realize he was like this. I didn’t realize how maniacal he could be.”
“You know him?”
Jamison took a breath and shook his head. Eve put out a hand and her arm to help him to sit up. He leaned his back against the bathtub and shook his head again, blinking away something in his eyes. His body was covered with sweat and dirt. Now that he was out of Cook’s sick containment device, Eve could smell the captivity on him. She recognized it from those days with her mother. Everything was bringing her back to those memories. She was getting closer to them. Somehow Cook’s disturbing plans were bringing her back to Stern, even though, this time, she was sure those two weren’t related. The conspiracy with Stern and her mother ran deep and Byron’s revenge plan was much more personal and local.
Eve tried not to think about Dom’s bleeding stomach. She had no idea how much time had passed.
“I knew him…” he said. “A long time ago.”
“You need to tell me what happened.”
“I don’t like talking about it.”
“Don’t do that, Jamison. It’s clearly important. I trusted you with Roman and the axe and the cabin, remember? You need to trust me with this.”
“You didn’t believe me with Roman.”
“That doesn’t mean I didn’t trust you. I took him in for questioning. I did what I needed to do.”
Jamison looked around the bathroom and sighed. His voice was hoarse and wet with spit.
“I dated his wife. Meredith.”
“His ex-wife?”
“They were still married when we got together.”
“What? You had an affair?”
“No. She was leaving him. They were separated. She moved to Denver, and he was moving out of Chesapeake Valley because his business was failing. How one fails as a doctor in these parts I’ll never know. She didn’t speak very highly of him—” he coughed. “I tell you that. She said he was controlling and manipulative and that things had only gotten worse the longer they were together. He’s clearly unmedicated and undiagnosed.”
Eve shook her head. “He’s here for revenge. What happened to Meredith?”
Jamison’s lips pressed together. His complexion was a dull gray. He looked over to the window frame and Eve followed his eyes. It appeared to be dusk, a deep orange sunset indicative of summer days to come in the sky beyond the square where glass should have been. Something cawed outside and boots approached with the sound of trampling dust.
Eve put a finger to her lips and whispered, “Tell me now. Quietly. I need to know. This is important.”
But she could feel her head swelling and her vision blurring. She was sick. Her body went chill to the bone for a moment as she tried to focus on Jamison’s face.
“She died. We were on a date. We were on the highway and we got hit by a drunk driver. She died instantly,” Jamison tried to get to his feet and Eve crouched, preparing herself. Downstairs, the boots hit the wood. They headed for the stairs and started their way up.
There was no door on the bathroom. Once Cook hit the hallway, there was no hiding that they had escaped. Eve had to get the jump on him somehow. With no weapons and not even any shoes, she wasn’t sure. He seemed strong and trained. He had been able to pull off that he was an FBI agent at least temporarily.
The wood creaked as the boots reached the top of the stairs and stopped. Eve and Jamison listened intently from the bathroom. As the steps restarted, Eve hurried out into the hallway and didn’t hesitate. She tackled Cook across the waist, slamming him to the ground back at the top of the stairs.
He looked up, dazed. Eve hardly recognized him. He looked different without the sharp beard. His jaw was softer than she would have imagined and for a moment, he didn’t look capable of all that he had put them through. But then his eyes narrowed and she recognized the dark gleam in his stare.
“You,” he growled. “You bitch.”
His legs suddenly kicked up, getting her in the stomach. His arms latched around hers and he tried to toss her over his head, trying to throw her down the stairs. Eve tried to grab something, anything. She reached and could only grab to his neck. He made a terrifying sound as they both tumbled down the staircase. She thought for half a second she had killed him, that she had broken his neck. At the base of the stairs, she hit the wall opposite and he laid flat on the wood.
His forehead dragged along the wood as he started lifting his head.
“I’m trying to help…” he said.
Eve replied, “Funny way of doing that.”
Drops of blood dripped onto the floor, coming from his nose.
“He killed my wife, Sheriff,” he spat. As he turned his face up, his mouth and half of his chin was covered in blood. He had split his eyebrow too, and the bruises were forming almost immediately.
“And Doctor Blanchard?”
“She ruined me!” he cried. The blood, tears and spit ran out and over his injured face. Eve knew it was over then. Cook was over. Beech was finished. He was broken through and he wasn’t getting out of this.
“She didn’t ruin you. Jamison didn’t kill your wife. You’re responsible for this, Cook. You and no one else. You decided to do this. You infected an entire town, and for what? For absolutely selfish revenge…”
“Like you don’t know, Eve,” he laughed and spat.
“I do know.”
“I know you do. That’s what I’m saying… you know exactly what these people deserve! And you’re denying me! What if it was Elijah Stern? What if it was your mother?!”
“It was my mother!” she yelled back. “The difference between you and me is that I know how to control myself.”
“For now… For now, you do. Wait for it to reach the precipice of eruption. Eventually, it will be so hot in your chest that you won’t be able to deny it. You’ll have to appease yourself.”
“I will not. Not at the sake of harming others.”
“Contingencies. In order to save lives, we have to lose them.”
“I don’t believe that.”
“Without death, there is no life.”
“Then why won’t you let your wife die?”
His black eyes widened as much as they could. He tried to furrow his brow, but a stream of blood fell into his eye, reddening the whites. He blinked and let out a balk. Using the steps of the stairs and the broken banister, he managed to get himself to his feet. Eve followed him up, framing him and blocking his exit.
“Jack doesn’t get to decide.” He shook his head. “She’s my wife.”
“You’re playing God.”
“I’m playing science!” he retorted with a snarl. “She doesn’t need to decompose. I’m not putting her in the ground. I am not spreading her ashes. I am not that delusional, Eve. I know that she’s dead, but I am not ready to let her go.”
“How do you think she would feel about having her body wrapped in plastic wrap because you can’t process your guilt and grief?”
The floor squeaked upstairs.
No. Eve thought. Do not come down here, Jamison.
“Guilt and grief?!” he laughed. “The only one who should be feeling those things is Jack!”
“You had his phone too.”
“Of course I did.”
“It was you texting me. Jamison almost never calls me ‘Eve’.”
“That’s your name, isn’t it?”
“He calls me ‘Sheriff’.”
He sneered. “I didn’t want you to get hurt, Sheriff. I actually admire what you’re doing here. I know about your past because I researched you. Jack is lucky to have you.”
“He is…” Eve took a step forward.
“But I cannot and will not go to jail…”
She didn’t have any cuffs. She didn’t have a gun. She didn’t have a walkie. She was running a high-grade fever and had just fallen down an entire set of stairs. If she was going to get Byron Cook in the Tahoe, he was going to have to go of his own accord. Force wasn’t going to be an option here.
“Doctor Cook, I want to talk more about this. I want to hear about your story and you can tell me about it at the station. I need to get Jamison to safety.”
“He’s safe. He’s the safest he’s ever been.”
Eve shook her head. “Will you come with me?”
“I would love to, Eve. I really would love to waste away my days here with you… But I can’t because I know you’re trying to manipulate me.”
With a silver flick, the same knife Cook had used to slice Dom appeared from the back of his pants. Eve saw it with enough time to hop away. He pierced it forward, ready to rip Eve’s stomach out with one slash. Playing nice was no longer an option either. In her training, she had learned that fighting against men or people bigger than her would always be a challenge, so using her environment was an essential tactic. But this environment had nothing but abandoned walls and the feeling of her mother’s spirit. There wasn’t even a chair left around to leverage. The main floor of this place had been scraped of any remnants of anyone living here. The walls felt like they were closing in and that the floors were melting. Her legs were giving way. She got to the doorway before her knees came forward and she fell right on to them, banging on the wooden frame. The pain jolted up her legs.
“Sheriff!” Jamison cried from behind them.
The last bits of sun pierced through the veranda and to the knife as Cook held it up and above Eve. Two things happened at once. Jamison leapt from the stairs to the door in a valiant, foolish effort to tackle Cook to the ground. He almost made it. His hands clutched to Cook’s shoulders and yanked him backwards. And from the highway, sirens approached.
“Jamison!” Eve tried to get up. Her head pounded. The entire place had turned to mud and memories. She stumbled out onto the veranda and almost went straight through one of the open windows. The sickness was hitting her now. She had hit a wall that she couldn’t get past. She kneeled over on her hands and knees. A wave of nausea hit her deep in her stomach.
Cook and Jamison struggled behind her. Jamison wouldn’t win that fight. Four days of captivity and starvation against a trained psychopath. Eve had to help him. She had to do something.
She pulled herself to the front steps and vomited off the side. She tried to blink away bleary vision. The bile stung at her tongue. In her peripherals, she noticed the squad car had pulled in front of the Mercedes and the Tahoe. And getting out of it was Deputy Shepherd Capote.
He ran towards her.
“Shepherd…” Eve groaned.
“Sheriff! Oh. You’re going to be alright. I got you.”
“I’m okay,” she protested.
“I just saw you vomit your guts out.”
“You’re better…” she breathed. “How did you—”
“The canisters, Sheriff. He’s using them.”
“Go. Help. Weapons. Drawn. He’s got a knife. Jamison.”
“Jack Jamison?”
“Go!”
Eve tried to drag herself back up the steps. Shepherd stepped over her, following her orders and barreling inside with his gun drawn.
“Put him down!” Shepherd demanded.
Eve could only hear. The vomiting had made her feel a bit better actually. She managed to get herself to the doorframe so she could see Cook and Jamison against the stairway. Cook brandished a knife against Jamison’s neck.
“He deserves to die!”
“You don’t get to decide that!” Deputy Capote responded.
“He didn’t get to decide! He decided for her!”
“I didn’t—” Jamison struggled. He tried to make a move against Cook but the doctor held him there with a firm grip. “It was a man named Morris Boyd, Byron. He was driving drunk. It wasn’t my fault. It wasn’t her fault. It was his fault.”
“It was your fault! She trusted you to take her in that car. Her life was your responsibility as soon as she opened that door!”
Jamison’s face went pale and stark. If Eve had been in Deputy Capote’s position and health, she would have used that moment to rush Cook, but Shepherd watched it pass. She tried to signal to him and he glanced over at her. Eve had one arm wrapped around her stomach and the other, gesticulating.
“Don’t do this,” Shepherd said to Cook after a moment of standing off.
“I’ve already done it,” he snapped.
His wrist made a move and Eve jumped forward. She didn’t know what else to do. She couldn’t lose Jamison and Dom. Not like this, to the edge of one man’s knife. Everything she had left she threw into the leap and the rest was a blur. Somewhere she saw a streak of blood and the gun went off. Cook screamed out. Eve melted into the floor and erupted onto the other side in the dark room with the bag over her head again. Her mother’s chains jangled from the corner. Eve struggled against her own. The bag came off suddenly. Light spilled in.
Elijah Stern stood in front of her, standing there, looking down with an expression of absolute disgust.
“Don’t talk to her,” Mom protested. One of the security guards kicked her in the face.
Eve screamed.
Elijah slapped her.
Eve screamed again.
He slapped her harder. This time from the other side.
“I’ll knock your teeth out one by one if you keep it up,” he said. “This doesn’t have to be unfriendly.”
“Stop! Eve, don’t say—” The security guard muffled her mouth with the bag, pushing it into her.
“Is your mother a police officer, Evie?”
Eve looked up at him.
“Does she come home late at night? Have you seen her in different strange outfits sometimes? Did your daddy ever complain about her job? Did you see anybody else in your house talking to your mommy about somebody like me?”
He paused after every question but Eve didn’t say anything.
He crouched down so he could be at eye level with her. The chains on her feet and the zip ties on her wrist were stopping her from clawing his face to pieces. He had shiny curls that fell over his shoulders and face. They were pushed back into some kind of mullet. Eve remembered thinking that maybe it was a wig. It definitely wasn’t from the way he played with it though. He had watery blue eyes that were trained on her and a perpetual thin smile.
“You don’t want to talk to me?” he asked. “Do you want something?”
“I want you to let us go,” Eve said.
“Oh! She speaks! I knew you would,” he winked.
Eve glared.
“I can’t do that. I could maybe. But not right now. We can make a deal, Evie. I know we can. How about one of those big dolls I see in the Macy’s storefront sometimes, hey? They’re as big as you, I swear. I think you’d like it. You could get some outfits for it and stuff too.”
“I don’t want a stupid doll.”
“Well, there’s no need to be ungrateful, young lady.”
“I will never be grateful to you.”
“Ugh. Just like your mother. Stubborn. Talk like you’re out of a comic book with one agenda: save the fucking universe. The universe doesn’t want to be saved, Eve. It wants to be screwed up. It enjoys it. It thrives on it. Not even time is linear. Nothing goes in a straight line. Everything has another side and another direction. There’s always options outside of losing. Always. But you can’t always be the hero. You can’t always be the good guy. Good guys don’t exist. We’re all just guys who have made choices that led us down one way or the other. Yours led you and your mom to this basement. Your mom’s led her to this basement and to her having my foot in her ass,” he laughed. “Not literally. Not yet. No. Your mom’s choices led to a lot of things for you. You can’t be blamed for it. You’re a kid. You’re a consequence, but a very valuable one, and I want to help you. I want to help you if you want to help me.”
Mom was crying softly. One of the guards started muttering at the door to someone else and Stern threw a look over his shoulder. They quieted immediately.
“We can just talk…” Stern whispered, getting closer.
“I’m a good guy,” Eve squeaked.
She punched upward with her zip-tied hands. His chin hit her fist like she was punching a boulder. He grabbed her hands and had her on the ground in seconds.
“You brat!”
Eve’s mother screamed and cried. The darkness of the bag came back over her head and then all she could feel was hands and pain. The dampness, stickiness and warmth of the blood left behind.
Just like now, in the farmhouse, laying in blood. It was the same place where her mother had once laid. Perhaps dead or on the edge of it. Eve laid in the familiar pool. Elijah Stern’s words haunted her. Shepherd’s voice screamed for her. The most comforting thing of Eve’s oncoming unconsciousness was the silence. It all, for once, even the memories, went quiet.





Roman Marek
They pushed their cots together. Eve rolled back and forth and tossed and turned through the night. Roman was mostly recovered by the time they had gotten her into the tent, but he had stayed with her. They had been almost ready to dismantle the tent with the rate of recovery with the cure now rolling around and being distributed at a rapid pace to those suffering from Cook’s virus. It was just the two of them left.
Dom was inside and being treated by Doctor Adam Gundry, who had also treated Eve. He was a semi-retired doctor who now owned his own farm between here and Monument. He was a nice older man, but Roman wasn’t sure how fit he was, and he wanted to move Eve to a bigger hospital. Sharon had not agreed and said that she should be kept closer to home. Cook had gotten her deep across her right forearm with a knife and Eve had needed nineteen stitches for it. From what Shepherd had said, there had been a lot of blood, but Eve was going to be okay. She had gotten her own canister as well and should have been almost a hundred percent by tomorrow according to Gundry. Though he clearly knew nothing about the canisters. Roman had eyed Cook in the back of Shepherd’s squad car. He knew the answers. He was responsible for this. Even Daniel Hawthrone, who had likely spread the virus to Roman, had been a carrier because of Cook.
“How’s she doing?” Shepherd asked.
“They got her done. She’s resting now.”
“Good. Good. I gotta take this guy back to the station.”
“Yeah. Get him out of here.”
“You feeling okay?”
“I’m doing much better. How about you?” Roman asked.
“Those cans really worked… It’s crazy to think that’s what probably did this in the first place too. He was going to come in and cure us all… take all the credit for curing something he started.”
“And guess who got it? Lilly Agbani,” Roman chuckled. “Brilliant kid. She deserves it much more than he does.”
“I’m pretty quickly getting to know this town.”
“You’ve barely scratched the surface, partner. You got a very long way to go if you’re going to keep up with the Sheriff here.”
“Oh. I know. With the little I’ve seen, she’s nuts,” he laughed. In a good way.”
“I know. She’s the love of my life.”
“I get it. I was worried about her there.”
He peered over Roman’s shoulder to the shadows of the tent.
Roman menaced. “She’s in good hands.”
“Of course. Of course,” Shepherd raised his hands innocently. “I would never, Roman. I respect you too much, man.”
“Let’s give it some more time, Shepherd.”
“We got time.”
“Not right now. Go do your job. Get that criminal off the streets.”
“Yes. Right. I’m on it. Where’s Shar—Deputy Garcia?”
“She’s inside helping with Dom and Jamison. She administered most of those canisters while Dom was out.”
“Of course she did… these women…”
He was still shaking his head as he climbed up through the ditch with his long legs to the vintage squad car.
Roman turned back to Eve on her cot.
She was incredibly beautiful. Her sloped nose caught the last streams of moonlight as she turned her head to one side. Her blonde hair was pulled into a bun on top of her head, hairs spilling out everywhere. Her eyelids flickered with awareness and then opened. Her brown eyes rested on him, she smiled, and everything was right in the world.
“Hi.” He knelt down.
“What happened?” she asked, blinking. “Jamison?”
“He’s okay. You saved him.”
“Beech? Cook?”
“He’s in custody.”
“Sharon? Shepherd?”
“Shepherd has Cook. Sharon’s inside with Dom.”
“Dom?” her eyes widened and she tried to sit up. Roman put a heavy hand on her shoulder, supporting and guiding her but also forcing her to take it easy.
“Dom is okay, right?”
“She’s okay.” Roman smiled. “Everybody’s okay, Eve. You’re okay too.”
She peered down at her arm. The bandages wrapped around several times, but as she turned them over, they were already spotted with blood. She was still bleeding because Cook had sliced her deep enough to reach her tendon, but she had been very lucky.
“Nineteen stitches.” Roman pointed to the underside of her arm.
“Nineteen?” Eve’s eyebrows went up. “Geez. I can’t believe this… I can’t believe this all happened like this. I need to talk to Cook. We need to strum up his charges. He can’t get away with this.”
“You need to rest.”
“Biological weapon charges… We need to prove that and we need to prove that he used them… Where did this all start? Daniel Hawthorne?”
“He gave it to me.”
“I know but even before that. There’s more to unravel here. This isn’t over.”
“It never is… But you still need to sleep. It’ll still not be over when you get up tomorrow morning.”
She laughed. A hand came to her face and she ran it over her tired eyes.
“My head is pounding,” she groaned, drawing her fingers to her temples.
“Sleep, Eve. I insist.”
“Thanks for taking care of me.”
“You took care of me. You carried me down that mountain, so I hear. I don’t really remember any of it.”
“You were having military flashbacks.”
“Ah… that happens sometimes, especially if I’m in a really deep sleep.”
“Something to look forward to,” she smiled and he pecked her on the forehead. He laid her back down onto the cot.
“You’re safe, but you’re still sick. I can feel it on you.”
“I got one of the cans? You gave me one?”
“Of course. It’s only a matter of time. I can bring Pearl by. I’ll get you some of them madeleines too. I know you’ve been loving on those…”
“I do. I do love madeleines…” Eve muttered sleepily.
He waited for Shepherd to get back before leaving Eve for a bit to check on the girls inside. The church crowd had recovered, but Kim Turnbull had remained under observation because of how dehydrated she had been. Sharon was helping Dom to the bathroom in the dark clinic when Roman came inside. The night shaded the hospital with a delicate dreadfulness.
Sharon whispered, “How’s Eve?”
Roman gave her a thumbs up. “She’s good. She just was up and talking.”
“Any fever still?” Dom groaned.
“A bit of heat on her. She needs to sleep.”
They both nodded.
“Kim’s in here.” Sharon pointed to the room behind her with a poster pasted to the door about getting vaccinated.
Roman tipped his head to her, and they both opened doors on opposite sides of the hallway to retire inside. Kim was sleeping on a cot in the middle of the room. Another person was inside the room as well, but there was a curtain hanging between them. Roman could see the slippers of what looked like an older man.
Roman didn’t want to wake her. He wanted to see how she was doing. She looked better now. It had seemed like the life had been drawn out of her when she had collapsed in front of him. A rosy flush to her cheeks had returned. When Roman closed the door behind him, she woke up with a start.
“Oh.”
“Sorry.”
“Roman… What time is it?”
“Much too late. I’m sorry. I didn’t want to wake you. I just wanted to check in on you.”
“Oh…” she coughed and then nodded, her thin hair rubbing against the pillowcase. “Oh. I’m much better. Thank you for checking. That’s very nice…”
“Good. Good. I’m glad.” He took a step forward.
She reached out a hand, inviting him in. He took it.
“You’re too good to me, young man,” she chuckled. “Ken was never this good to me.”
“He was selfish. He’s always been selfish.”
“I know… He came to see me though…”
“What?”
“Yes. I mean, I very well do agree with you that he is selfish however… he is still my good son…”
“Kim. He was here? Recently?”
“Yes. I think it was last night. They thought I wasn’t going to make it… didn’t they? I’m not sure if they called him or…”
“I thought his phone was shut off.”
Last night. Roman’s mind buzzed. That meant Ken was less than a day’s drive away. He could be anywhere, but the first place Roman assumed he was hiding was the same hideout he had used for months prior: the miner’s cabin all the way up on the mountain. If he was worried about his mother, he likely would have been staying somewhere to keep tabs. With Eve so distracted, he wouldn’t have had much to worry about. But that was about to change.
Roman squeezed Kim’s hand and said, “Get some rest. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”
“Okay…” she tugged on him a bit. “Where are you going?”
“To find Ken.”
“Don’t do anything rash. That’s my son.”
“And he’s my friend. I need to talk to him. I need to… know why. I need to know.”
Roman let go of Kim’s hand, unfurling their fingers. He went for the door to the chorus of beeping machines behind him. Kim’s beeps escalated as he disappeared back out into the hallway and the night.
Roman yelled at Shepherd as he hustled past the tent, “You keep an eye on her!”
“Yes, sir, Roman, sir!”
“I’m serious, Officer. If anything happens to her, I’ll yank that ponytail right off your head.”
“Alright! I got it. No worries! I’m watching. You got business in the middle of the night?”
“Yes. I damn well do.”
Roman pulled his helmet over his head and flipped up the visor so he could see. He revved up the ATV and ripped up a patch of grass along the ditch by accident as he peeled onto Caledonia and headed for the foothills. If Ken was up there, if Roman following this hunch led him to the truth, he had planned out for weeks what he was going to say if he saw him again. Roman wasn’t much for rumination, but he had scheduled times for anxious thoughts. Usually ranch work and tinkering around the house took him out of that. It took him out of the images from the past too. But Ken had berated him for these past few months. He hadn’t spoken to him. He had betrayed him. He had tried to hurt Eve. Ken had completely and utterly turned on him. Ken had been one of Roman’s only true friends. It had been part of the reason why he had even come to Chesapeake Valley. The Turnbulls had been his second family and they were tearing apart at the seams.
As the ATV crawled up the mountainside and the headlight illuminated the pine trees ahead, Roman could no longer think of what he was going to say. He could only move upwards toward a hopeful resolution. If he wasn’t there, it would all be for nought and Roman would tear himself back down, humble and back with Eve. But if he was there, Roman’s preconception wouldn’t matter because now, Ken was dangerous. Ken was unpredictable.





Lilly Agbani
Lilly turned over in bed, and there was another person there. There had never been another person there before. They had both been able to take a shower and Matt’s fever had come down enough that they could embrace each other under the covers in Lilly’s apartment. The canisters had worked. The break-in had been worth it. Matt was better. Everybody else was better or well on their way. She felt incredibly proud of what they had done together.
Matt turned over so he was facing her.
“You know you have to close your eyes to sleep…” he said with his eyes still closed.
“How do you know they’re open?” she asked.
“I can feel it,” he smiled and his eyes fluttered open. “I knew it.”
“Lucky guess.”
“Can’t sleep?”
“I’ve never slept in the same bed as a man.”
“Really?”
Under the covers, he reached out a hand and placed it on her waist. A shiver ran up her spine.
“Never.”
“How can I help you sleep?” he rubbed her skin, trailing up and down.
“Are you going to stay?” she asked.
“What do you mean? Stay here?”
She nodded.
“Do you want me to stay?”
She nodded again.
He chuckled and brought his hand up to her chin. He brushed her ear and said, “I’d love to stay with you, Lilly. But I can’t. You know I can’t. I’m literally a wanted criminal.”
“I know. Why? Why did you do those things?”
“I was… I was desperate. No. I guess that’s an excuse.” He let go of her face and rolled on his back so he could face the ceiling. “I was stupid. I was taking the easy way out. I tried though, man. I tried with so many different jobs. It’s not for me.”
“Well, maybe that just means you should try something more untraditional.” She wrapped her arm around his bare chest. He was lithe and lighter than her, but his body was well-defined. She assumed from all of the running away from police and escaping out windows.
“Like what?”
“A locksmith?”
He laughed. “Maybe.”
They laid in the blind-striated moonlight. The alarm clock on Lilly’s bedside table read 3:04 a.m. in blue neon figures. A jelly light that she had picked up from the dollar store when she had first moved here emitted a dim orange glow behind the clock. It had somehow survived on the same battery for her entire time here.
“I can’t stay here…” Matt said after the moment of silence.
She said, “I know.”
“I want to stay.”
“I know.”
He leaned down to kiss her and she received it.
“I’ll miss you,” she said into him.
“I’ll miss you too.”
He choked back something, and she felt his tears fall onto her cheeks. She held his face in her hands and let him cry onto her skin. This was his safest moment. She wanted him to feel her love and concern for him radiating through her palms and into his pores.
You are so loved. You are so important. You are so cared for. You are going to be okay.
It all came through her hands as his tears flowed through her, and they held onto each other like that until Lilly laid down onto his chest and they fell asleep. Their breathing steadied and their eyes shut firmly, and the jelly light on the nightstand stayed a dim orange as the neon time on the alarm clock clicked through their final night together.





Roman Marek
Roman cut the engine of the ATV before he got too close to the Devil’s Bridge. He didn’t want Ken or whoever was waiting to know he was coming. He didn’t need him to have another advantage. He could have grabbed Karu too to accompany him, but knowing the bridge was likely narrow and dangerous and Karu’s history with it, it wasn’t worth the risk.
Parked in the darkness, the ATV was barely distinguishable from the trees. Roman did the last portion on foot. Despite being mostly recovered, the illness weighed on his body after almost two days lying in bed, fever scorching from the inside out. The hike had always been challenging, but his lungs seemed like they were going to give in by the time he got to the platform at the top. The mountains towered overhead. Their peaks brushed against the stars. The face of the devil in the rock watched the skinny bridge and peered over at Chesapeake Valley.
In the winter, he had followed Eve here on so many occasions to try to solve the death of Derek Stratus. Solving it had only really presented more mysteries though. Tommy Little was at fault and he had been killed—sniped—by Ken Turnbull. The window he had shot him from was dead ahead, across the crevice under the devil’s face. And the light was on.
They had found evidence of a sniper there, bullets included. And Ken had left his still-smoking cigarette right there for them to find, to confirm his DNA. Was it a mistake? A taunt? Or was it a guilty conscience? A way to admit to it? Roman didn’t know.
Ken had gotten away through the mines, and Eve had figured he had been using those tunnels to get in and out of the cabin for months. It was certainly an easier way than going on foot. A lazier way. A sneakier way. It was the same cabin where he and Eve had had an emotional breakdown from the stress of the case, of Roman’s axe in Stratus’ head. Thinking back on it now, Roman wondered if Ken had been the one to plant his axe and had maybe stolen it as well. The thought had crossed his mind back then, but the reminder of it felt violent and like another fresh wound of Ken’s betrayal had made itself known.
The bridge ahead had once been covered in ice. The springtime had claimed the ice and snow and left behind a narrow strip of rock that had somehow maintained its shape for decades. Roman had to hope there was enough for him to get across, because he didn’t have the climbing gear to go along the Devil’s face again. If he needed to, he would go to the base of the mines and he would wait for Ken to emerge that way. He was not letting him go this time. Eve would be livid if she woke up to missing him again. This was for her too. She deserved closure with Ken, and she didn’t deserve whatever he and Elijah Stern were trying to do to her.
Roman crossed the bridge one tentative step at a time. The rock could have given away under his weight. He was certain it was unsafe, unstable, and maybe a literal stone’s throw away from tumbling down the 150-foot drop below.
As he emerged on the other side, the mud squished around his boots.
The cabin light flickered off.
“Ken!” Roman yelled. His voice echoed off the stone of the mountains. It was the dead of night and no birds flew off at the sound of him. It was just him facing down the door of the miner’s cabin.
“Come out!” Roman continued. “I know you’re in there!”
The door opened. Ken Turnbull stood in the dark doorway. Roman could barely make him out with the lack of light, but he knew it was him. His bad posture and lanky silhouette were undeniable. He stepped out from the shadows so the moonlight could illuminate his face. His head had been shaved into a buzz cut.
“What the hell are you doing here?” he asked.
Roman lifted out his arms. “We’re friends, right?”
He had grabbed two weapons: a knife, tucked in his boot, and his compound bow, wrapped around his back in his customized case. He took it off his back slowly and built the bow within seconds.
“Thought I would come visit.” Roman clicked the bow into place and drew an arrow.
“You came to kill me.”
“I came to talk.”
“About what? You know. I know that you know.”
“Know what?”
“Don’t play stupid, Rome. You’re wearing a wire.”
“I’m not. I came straight here from visiting your mom in the hospital…”
Ken’s face twisted. He looked up at the sky with a sigh.
“Why didn’t you tell me you served?” Roman asked. “Why wouldn’t you have told me that, Ken? I thought we were friends. Good friends.”
“We were. And then you started dating the sheriff that’s responsible for my sister’s death—”
“Are you kidding me, Ken? It’s not her fault. You know who killed her.”
“I don’t.”
“Elijah Stern.”
“No. No. It wasn’t him.”
“How do you know that?”
“He told me.”
“Right. Crime bosses like that are known for telling the truth…”
“He’s the only one!” Ken yelled. “He’s the only one who tried to help. After she died, after they found her, he was the one that called.”
Roman laughed in complete disbelief. “I gave you a job at the ranch, Ken. I was trying to help. I really was.”
“Sure you tried. It wasn’t enough. I couldn’t get my hands off the bottle still. I’m sober now, by the way. Six months.”
“That’s great…”
“It is. Thanks to Stern, again. He’s been helping. They call me ‘the Eye.’ Pretty cool, right?”
“Yeah. Super cool. With a name like that, you should be able to hit a shot from anywhere.”
“I can.”
“Why wouldn’t you tell me? Why?”
“Because you would’ve tried to be better than me!”
“What?”
“That’s what it’s always been like, Roman. If I had something, if I was good at something, you were always better. Remember that summer you showed me how to stack bails? It took me hours. It took you minutes. The other guys would be laughing while you’d be wondering why I’m taking so long. When I was a farmhand, you showed me how to do everything. You taught me real good, but never quite good enough to be better than you. The Marines… that was your thing. If I had told you I was a sniper, you would have gone out to try and break my record or something. I enlisted because of you. I wanted to… I don’t know. I wanted to impress you.”
“It does impress me. But I just don’t understand why you think I would’ve done something like that…”
“It’s just how you are. You don’t even realize it.”
“I can’t help it if I’m good.” He lifted the bow.
“You can help it.”
“I’m not a sniper.”
“I am.”
They glared at each other. The tension was thick in the air.
“Congratulations, Ken! You’re better than me!” Roman called. “Is that what you’re looking for?”
“No. I don’t seek external validation anymore.”
“Just Stern’s?”
“No. Only my own. Georgia can be the gauge.”
“Georgia’s dead.”
“Oh! Thank you for the reminder, Roman!! How else would I have gotten through all this without you?” He sauntered down the steps. “If not for you, how would I have gotten close enough to the sheriff to watch her completely lose Georgia? If not for you, how would I have stopped hammering back twelve beers a day? If not for you, how would I have ever gotten so good at shoveling cow shit?!”
His words spat out and into the air. Behind his back, a rifle emerged, one that had blended into the legs of his jeans.
Roman took a step back.
Ken said, “You think you’re better when you’re much worse. I know exactly what you did.”
“I did my duty. Did you do yours?”
Ken’s lips pulled in.
Roman pushed, “Two years, Ken. You had two years of service and apparently one of the best sniper records they’ve ever seen. So tell me, how and why that only lasted 21 months?”
“I was discharged.”
“Honorably?”
“I’m sober now.”
“I’m proud of you for that—”
“Don’t lie to me.”
“I am proud, Ken. I want you to be good… I want you to be better…”
“There’s nothing wrong with me!!”
He pulled up the rifle. Roman had enough time to dive out of the way as the bullet hit the mud behind where he had been standing. He rolled into the wet dirt and cocked the bow back, pointing the arrow at Ken’s neck.
Roman screamed, “Georgia wouldn’t have wanted this!”
Ken turned the rifle.
“You have no idea what she wanted!”
He shot again.
Roman dove. Dirt splashed up behind him. He kept the bow tucked in close to himself so he was able to set it back up in microseconds. He could have killed Ken twice now, but he couldn’t take the shot. Ken was sick. He needed help. He needed so much more than Roman was able to give him and clearly, he wasn’t saying the right words either. He needed to get the gun out of Ken’s hands.
Roman knocked back an arrow and sent it flying at Ken’s hand. He deftly moved out of the way and the arrow stuck in the ground by the bridge.
He swung the rifle another time and let a third shot loose. Roman narrowly got out of the way. They had done a full 180 now, switching spots with Roman at the base of the cabin steps and Ken with his back to the drop-off.
Roman let another arrow fly, and this one anticipated Ken’s movements. As he lifted the rifle the arrow got him in the hand, bouncing off his skin but leaving behind a significant scrape of blood. He dropped the gun. The rifle hit the ground between them and they both rushed for it. Roman dropped the bow so he could get his hands on the rifle first. Ken reached it first and yanked the rifle towards his chest just as Roman got a grip on it and yanked it back the other way. With the difference in body weight, Ken went flying. He rolled behind Roman and landed at the edge of the crevice.
Roman carried the rifle to the edge of the crevice and held it over the space.
“Don’t—” Ken tried to say.
Roman dropped the rifle. It tumbled into the darkness below, smashing into boulders, echoing for several minutes, stones rolling, branches cracking until it all went quiet again.
“That wasn’t mine…” Ken said.
“You don’t need it.”
“I need to protect myself. I’m the only one left! I’m the only Turnbull left out here, Roman. I’m trying to protect my family. How don’t you see that?”
“Your mom is in that hospital right now. You’re not alone. You’re not the only Turnbull left. She wants to take care of you, Ken. How don’t you see that?”
“How can you trust her? How can you trust her after all the mistakes she’s made?!”
Roman assumed that Ken was now talking about Eve.
“Eve is doing everything she can to protect this town. It’s not her fault that Georgia is dead. When you had been given a task to take out a target, the responsibility of that death is on you. Not on the poor officer trying to stop that take-out from happening. The only reason Stern has let you in and has connected with you is because he’s trying to use you. He hates Eve too. Don’t let him use you for revenge, Ken.”
“He’s not using me. It was my idea. I’m using him for my revenge—”
Ken had come prepared, just like Roman, with a knife in his boot. Suddenly, along the edge of the gap, Ken was sprinting right at him with a combat knife glimmering in the bright moonlight. The blade came in wild movements, stabbing at Roman, going for results. Ken had no qualms about killing him. Their friendship meant nothing to him. He couldn’t see through Stern’s influence and Georgia’s death.
Roman picked Ken up with one hand and flattened him against the ground. He had lost even more weight, making him like a sack of rice to Roman. With one hand, Roman held him against the dirt. Ken waved his arms in the air. Roman grabbed his wrist to stop the knife from hitting him in the side of the head.
“Stop,” Roman grunted. “Stop fighting, please.”
Ken flailed.
“No!” he screamed. “I’m not ever going to stop!”
Ken ripped his arm out of Roman’s grip and the knife came again, going straight for Roman’s temple. Roman turned, flipping himself and Ken in the process. Rocks tumbled. Grass and dirt gave way.
Ken let out another scream. It started right in Roman’s face and then got farther and farther away, dissipating with the sounds of more rocks, branches and grunts of pain.
“Ken!”
Roman searched over the edge and his immediate surroundings, trying to determine what had just happened. The knife was gone. Ken was gone. The crevice beneath him had a broken pathway straight down to 150 feet below.
“Ken!”
Roman screamed again and though it echoed and bounced and tried to reach the bottom of the chasm, it was greeted with nothing but the quiet of a clear, spring night. It was like Ken had never been here, and they had never said those words. Roman stared over the edge, staring into black, wondering if he had just killed one of Eve’s greatest adversaries, wondering if he had just killed his best friend.





Roman Marek
Roman walked through shadow. The night provided a canopy and what had happened provided a trance. He left the ATV and trekked back down on foot. It could have taken him several hours or less than one. He had no gauge. He had no intention other than to find Ken, find out if he was alive. Maybe he went past the park ranger station. Maybe even Ranger Hackett had seen him and called out to him, but he couldn’t answer. He couldn’t understand. He couldn’t wrap his mind around this. How many people had he seen die? How much time had he spent in torture and blood? Yet this was the death that would stick with him. The feeling of Ken’s body weight leaving his grip. That emptiness. His palms pulsed with it, held to it, searched for something other than space.
He continued to walk. The highway was devoid of cars so he just walked alongside it, using the yellow line to guide him. The foothills towered on one side and Chesapeake Valley was on the other. Most lights were off. Most people were asleep. The yellow line. Follow the yellow line.
A truck went by, its headlights spilling over Roman’s back and the mountain boulders. He let out a short honk, likely startled by his appearance, wearing all dark colors, walking with intention and daze. The headlights illuminated a gap ahead in the stone.
Roman peered through it. All he could see was black. He didn’t think he would be able to fit through, but he would have to try. Ken certainly could have. Based on his environmental calculation, this was the base of the crevice, the patch of woods below the Devil’s Bridge that likely went much farther into the Rockies and became a treacherous place for anyone aside from wildlife. They were around the foothills, almost all the way to 2nd Street and the ranch.
Roman tried to squeeze through the gap. The stone pressed in on his back and chest. The hairs on his beard brushed against the foothills. He pushed through but the stone pushed back.
“Ahhhh!”
Roman tried to force his way through. Something caught on his shirt and ripped, a silver dagger of stone tried to rip through his skin too.
“Damn it.” The stone poked into his stomach and he felt the warmth of blood with his fingertips.
He wasn’t getting through this gap. Not at his size. Maybe Eve would be able to fit through, but he couldn’t risk Ken escaping this way so he would stay. He would watch.
Roman slid himself against the mountainside and sat down in the dirt. He hadn’t realized how out of breath he was and how much he was sweating. He was damp with it and as he touched his stomach, his fingers came back red. He pulled out his phone and called Eve. She didn’t answer and he didn’t blame her. His phone read: 4:08am.
Her voicemail played, “This is Sheriff Eve Wicker of Chesapeake Valley County. If this is an emergency, please dial 911. Leave a message and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.”
“Hi… it’s me…” His voice sounded distant and strange. “Something happened. How are you feeling? I hope you’re okay. It’s Ken, Eve. He was here. He came to visit Kim. I tried to track him down. He was at the miner’s cabin. He’s… He’s not good. He’s sick. He needs help. We need to help him. I need your help—” something broke and cracked in his throat. “I need your help, Eve.”
The phone came away from his ear and he let it fall to his side.
A series of gray clouds broke way to twinkling stars. The moonlit sky provided as much light as an overcast day. Roman couldn’t keep his eyes on it though, because he kept his eyes on the gap. He listened for movement, for broken branches, for moaning or swearing. But nothing came through the gap. He stayed up all night with his eyes on it and nobody escaped through the stone.
Until Eve was back in shape, this was up to him.
When dawn broke, he continued around the foothills, searching for another exit or entrance. He regretted calling Eve. He hoped she wouldn’t think his voicemail was pitiful. He had to handle this and he knew that he could. But it was Ken. It was that emptiness in his palms.
Roman could have kept walking, but it was all stone up ahead. He needed the ATV or, honestly, a helicopter or a drone to survey the area, to see where Ken could have possibly escaped to if he wasn’t laying there bleeding out. No. What he really needed was help from somebody who could fit through that narrow gap.
He took out his phone again and called the sheriff’s station. He wasn’t sure if anyone would be there, and if there wasn’t, it would likely ring Eve or Sharon’s phone anyway. But to his surprise, somebody picked up.
“Sheriff’s station,” a man’s voice said.
“Shepherd?” Roman questioned.
“Yup. Deputy Capote here.”
“You’re there early.”
“Late, actually. Who’s calling?”
“It’s Roman Marek.”
“Oh! Roman. I thought it was you. What’s going on, man?” Shepherd asked.
“Listen, I’m just up the road from the station. Can you come meet me? There’s been an accident…”
“Details? Anyone hurt?”
“Maybe.”
“Okay. Where’s your exact location?”
“I’m on the other side of the highway, by Sisler’s Gap.”
“Sisler’s what?”
“It’s a hole at the base of the foothills. Just keep going down. You’ll see me.”
“Got it. On my way.”
Shepherd pulled up with the squad car only a few minutes later. The sky was now painted orange and red. His long legs pushed out of the driver’s seat and Roman appraised his size. He was much thinner than Roman, but pretty tall. He was going to fit through that gap.
“Morning!” Shepherd cupped a hand over his eyes. “You look like shit.”
“Thanks.”
Shepherd approached him with his hands on his hips. “What’s happening? What happened to you?”
Roman took his blood-covered hand away from his stomach. The bleeding had slowed. But they didn’t have time to deal with that injury. Roman asked, “How appraised are you on the Turnbull case?”
“I’ve been doing my reading. I know about the Georgia story. I know you were friends with her brother who has been on the run after allegedly shooting Tommy Little a few months ago. Are you okay?
“You know what he looks like?” Roman continued.
“I do.”
“You know his name?”
“Ken?”
“Right.”
Roman nodded, satisfied enough with his answers.
“Ken was here last night.”
“What?” Shepherd went for his walkie.
Roman held up a hand. “I called Eve already.”
“She’s still sick.”
“I know. I went for him. I found him. He was at the miner’s cabin at the top of the foothills there.”
“And?”
“He… We had a bit of an argument. Bit of a fight. He had a rifle. He had a knife. I had my bow. I had a knife…” Roman explained. Shepherd was watching him intently. He was, indeed, a police officer, and he could sense the experience on him as he spoke. “We got in a scuffle. He blames Eve for what happened. He’s working with Stern. He can’t see any reason. I was trying not to hurt him. He was trying to kill me. We were going back and forth. He tried to shoot me and got on top of me. We were by the Devil’s Bridge. You know it?”
“Only by reputation. I haven’t been up there yet. But I know these mountains pretty well. I grew up inside them…” his brown eyes followed up the stone.
“Well, there’s a crevice there with a narrow bridge that goes across to the cabin. In the wintertime, it’s pretty easy to cross. At this time of year, it’s tough. In summer, it’s nigh impossible. It’s under this face in the stone that people here call ‘the devil’ so it’s the Devil’s Bridge...” Roman trailed off. The words felt thick in his mouth.
“What happened to Ken?” Shepherd prodded.
“Like I said, we were going back and forth and I threw him. I had gotten the rifle away from him. I dropped it down the crevice. Then, he came at me with a knife. He almost got me.” Roman pointed at his temple. “I tossed him. He went over the edge. And this is where he should be if he survived.”
They went to the gap in the stone, and Shepherd peered in.
“Hello?” he called. “Sheriff’s office! Anyone in there?”
A response came of indiscriminate origin. It could have been the rustled leaves of a squirrel or a struggling, broken body that had fallen from a 150-foot-drop.
“Think you can squeeze through?” Roman asked, covering the wound on his stomach.
Shepherd sized up the gap and glanced at his own torso. “Thank God I’m coming off this sickness. Sickness skinny is probably the smallest I can get.”
He flattened down his uniform.
“Be careful…” Roman warned.
“There’s no other way around?”
Roman shook his head. “Not that I’ve been able to find. Only from above.”
“Alright. Welp. May as well try. See if your story adds up.”
“What? You think I’m lying? You really are a Chesapeake Valley cop…” he muttered.
“This is a trend?”
“I mean you’ve done your research. They’ve questioned me for pretty much every crime that’s happened in and around this town since I’ve been here.”
“Sheriff Wicker has?” he questioned.
“She has to. Doing her job.”
Shepherd nodded and started squeezing himself through the stone. At the sharp boulder, he was able to pull in his stomach and shimmy around it to emerge on the other side with a cacophony of broken sticks. Roman could see quite a bit of the base of the pit from the other side of the gap. He could see a few cragged trees and a forest floor thick with last fall’s needles. Detritus from the woods above littered the area. It was all stone on all sides except for the far side that Roman couldn’t see. The stone walls had fingers of branches trying to grow through the mountain. There were even two pine trees farther up that had grown fully out of the stone. Maybe they had broken Ken’s fall.
Shepherd traipsed through the circle of woods. He had his hands on his hips, appraising the trees, the leaves, the needles, the stone, the sky above, the devil’s face looming. He crouched down to get a look at the ground because he seemed to have found something.
“What is it?” Roman called.
Shepherd didn’t answer, surveying something. He pulled out his phone and appeared to be snapping some photos.
“Deputy Capote, what you find?” Roman insisted. “Is it him?”
“No,” Shepherd yelled back.
Roman nodded and looked away as a truck flew by them on the highway. He found his eyes and mind drifting. The all-nighter, the fight, the hike, the high-grade fever had exhausted him, and he knew he was running on fumes. They had told him of his screaming and his flashbacks, and though he couldn’t remember it, the feeling of having served, of having gone through battle, was deep in his body, rippling beneath his muscles. It was like coming home after being overseas for weeks. It was the dumping of the sand out of his boots and the feeling of a clean towel against a grime-covered face.
The breaking of more branches brought him back to the foothills and Shepherd appeared back out from the gap with something in his hand: Ken’s rifle.
“We’re going to have to go back in there…” he said. “We’ve got to talk to Sheriff about this.”
“That’s his gun,” Roman pointed.
“I also found quite a few puddles of blood.”
“Shit…” Roman imagined Ken, scampering through the woods, holding up his broken neck, pouring blood out of his stomach, pierced through by the branch of a pine tree. Roman asked, “What’s around the corner? Do the woods keep going?”
“Yes. I checked over there. It gets really thick with brush, but with some equipment or some persistence, you could get through.”
“With a knife?”
“Possibly,” he replied. “I need to talk to Eve.”
“Get in line.”
“You need to go home and get some sleep,” Shepherd said calmly.
“Right. You’re probably right.”
“You need a ride?”
“I live up in the mountains. You can’t give me a ride.”
“Right. I knew that. I can call the park ranger?”
“No. It’s fine. I’ll walk.”
“Let us handle this. We’ll try to find Ken.”
“Yeah. We’re always trying to find Ken…” Roman started his trek back towards the parking lot. Shepherd yelled something at him as he went, but his voice blended into the background of a waking town and nature. He decided to go all the way up and back to the ATV so he wouldn’t have to leave it where he had dumped it. Along the way, he could do nothing but ruminate. He could hear nothing but Ken’s scream, starting so close, getting more and more distant and terrified with every microsecond. He could see nothing but the crevice. The dark gap to nowhere, filled with Ken’s blood.
As Roman pulled the ATV back into his garage and opened the door to his cabin, Karu came flying out. The German Shepherd circled him. The pent up energy from being left behind releasing in several manic rotations.
“Karu. Ma vajan und…”
I need sleep.
Karu barked, unimpressed with that answer.
Roman somehow got himself up to the loft and into his bed. The sounds and the images stayed the same though. They followed him onto his pillow, under his fur blankets and into his nightmares of Belarus and the desert. All of the terror overlapped but he fell asleep almost instantly. Because when it came down to it, all of the blood and sand and branches and gunshots and brutality, that was where Roman was comfortable. It was where he had always been comfortable, and in his most exhausted moments, he couldn’t pretend to be something that he wasn’t.





Sheriff Eve Wicker
It took a couple of days before Eve was able to get back on her feet and feel fully recovered. Not only had the sickness caused a lot of trouble throughout her system but the wound on her arm had re-opened, and with no Dom, Doctor Gundry had been stretched pretty thin. But when they were able to stitch Eve back together and she finally stopped bleeding through her bandages, they took the tent down as a team.
Sharon, Shepherd, and Eve guided a few volunteers through the process of packing it up and returning it. The clinic had its parking lot again and Eve had her health and team again. Shepherd had given her the Spark Notes of what had happened with Roman, and she had listened to his voicemail, but she had to put it on the backburner for now. She put Shepherd and Sharon on Ken and Roman duty as she got in the Tahoe to head to Lakewood.
Cook had been transferred to Lakewood. They had to question him, and he had apparently already lawyered up. Eve assumed this case was going to get handed over to another detective who was going to come in to tear up her work to try to find answers that she already had. But, that was part of this system. As a small-town sheriff, from this point forward, there was only so much she could do but advocate for truth and justice.
Jamison greeted her at the door. He shook her hand and scrutinized the tip of her bandage that was sticking out of her sleeve.
“How goes the recovery?”
“Great now that they got the wound all the way closed. It kept opening up every time I moved my arm,” she said.
“Well, how about stop moving for a little while?”
“Is that a joke? Are you making jokes now?”
“It was the near-death experience…” he gave her a small smile and let her inside the Colorado Bureau of Investigation headquarters.
She followed him through the facility, and he took her through fob-managed hallways and metal detectors until they reached a hallway of interrogation rooms and holding cells. Eve imagined what the station in Chesapeake could be like if they had this many rooms. She could have had a room for every corkboard.
“He’s in here…” Jamison grunted at a closed door. Eve caught a glimpse of Cook seated in a metal chair, handcuffed to a silver handle in the middle of the table. He was looking up and talking to a man in a suit that Eve couldn’t see.
“You’re finally here…” a craggly voice said from behind Jamison. An older man with white untamed eyebrows and a fake tan emerged.
“This is Franklin Miller, Sheriff. Remember we met him at Emily Silva’s—”
“I remember.”
“He’s a ruthless prosecutor. He’ll be taking Cook down.”
“He won’t be getting away with what he did.” Franklin expanded his white smile even wider. His spray tan made his white veneers audacious by comparison to his leathery skin. The smile was unsettling. “Of course. More evidence would have helped… But we’ll find something. I’m sure. I’m confident.”
“And his lawyer?” Eve peered through the door. Another man was standing inside the small room with Cook, whispering to him. He was on the shorter side with fire-red hair.
“That’s Jason MacGregor. He’s a criminal defense lawyer from Denver. Cook called him.”
“And? What’s his deal?”
“Been shadowing Cantor.”
“Who?” Eve asked.
Franklin made a gagging noise. “Cantor is one of the best of the best criminal defense lawyers out of New York. He represented Elijah Stern against your mother…”
“What?” Eve couldn’t hide the shock.
Jamison gave her a solemn nod.
“But this is just his apprentice. He’s pretty green. Cook couldn’t afford Cantor, I’m sure. Even with a doctor’s salary.”
“He hadn’t worked as a doctor in over a decade.”
“Regardless, he is going to be competent, and I doubt they’re going to give you much today.”
Eve said, “I’ll be fine.”
“You seem recovered…”
“You do too.”
“As best as we can be…” Jamison said.
Eve asked, “You’re a victim in this case. The director is letting you sit in on this?”
“She’s told me to stay away so I’ll let you handle this. But I’ll be right outside if you need me. And here comes Ashley. They assigned him to your case.”
The click of shoes approached from behind them.
“Detective Ashley. This is Sheriff Wicker.”
Detective Ashley was a short man with a dark mess of hair. He looked like he worked out a lot to compensate for his height. He grabbed her hand and squeezed.
She asked, “Have you questioned him yet?”
“Not yet,” Ashley replied. “I’ve been waiting for you.”
Eve nodded and went for the handle. Jamison grabbed her hand.
She looked at him. She didn’t want him to slow her down, but she knew he was trying to force her to take a breath.
“Thank you, Sheriff,” he returned her eye contact.
“Anytime. We’ll do this after.”
He nodded and smiled at that, even though it was tight-lipped and shaky, and he let her continue to the door, opening it and cutting off whatever conversation Cook and MacGregor had just been having.
Franklin said loudly as they went inside, “He’s gonna eat them alive.”
“Eve!” Cook exclaimed at the sight of her, way too chipper. “You’re here.”
“I’m here.”
“And who’s your friend?”
“This is Detective Ashley…”
“Ashley,” MacGregor coughed and laughed. “They let you in on this one, did they?”
“I asked for it.”
“Of course you did.”
Ashley sat down and Eve followed his lead. Ashley and MacGregor shook hands and then he shook Eve’s hand with another strong grip. She could feel the heat between the detective and the lawyer. They looked to both be in their early thirties and that they had worked together before, clearly some left-behind tension of working against each other on several cases.
“I’m Jason MacGregor. I’ll be representing my client Byron Cook today. We have some requests.”
“Oh, do you?” Eve mused, giving Cook a look.
“We’re looking for a holding cell with a window. And Byron would love access to a simple pen and paper if given the chance—”
“He’s a violent felon. He’s not getting a pen,” Ashley said.
“Violent?” Cook scoffed. “Hardly.”
MacGregor gave him a “shut up” look.
Ashley took out a handy recorder and said, “We’re going to record this. We need this official statement and we’re not going to waste our time with outlandish requests.”
“That’s fine. We’ll take note that these requests have been denied…” MacGregor sneered.
Ashley ignored him.
“Would you like a chair?” Eve asked, gesturing to the empty chair in the corner. MacGregor seemed intent on looking at them over Cook’s shoulder like a preying hawk. He had a widow’s peak that reflected the fluorescent lights before bouncing back into his fluffy ginger hair.
“I’m good,” he grunted but gave her another once over.
“Then, let’s get started,” Ashley pressed the button on the recorder and it beeped once. “This is May 3rd at the CBI at… 10:08 am. Presiding Detective Kai Ashley and Sheriff Eve Wicker. Criminal defense lawyer, Jason MacGregor and the accused, Byron Cook—”
“For the record, Doctor Byron Coo—” Cook interrupted.
“No. No, you’re not. Not anymore,” Eve said.
Cook sank back in his chair.
“Go ahead, Sheriff,” Ashley gestured to her, passing her a paper of his charges.
“Byron Cook, you are being accused of…” Eve’s eyes went over the paper. “Aggravated assault with a weapon and the development, production, stockpile, transfer, retention and possession of biological agents for use of a weapon.”
She looked it over, scanning for the ‘attempted murder’ charges. She gave Ashley an ‘are you kidding me’ look and he gave her an inscrutable look.
“Those…” Eve cleared her throat. “Those are the charges.”
The room went temporarily quiet as they all waited for Eve to make another move. But she was flabbergasted. She was put out. How could this man sitting across from her who had tried to murder not only her, but Jamison and Dom, get off without even being formally accused?
“Excuse me.” Eve stood up from the chair and burst out of the room.
Franklin and Jamison had migrated to the opposite side of the hallway so they were in front of a window with bars on it. It let in slats of sunlight in the grim hall of doors.
Eve held up the paper.
“What the hell is this?” she stomped across to Franklin. “No attempted murder?”
Franklin shrugged. “You didn’t have enough. I can’t charge him for something we have no evidence of.”
“Impersonating an FBI agent? Kidnapping? Extortion? Did you not see the photos of that plastic corpse in his bathtub?”
“Yes. I did. Loved it. Very unique stuff,” he grinned. “We might be able to get him with defiling a body, which is a class 6 felony, Sheriff. This is preliminary. We might be able to tack on some more charges as we uncover more, but if what you sent is what you got… Well then, this is what we got, cowgirl. Unless you can get him to talk in there, and even then, his statement might not hold up if the defense has evidence to the contrary…”
“Good. Great. Thanks,” Eve tried not to let all of her disappointment and frustration come out in those words but the sarcasm dripped out. Eve couldn’t believe what Cook was about to get away with, but she was also so intimately familiar with this process that she had to trust that the prosecutor was going to support her. If they needed more evidence, she would find it. Cook was going away. Not to jail, but to prison, where he belonged. He was a literal menace to society, and Eve would not let him walk away with nothing but an aggravated assault charge.
When she re-entered the small room, MacGregor was on his phone, and Cook was smirking across the table at Ashley. They unpacked the story. From start to finish, Cook regaled them with the complex process of weaponizing his own strain of the West Nile virus and how he had pressurized the strains into aerosol for quick, efficient and nefarious use. Eve filled in the gaps that he missed with pointed questions, forcing him to stick as much to the truth as she knew it. But MacGregor protected him from answering anything incriminating, particularly when it came to the assault and kidnapping.
“I couldn’t possibly know that,” Cook said as Eve asked how Jamison’s Buick ended up in the hangar outside of the mine.
“Yes you could,” she replied.
“I don’t know that.”
“Let me remind you that this is recorded and this is your official statement. It’s in your best interests to tell us the truth, Cook. We might be able to get you a deal.”
“That’s right,” Ashley added. “At your preliminary hearing, we could present a plea deal if you’re open to it.”
Cook looked at MacGregor who had his eyes on Ashley.
“We’ll let you know,” MacGregor stated.
“It’s a plea deal. Or it’s a grade 6 felony for biological weapon charges. Never mind if we present evidence for attempted homicide and kidnapping…” Eve said, watching Cook’s eyes dart between them.
He licked his lips.
“I didn’t kill anyone.”
“Lewis Redding.”
“Who?”
“Lewis Redding was killed by your virus.”
“That man was so unhealthy. I’m certain his cause of death was his diabetes, not the virus.”
“He wouldn’t have died if it wasn’t for what you did. Breaking into his home, covering his surfaces in a deadly virus that was sure to attack somebody vulnerable like him. It was the same reason you came to the church first.”
“I visited the church for sanctuary.”
Eve twisted her face, trying not to laugh.
“Come on, Cook. You targeted those people. You broke into their homes and their organizations and you spread that virus through the most vulnerable populations because you knew, because you’re an educated man, how quick and effective that would be to accomplish your agenda.”
“Agenda…” he snorted. “This is my life, Sheriff. Not some manifesto.”
“Then why go into disguise? Why hide your life behind the guise of an FBI agent—”
“Of which there is no proof—” MacGregor protested.
“I spent days with him!” Eve yelled. “I spent days with him in my vehicle, with him lying to my face, with him pretending to be a law enforcement official that I would respect. That’s a felony right there! My testimony means nothing?”
“Not until we get this in front of a jury…” MacGregor said absentmindedly. “It doesn’t matter.”
Eve didn’t let up.
“Tell me this, Cook. Why the wedding rings?”
He gazed across the table,
“I was married…” his eyes flickered with sadness. “Meredith was my everything.”
“So why throw your wedding rings away?”
MacGregor bumped him. A bump that said: “say nothing”.
Cook dropped his stare from Eve and looked into his lap.
“We found one on the bathroom sink and one in the garden. Why would you get rid of those rings if you weren’t in disguise? Were you angry with Meredith?”
“Meredith is dead,” he snarled.
“I know that. I saw her in your bathtub.”
“She deserved a life! She deserved so much more! The man who’s standing right outside is to blame for it: Assistant Director Jack Jamison. He can blame it on outside circumstances all he likes, but we all knew who was responsible. He knew. He blamed himself for years. He told me. We were once friends. I know Jack. He lived with that guilt. Me keeping her that way was the only way to keep her. Period. Could you bear the idea of the love of your life rotting below ground? Eaten by worms and bugs? Or being burned in an incinerator? To turn out as nothing more than ashes mixed with some stranger’s golden retriever? I think, even you, would not allow such a thing, Eve.”
“Why then, Byron? Why leave her ring in the dirt?”
“I threw it! I threw it from the window.”
MacGregor put his head in his hands.
“Why?”
“I wanted to let go. I needed to be somebody new. Someone unrecognizable.”
“Tell me the real reason,” Eve pressed.
“She was cheating on me!” his face broke and his elbows came onto the table. He clutched to his hairline. “Jack had finally admitted it. I had known, but his confirmation… It confirmed everything I feared. That they had met even before our divorce was final. She had sought him out and found in him everything that she was missing in me.”
“When did he admit it? That day?”
“The night before.”
“At the farmhouse?”
Cook nodded.
“Why did you have him at the farmhouse?”
“It was an unmonitored location. Close to town but no neighbors.”
“A great place to have someone wrapped up in plastic?”
He half-laughed. “Industrial-grade PVC, but yes. Of course it was.”
MacGregor let out a “for fuck’s sake” and left the room without another word. Cook followed him out with sad eyes, looking up to Ashley and Eve with a pitifulness that she had not seen in him before.
“Do you have the ring?” Cook asked quietly after a moment.
“We do. We have both.”
“Will I be able to get them back?”
Eve exchanged glances with Ashley.
The detective said, “That might be something we can arrange.”
“If you help us, Cook, we can help you.”
“I really tried not to lie, Eve…” he said. “You said I was lying to your face, but I really wasn’t. Beech is me too. I’m not that good of an actor when it comes down to it… I was… I was interested in you. I did care about you and I might be the only damn person who cares about that town as much as you do.”
“If you cared about Chesapeake Valley, then why did you try to poison it?”
“I wanted to save it,” his teeth ran along his bottom lip. “It was my responsibility and duty to reinstate Chesapeake Valley.”
“It’s not yours, it’s mine. And next time you want to help…” She stood up. “Don’t.”





Sheriff Eve Wicker
As Eve listened to Roman across the bistro table at the bakery, she devoured three madeleines. He told her the story of what had happened with Ken and how he had felt obligated to take matters into his own hands. She told him of what had happened with Cook and how they had gotten him to talk, which would hopefully lead to more severe and accurate charges and sentencing in the not so distant future. And after their exchange of stories, they stared across the table, reminding themselves that they were also lovers with a suggestive, longing gaze.
“Do you think he’s alive?” Eve sipped her coffee.
“Yes…” Roman looked to the window. “Of course. If he was dead, we would’ve found him at the gap. And he’s… he’s a scrappy guy. At his worst, he’s deceptive and delusional.”
“At his worst, he tried to kill you,” Eve said.
“Happens to you all the time.”
“Yeah but that’s part of my job. It shouldn’t be a part of a rancher’s job.”
“Ken is much more personal.”
“I know… I’m sorry, Roman. I wish I had been there.”
“Don’t do that. You were sick. And even then, you were able to save this town, myself included, from the virus.”
She sighed. “I guess. It still feels like there’s so much to do.”
“There always will be.”
“Is it the town? Or is it us?”
“It’s us.”
“You think we would attract this kind of chaos no matter where we went? What if we moved to Belize?” she joked.
“We would find the trouble,” Roman grinned.
Even though he had a wily smile, it didn’t quite reach his eyes, and Eve was worried about him. She was worried about a lot of things. She hadn’t gotten to see Ken so it felt less real that he had been here. But she had seen the pictures that Shepherd had taken. The rifle laid in the needles and two significant puddles of blood sat at the base of a broken tree. And based on Roman’s testimony, Ken had been trying to kill him. What he had done had been in self-defense, but Eve wished she had been there. She could have helped. Maybe the result would have been different.
“Do you want to come with me to the clinic?” Eve asked. “I was going to go check on how Dom’s doing.”
“Absolutely.”
“Thanks for lunch, Dad,” Eve called over.
He was standing by the counter with a broom. With shaking hands, he was trying to screw the head of the broom back into the handle. Eve took over and screwed it in for him.
“Thanks…” Francis got the broom side down. “Saved the day…again?”
“What do you mean?” Eve cocked an eyebrow.
“From Byron Cook. I remember him, Evie. He was a nasty guy even then. I’m glad you and Dominique got out with only… scratches. And… sickness.”
“And plenty of traumatic images…”
Eve would be picturing Meredith’s body wrapped in plastic for the rest of her life. It would join her list of inevitable nightmares.
“And Ken… Turn… Turnbull?” Francis questioned, his eyes flashing to Roman. “You ended that, didn’t you?”
“I really don’t know…” Roman sighed. “I hope so. It wasn’t the way I wanted things to go.”
“It never is.” He smiled gently at them both. He passed Eve the broom so he could pull Roman into a hug. Francis’s frame in Roman’s bearlike arms was a humorous sight. But his small fragile frame seemed to hold Roman’s height and weight above his own, like he had known exactly what he needed: a hug and a father.
“I’m… proud of you.”
Eve had to double-check that he was still talking to Roman, but he was, and staring up, right into his eyes.
“Thank… Thank you, Mr. Wicker. That means a lot.”
“How is it that people know Ken Turnbull was in town again?” Eve asked as Francis separated himself and took the broom back.
“Grace went to go see Kim. She told her. She told… m… me.”
“I see…” Eve tracked the rumor mill. “I think I’ll bring a box of these madeleines over to the church too. See how they’re doing. If you don’t mind…”
“You lead. I’ll follow,” Roman said.
“A good man you have here,” her father said.
And Eve was surprised by that. For months, Francis had said very little about her relationship with Roman. Not that she really expected him to be as he had never been one of those protective, shotgun-wielding fathers, but Eve also had very few relationships to pick apart. Certainly, Francis had never called Anthony a good man. But Roman’s story about Ken, it still needed to be unpacked more than during a chat over some sponge cakes and coffee. According to Shepherd, some of the details were muddy, and how Ken had gone over that cliff was still a very big question. Eve was confident Roman hadn’t done it on purpose and that it was killing him inside that he had hurt Ken. Francis must have sensed this as well.
“I know…” Eve grabbed Roman’s forearm and he leaned down to give her a peck on the top of her head.
Francis gave them the last boxes of madeleines of the season, and they headed out toward the church. Wicker Bakery would be switching over to the summer menu soon enough and he had said that the sponge cakes had gotten so popular with a women’s group in Palmer Lake that he had to cap their orders.
As they pulled up to the church with the white steeple, Pastor Greeley was outside tending to the plants on the steps.
“Pastor Greeley. How are you?” Eve approached.
The pastor put down a plastic watering can.
“Sheriff. You’re back up and at it, I see.”
“You as well. You look good,” she said.
“Yes… We’ve mostly recovered over here. Margaret still wasn’t able to come to service today but hoping for next week that she’ll be back.”
“I’m glad to hear it. We brought you some madeleines…”
Eve met him halfway up the steps to pass over the white box.
“Ah… these are those little seashell cakes?”
“That’s right.”
“Thank you very much. God bless you and your father.”
“Thank you, Pastor. It hasn’t been an easy journey.”
“Indeed. Byron… he’s a disturbed individual. I did recognize him when he first came to the church. I really didn’t think anything of it. Just an old friend passing through… But… that certainly wasn’t the case, I suppose.”
“I wish it had been,” Eve nodded. “I wanted to ask you about Lewis Redding. Had he been attending service here before his… untimely death?”
“Yes. He did. He was quite regular and, as you know, quite vocal.”
He smiled at Roman.
Eve asked, “Did he have any other family in town? Or nearby?”
“Not that I know of. They were never blessed with children of their own.”
Eve, with another quiet nod, accepted that Lewis Redding wouldn’t be having a big funeral. He didn’t have family to put it on for him. He didn’t have many friends to perform a eulogy or a wake. He’d worked at the high school for years, and maybe she could talk to Principal Soto about doing something for him. But even his students had found him a disgruntled man. For now, she had to accept his death in an awkward silence. She had to accept that a casualty had occurred, and it had been a man that, with his dying breath, had tried to protect her.
Still, she forced Roman to drive past the high school with her. When she did, she saw an unusual car pulled into the parking lot. Since it was a Sunday, no cars should have been there. Natalie Rey got out of a small, beat-up car. She looked different since Eve had last seen the teenager. Last spring, she was a high school senior. This spring, and last Eve had heard, she was taking a gap year between high school and college but had been working in Denver. She had dyed her hair all the way bleach blonde.
Eve pulled the Tahoe into the high school parking lot.
“Natalie…”
The new blonde turned over her shoulder and froze up at the sight of Eve and Roman approaching her.
“Sheriff! Hi! Oh my gosh.”
“How’s it going? Hear you've got a big girl job up in Denver.”
“It’s going so good! Yeah! I’m just doing some data entry but I’m actually loving it.”
“Got an apartment up there?”
“A house with a few roommates. I like it though.”
“That’s great. Home for the weekend?”
“Yeah…” she looked towards the school. “Thought I’d swing by.”
“You once ruled this school…” Eve gestured to it.
“Right?” she laughed. “I did.”
A murder of crows cawed at them from the school roof.
“Is it true about Mr. Redding?” Natalie’s voice softened.
“I’m sorry, Natalie.”
“I’m sorry too…” she said. “I mean it’s not like he was very nice. But he was like… he was like the glue of this school.”
“Maybe this whole town,” Roman snorted.
“No,” Natalie laughed. “That’s you.”
Eve had to glance over to see that she was pointing at her and not Roman.
“Me?” Eve asked.
“Yeah. Duh.”
“This town survived before me. It’ll survive after me too,” Eve said.
“Well, yeah, but… it couldn’t survive without you right now.”
Eve exchanged glances with Roman, but didn’t say anything else. She didn’t want to discourage the young girl, and perhaps, she was right. Maybe Eve was the glue and she was holding this town up on her back right now, not because she had to or even because she wanted to, but because the people here needed it, and they trusted her to do it. Still, the weight on her back was heavy and had gotten only heavier with time. The gratification of it always came with somebody’s death.
And something deep in the pit of her stomach had her questioning how long she could really do this job. That feeling was terrible and treacherous but very real. But while she was here, she would do everything she could do to keep Chesapeake Valley stable. People like Natalie believed in her to do it. Lewis Redding had believed in her too. Roman believed in her. Jamison did. Sharon did. Shepherd seemed to have some trust that she could handle this job and this town. And even Cook-slash-Beech. He had thought he could fool her and that had been an under-anticipation of the weight she could carry. In that interrogation room yesterday, he had realized it. He had realized that Eve’s capabilities to keep Chesapeake Valley safe were stronger than his capabilities to enact revenge. That had been what had made him crack. Maybe that was presumptuous of Eve and a bit egotistical. But the choice to search his hotel room and finding his dead wife had been the key to unlocking his story.
Natalie gave Eve and Roman the latest on some music festival coming up in Texas she and her friends were road-tripping to. They wished her the best with her work and the upcoming parties, and she told them that she was going to hang out at the school a bit longer to sit with her memories. So, at the very least, someone had taken the time to think of and remember Lewis Redding. Eve would remember him. The town would remember him and would have a grumpy gap to fill. Eve had to even out the weight on her back and without Lewis, it felt uneven and skewed.
After leaving the high school, they headed to the clinic. With the tent gone, the parking lot had gone mostly back to normal. The HVAC place was closed. The Subway was closed on Sundays too. Cleveland Cohen’s abandoned cell shop was still exactly that. The clinic was open on Sundays until 5pm, and Lilly was at the front desk when they came inside.
“Sheriff Wicker!” she smiled. “Roman Marek.”
“Hi Lilly,” Eve leaned on the desk. “How are you feeling?”
“I’m great.”
She looked different. Her hair was different or something. There was another level of twinkle in her friendly brown eyes.
“I’m looking for Matthew Peak.”
Roman peered over at her, not the reason she had said they were coming.
“Peak?” Lilly questioned. “I believe he left yesterday or the day before.”
“He’s a wanted criminal. There’s a warrant out for his arrest.”
“I know.”
“I was hoping I could give him a ride back to Woodmoor.”
“He’s already there.”
“Really?”
“Yes. I believe he’s gone to turn himself in…” she said with an oddly flat voice.
“How do you know that?”
“I’m not sure. It seemed that way. That he had some guilt for what he’d done…”
“Hmm…” Eve shrugged. “I guess he’s Woodmoor’s now. I’m sure he’ll figure it out. He seemed like a smart kid.”
“He is, Sheriff,” Lilly said with a firm nod. “He is.”
“And I’ll find out if you’re right about that… him turning himself in. That’s not very common. But I can appreciate the faith in humanity.”
“It’s all we have, isn’t it?” she mused with a smile.
“Maybe…” Eve said, with a glance at Roman who was blankly staring down the hallway out the window of the backdoor, towards the foothills. “Is Dom around?”
“She is. Would you like me to get her for you?”
“Could I go in?”
“I’m sure she’d be fine with it…”
Still, Lilly got up from her office chair to show them to Dom’s back office where she was face first on a pile of papers. She was asleep.
“Dom…” Eve nudged her.
She came up in a shock. Her black bob had been re-straightened, and she had had the time to shower and rest finally. The life and color had returned to her sharp features.
“Wicker,” she used two fingers to clear away the sides of her mouth.
“Sorry. I just wanted to see how you were doing…” Eve said.
“I’m good. I’m great. Feeling almost a hundred. How about you guys?” she looked to Roman who lingered in the hallway, filling up the entire space with his shadow.
“I’m feeling a lot better too. Roman’s good. He was one of the first to get the canister.”
“I know. We made sure. He kept keeping everybody up with his screaming…”
“Sorry about that,” he coughed.
“It happens more often than you would think,” Dom replied. “People are haunted by their pasts, and when they have no restrictions or comfort or self-medications, it comes out in the hospital bed.”
“Does it get better?” he asked. “Over time?”
“Are you in therapy?”
“Uh, no. Not right now. But I did do some,” he said.
Eve couldn’t help herself. “You did?”
“Yes. After Diana and I broke up. I did some with Doctor Joshi. She’s in Lakewood.”
Dom brightened. “Joshi? Really? She’s a psychiatrist. Did she diagnose you?”
“PTSD,” he replied. “The standard military stuff.”
“Enough to get you some benefits?”
“I’m eligible.”
“But you don’t take advantage?”
“There are other guys who need it more than I do.”
“Based on how terrified you sounded, there isn’t,” Dom pressed.
“Well…” Roman tried to laugh it off. “That was a pretty ridiculous fever.”
“I know. It’s not your fault…” she said. “It’s not your fault at all.”
He nodded but that made him go quiet and step out of the room, looking back to the window in the door, scanning the trees outside, waiting for something, searching for Ken.
Eve leaned on Dom’s desk.
“Cook confessed.”
Dom’s eyes widened. “No way. A narcissist like him?”
“Yup. I mean, not quite everything, but with that interrogation, I think we’re going to be able to push for more charges. He’s going away for a long time regardless.”
“Good. He needs to be off the streets.”
“You need to be safe.”
“I never thought…” she shook her head. “I had no idea he was harboring these feelings. When I moved in, there was a great need for diplomatic healthcare. That was the gap I saw and it was the gap I filled. I couldn’t help that people started coming to me for care. They realized that I could help and not insult them for their life choices along the way… it’s crazy how many doctors can’t just keep their judgments to themselves. Technically, it’s my job to judge you. But my judgement is to help protect your life…”
“It’s okay, Dom. I know that he was out to get you. Really, it was all about you.”
“I know. Sorry about that.”
Eve laughed. “Don’t apologize. How’s your stomach?”
“Hurts like a bitch. But it gets better every day. Lilly changed my dressing today.”
“She’s great. Lilly really stepped up to the plate.”
“I want to pay for her schooling. She wants to be a nurse and we need them so badly here. I want to figure out a way for her to do it from here.”
“Let’s try. I’ll help you. She deserves it.”
“That sounds great…” Dom stood up from her chair. “How’s your arm?”
Eve unbuttoned her sleeve to roll up and reveal her fresh bandage, spiky stitches sticking up underneath the gauze.
Dom turned her arm over with a compassionate touch. “Looks much better. Look at you, Wicker.”
“Matchy matchy.” Eve held her arm to Dom’s torso and they both laughed.
They pulled each other into an uncompromising hug. They would always go back and forth. There would always be heat between them. And Eve felt the weight of the town split. She felt it roll down onto Dom’s shoulders too, like they were sharing the load. They held to each other like they were the best of friends, long lost sisters, but really, they were professionals. They were professionals who had just uncovered and stopped a conniving criminal from destroying an entire town, and the embrace was the signifier that they had been successful and that all the strife through it had been worth it to come through the other side, to be able to hug one another.
As they exited the clinic, Roman said, “Can we go search around the foothills again?”
“Sure. Shepherd and Sharon checked again with some volunteers yesterday. They still haven’t found anything…”
“I know, but you have an eagle eye for things, Eve. You see things that other people don’t.”
“If there’s no body, there’s no body. It doesn’t necessarily mean he’s alive or dead. It’s a long drop and… Well, I don’t know. Let’s go check.”
They didn’t get back in the Tahoe but instead walked through the trees, across the highway and along the shoulder to the gap in the mountainside. They looked together and separately. They spent more than two hours digging up and moving plants and branches, surveying overturned rocks for evidence and for other spots of blood. Roman barely said a word. His eyes were intent and Eve wondered if he had transitioned into “Marek Mode”. Maybe he had done that when he had first heard Ken was here, and with another inconclusive ending on Ken’s fate, that mode had stayed, had clung to him like another virus. When the sun began to go down, Roman dropped to his knees at the edge of the foothills. The mountains rounded down towards the gold mine, and there were no more woods to search or gaps to squeeze through. Ahead, the Marek ranch waited. Heifers along the side of the fence chewed on grass and gazed over at them, and the mountains on the other side were reticent.
Again, no words came out of Roman’s mouth. He sat on his knees, staring ahead.
“Roman…” Eve tried.
“Look,” he said. He pointed to something ahead in the gravel.
Another small pool of blood. The blood appeared to streak downwards. The shoulder of the road disappeared and the highway became 2nd Street to loop back through town. Eve gathered a bit of the blood into a plastic bag for Lionel Chen to test. They could determine if this was Ken’s or not. On the mountain itself, a bloody handprint was there too, as if somebody had used the stone to support themselves.
“They didn’t find this yesterday?” Eve asked. “They went down to the mines too, to the tunnels.”
“I’m sure they did…” Roman drifted. “What if it’s new? Or what if it’s mine?”
“Roman…” Eve knelt down in front of him. “What can I do? How can I make this easier for you?”
His distant gaze met hers. His pupils narrowed and he seemingly brought himself back to reality at the sight of her on her knees in front of him.
“Find Ken…” he whispered. “Find the Eye.”
“That’s what Stern calls him?”
He nodded.
“We’re going to find him. We know him. He’s not gone. Not for good.”
“I killed him, Eve. If we do find him, it’s only going to be a body. I don’t think he survived this.”
“We can’t know that for sure. You can’t blame yourself for something you don’t even know is true… Trust me, Roman. I know better than anyone. It’s too easy. It’s too easy to blame yourself for it all. It’s too easy to take all of the weight onto your shoulders until you’re crushed underneath it.”
“You think he’s alive then? Do you really think there’s a chance?”
Eve looked back at the wall of the mountains and the drop off towards the mines where the old rusty tower pierced the sky.
“I think if he fell from 150 feet, we’re going to find his body. But these mountains are strange. There are woods inside the foothills that we’ve never even set foot in and the tunnels… the mines… there’s so much more there. I found cameras down there. We just have to keep looking.”
“I’ll keep looking. I won’t stop.”
“I know you won’t. I won’t either. We’ll do this together.”
They hugged, from their knees their bodies pressed against each other and Roman’s hand came to the back of her head, pressing her against him. This would affect Roman. It would affect them as a unit, as a relationship, and them, as a town, as Chesapeake Valley. Without having witnessed herself what happened, there was uncertainty. What if Roman was lying? She tried not to think about the wave of problems that would follow that, and instead pulled herself deeper into his body, clutching to what they had right now because it was about to change. Everything was going to change. Everything was going to get worse before it got better. This was the calm before and after the storm. This was the peak of the fever before the crash. This was the virus, spreading, catching, ripping through vulnerable people, seeking out memories and manipulating them into fear. Roman’s arms wrapped all the way around her. Eve’s hands only reached his mid-back, but they held to each other for several moments. The light of the sunset collapsed around them as they both tried to maximize the time and love that they had right now.
When they got back to the Tahoe, leaning on each other, stumbling towards whatever was to come next, Eve switched on the radio and Jasper Martin’s podcast came on:
“And if it is that easy to parade around as an FBI agent, then I’m going to buy myself a jacket off of Amazon and see what I can get away with,” Martin’s voice sneered through the speakers. “He clearly wanted to have oversight on the case, and the easiest way to do that was to take advantage of our kind-hearted, bubble blonde sheriff—”
Roman punched the dial with his finger, turning off the volume.
“It’s okay…” Eve turned it back on.
Roman raised an eyebrow. “You want to listen to this crap?”
“It’s okay that he has an opinion…”
So they listened to Jasper Martin complain about Eve, about Sharon, and he even made a comment about the “new officer of fruitlessness”, Deputy Shepherd Capote. He talked about what had happened with Cook and his virus that had spread through the town via some kind of advanced biological weapons system. Hearing it this way, Eve felt disconnected from it, like she was hearing the story of some other sheriff in a small town that had to deal with a complex, targeted case. Martin got several details wrong as well, but she let it play. She let it play because everyone in this town deserved a voice. They deserved a platform and they deserved to be listened to. If somebody had listened to Cook, when all of this had started, if somebody had taken the time to allow him to express his frustrations and not keep them stewing and festering inside his mind for years, maybe things would have been different. Maybe they would have had two clinics in town instead of one. Maybe Cook and her dad would have been good friends, and he would have been a regular at the bakery. If someone had given him the time to tell his story, maybe he wouldn’t have felt like people like Dom had to hear, understand and feel it. So they listened to Jasper Martin’s podcast until they pulled up to Eve’s house for dinner where they were greeted by her father, Grace, and Pearl. They talked about their days and unpacked what they could across a table of scalloped potatoes and pork chops. Francis made a fresh fruit dessert but snuck Eve one last madeleine that she scarfed down in the kitchen to no witnesses.
In all the normalcy and in all the strangeness, that was her story: baked goods in times of immense strife. Positivity and resilience in the face of absolute disaster. Many people were listening to her story now, so she would continue to ensure that it was a noble one and that it was one that people like Natalie Rey and even Roman could look up to. They would find a way to forge forward with fewer challenges. One day they would. Until then, the nightmares would follow. They would make themselves known through nylon bags and the screaming dead, and Eve would have to keep her eyes and ears on reality so she didn’t get pulled back into the past and the past didn’t get pulled through her. It was happening with Roman. His past yanked at him, trying to tear his heart from his chest and his mind from common sense.
And that was the thing about stories. They were fluid and, in Eve’s head, never ending. The stories would only continue to grow and, with people like Cook coming back to them, would only get more convoluted to make up the mosaic of this mountainside town. Chesapeake Valley had endless routes to follow and roads to avoid. Ken Turnbull was on one of the roads. Roman was on his own and Eve was on one too. Eve’s mother had been on one too: a road to nowhere. But when they inevitably intersected again, Eve would look ahead, for direction, for alternate routes, she would explore the mountains and the tunnels and the interactions between them, she would listen to frustrations, and she would ensure that her people were kept safe and that their stories were heard.
The End
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