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Beast Peak Bears: Book 1

By Willow Eventide

―――

The fender bender on Route 7 involved a mailbox, a recycling bin, and two neighbors who had apparently been feuding about property lines since 2019.

Wren had been sheriff of Beast Peak for six months. In that time she had handled seventeen noise complaints, four drunk and disorderlies, one domestic-related incident she'd resolved without paperwork, and approximately forty conversations about the property line dispute between Dale Hutchins and Frank Whoever-Frank-Was on Route 7.

This was the first time the dispute had become vehicular.

“He drove into my mailbox,” Dale said. He was sixty-something, red-faced, wearing a fishing vest over a flannel shirt in a way that suggested the fishing vest was a permanent lifestyle choice rather than a functional garment. “Deliberately.”

“I drove into your recycling bin,” Frank said. Frank was approximately the same age, approximately the same level of red-faced, and wearing what appeared to be the same flannel shirt in a different color. “Which was in the road. Which is illegal.”

“It was six inches into the road.”

“Six inches is the road, Dale.”

“Six inches is the shoulder.”

Wren looked at the mailbox. Then at the recycling bin, which had come to rest against the front left tire of Frank’s truck in a way that was more undignified than damaged. Then at Dale’s mailbox, which had a dent in it that looked less like vehicular impact and more like someone had kicked it repeatedly over a period of years.

She wrote in her notepad: Mailbox predates incident. No charges.

“Gentlemen,” she said.

They both looked at her.

“The recycling bin is six inches into the road. Frank, move your bin. Dale, your mailbox was already dented. Nobody is pressing charges. We’re done here.”

“But—” Dale started.

“Done,” Wren said pleasantly.

Her radio crackled.

She held up one finger — stay — and turned away from Dale and Frank and their collective grievances about six inches of Pacific Northwest shoulder road.

“Sheriff Lockwood.”

“Wren.” It was Deputy Casey on the radio. She’d inherited Casey with the job. He was competent, reliable, and possessed of the specific quality of someone who had been in Beast Peak his entire life and intended to remain so. She trusted him approximately seventy percent of the time, which in Beast Peak passed for a solid working relationship. “We’ve got a report of smoke on the upper slopes. Hiker called it in from the east trail.”

Wren looked up.

Above Beast Peak, above the town and the ancient Douglas firs and the specific mist that sat in the valley every morning until noon, a thin column of smoke was rising against the grey Pacific Northwest sky.

She looked at it for a moment.

It wasn’t thin anymore.

“I see it,” she said. “Call the volunteer fire department. Start the notification protocol for lower town evacuation. I’ll take the upper streets.”

“Copy that. Also Thompson called out sick.”

Of course he did. Thompson called out sick the way other people called out sick — frequently, on the days when calling out sick was maximally inconvenient.

“Understood,” Wren said. “Start the protocol. I’m moving.”

She looked at Dale and Frank, who were both now staring at the smoke above Beast Peak with the specific expression of people who had lived in the Pacific Northwest long enough to know what a wildfire on the upper slopes meant for a town in a valley surrounded by old growth forest.

The property line dispute had ceased to be relevant.

“Go home,” Wren said. “If you get an evacuation notice you leave immediately. No going back for things. No waiting to see what happens.”

Dale nodded. Frank nodded. For the first time in what was apparently a four year conflict they were in complete agreement.

Wren got in her vehicle.

The smoke above Beast Peak was getting darker.

She drove.

―――

The upper streets went fast. Most people saw the smoke before she knocked and were already moving. Beast Peak was a mountain town — the residents understood fire the way coastal towns understood storms. You didn’t argue with it. You got out.

She worked her way down from the upper residential toward Main Street. The Hitching Post — closed, owner already gone. Casey’s Curios — she could see through the window that someone had grabbed what looked like a cash box and left in a hurry, which was the correct order of priorities. The post office.
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