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The very essence of instinct is that it’s followed independently of reason.


—Charles Darwin







“Hey, Doc. What can I getcha?”


“The usual, please, Kyle.”


“Usual? You never come in here, Doc. What usual?”


“Consider this a mental exercise. A little experiment. Imagine I come here every day and always order the same thing. I’m curious what you think that would be. What it says about how you perceive me.”


“Uh. Okay.”


“There’s a catch, though.”


“Is there now.”


“You must bring the same for yourself, and we’ll toast my newly minted usual together.”


“Huh. Well, fuck it, all right. As long as you’re paying for both—”


“Of course.”


“—then sure. I’m game. Lessee. Okay. Some of this… bit of this—”


“Keeping your back turned, eh? Nice touch. That’s the spirit. No pun intended.”


“—and boom. Here we go.”


“Hmm. Clear. No ice. Any clues as to what it is?”


“Sure. It’s your usual.”


“Fair enough. Bottoms up?”


“Definitely. Cheers.”


“Cheers. Mmm. Hmm. Um, Kyle, is this water?”


“Yep.”


“That’s what you imagine my usual would be?”


“Yep.”


“Now, you see, that is interesting. Care to elaborate on your thought process?”


“Absolutely not.”
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Only after the funeral ends do I have the courage to mention the owl.


“Please tell me you saw it,” I say to Greg as he pushes the last of the road cones into the trunk of his cruiser.


“Saw what?”


“The bird. The owl.”


He grunts. “Yeah, so?”


“Aren’t owls nocturnal?”


Greg’s wiping dirt from his fingers onto a pristine white handkerchief. He stops to look at me, those wizened and kind eyes just barely peeking out from under bushy gray eyebrows. “I don’t really know. I guess so?”


“That was just… weird, wasn’t it? Not just an owl in daylight, but the timing.”


It had happened in the middle of the service. The whole town had been crowded around the grave as the casket was lowered. The pastor reciting a verse in his somber, even voice. The mother quietly weeping. Not the father, though. He’d remained stoic throughout his son’s burial.


But then, right as Pastor Osman said something about the wings of angels, an owl flew over the whole gathering, just ten feet above everyone’s heads. Most eyes were downcast in that moment, in prayer or in respect of others. I’d been a bit lost in thought myself, and happened to be looking up for signs of rain. The animal had glided right over us, silent and serene, in a path that took it in a perfectly straight line over the casket, leaving not even a shadow to mark its passage.


I sorta wish I could say it was albino, or even black as night. Something ominous or significant, but the bird was the typical speckled brown and gray. Just like any other owl in the Cascades, I suppose.


“A little weird, sure, but I’ve lived my whole life here, Mary. You get used to it. A little weird isn’t the problem.”


“What is the problem?”


“Embellishment. Just watch, by midweek the story being told in town will have that owl recast as a raven. One with a seven-foot wingspan and glowing red eyes. Something along those lines. In my experience, weird always starts with something pretty mundane. My advice? Don’t mention it to anyone else, lest the story grow.”


I absorb the words in scholarly silence and fall in beside my chief. We walk back up the hill toward the place where Johnny Rogers was buried. The cemetery is old and small, with a gravel parking lot made to hold perhaps twenty cars. Today there were dozens, though, filling the lot and overflowing all up and down both sides of the narrow lane leading up from the mountain road. That many cars meant Greg and I had to step away at the very end of the service in order to direct traffic and, finally, gather up all the cones we’d placed earlier this morning.


I’d thought we would be done once the cones were packed up but now find myself instead standing with Chief Greg Gorman at the graveside of the dead boy.


“Such a tragedy,” Greg says, more to himself than to me.


“He seemed like a good kid,” I say, lamely. I’m still the new arrival in this place, a place where everyone knows everyone, but no one really knows anyone. That’s another nugget of Greg Gorman wisdom, imparted to me at the job interview many months ago.


I consider asking Greg about the boy’s case. It’s been officially ruled an accident. A tragic, bizarre accident, but an accident all the same. Only, I noticed this morning that the file was still on Greg’s desk. Active, in other words. Chief isn’t in the habit of leaving something out unless he’s still working it, so there must be a reason. But now seems like the wrong time to ask, so I let it go.


“What’s next on the agenda?” I ask casually. “Should be a quiet day. We could—”


“I am headed home,” Greg says pointedly. “You should go home, too. I mean that. Take the rest of the day off. Don’t worry, I’ll keep my radio on.”


“Suppose we get a drink, then? A funeral should be followed by a toast, shouldn’t it?” The idea of going home, of being alone, couldn’t be further from my mind.


“Maybe tomorrow,” he says. “After that service, I think an evening of quiet contemplation is in order.”


I nod, but internally I’m already considering other options. A drive down the mountain to Granston, maybe? Plenty of friendly, talkative strangers there who aren’t grieving.


“Listen, Mary,” Greg says, “there’s something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about. Shouldn’t have waited this long, really, and I’m sorry for that.”


“Okay?” I don’t know what else to say. My stomach tightens as I think of all the things he might say next, none of which are good. Am I already out of a job? Has someone complained about me?


He shoves his hands into his suit pockets. We’re both dressed in civilian clothes for the funeral. Greg still pinned his badge to his lapel, though. Mine’s in my purse, along with my phone and my service pistol.


He sighs. “Thing is, with everything going on… what the hell’s that sound?”


The change of subject trips me up, and for a few seconds I have no idea what he’s talking about. But then I hear it, too. My first thought is the engine of the tiny bulldozer the cemetery uses to dig and fill graves. It’s an old rusty thing kept in a shed behind some trees on the other side of the parking lot, and at a distance it makes the same sort of low hum I now hear.


But the earthmover finished its work twenty minutes ago. I remember watching it lumber over there as I was waving cars out onto the main road. Still, I say it, because it’s all I can think of. “Bulldozer?”


We both know it doesn’t fit. The sound is too even, yet also somehow not. It has a kind of wavering quality to it. Almost like someone humming. A chill runs up my spine. It’s not what I’d call a good sound. It seems to come from everywhere, though as it grows in volume I get the sense that’s wrong, too. The source is somewhere nearby. I start to look around.


“I know that sound,” Greg says in the same instant that I spot the phone lying in the grass, just a few feet from the fresh grave.


It’s an old model iPhone with a cracked screen, tucked inside one of those rugged cases people up here love. Adds a bit of outdoorsy charm to a dreaded piece of fashionable technology. An alarm icon dances on the screen, with a label just below:




ANOTHER DAY ANOTHER DOLLAR





The chosen tone to go with this is that of an Aboriginal didgeridoo, a wind instrument that sounds a bit like someone chanting in a very low voice.


“I’ve heard that before,” Greg says, studying the screen over my shoulder. “Can’t remember where, though.”


“Somewhere in town?” I suggest.


“That’s some fine detective work,” Greg says, grinning under his thick mustache. “Here, let me take it. Someone must have dropped it during the service. Once they realize, they’ll call it and I’ll sort it out.”


“You were about to say something, before the phone went off…” I prompt.


Greg gives a little shrug. “Know what? Never mind. That can wait until morning. Right now I think some ‘quiet contemplation’ is what the doctor ordered. I’ll see you tomorrow, Mary.”
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I’ve lived here only a few months, but it seems to me that on any given issue, Silvertown is a place that always manages to divide itself evenly.


Examples:


Tourism. Brings in heaps of money, but ruins the secluded quiet so many residents cherish. You’ll see small-town neighborly friendliness at one house, and an overly large NO TRESPASSING sign in front of the next. Count them up and I bet it’s nearly fifty-fifty.


Technology is another hot-button topic. Half the town is up in arms over the new cell phone tower on the mountainside, claiming it gives them brain cancer or screws with their chakras or whatever. The other half is overjoyed that we finally have fast, reliable service so they can check their grandkids’ Facebook posts.


I could go on. The biggest wedge, though, relates indirectly to my job. Or rather, to my boss, Greg.


See, up until about ten years ago, Silvertown was a company town. The original silver mine that started it all was built by the Conaty family, who turned the lucrative business into a global corporation. They branched out, aggressively. From minerals to lumber, chemicals, even pharmaceuticals. Through it all they kept their business headquarters right here, and were by far the largest employer in the region as a result.


All that changed about ten years ago.


I’m still learning the gory details. Suffice to say, it was Greg’s efforts that forced the Conaty Corporation to leave town, mired in scandal and disgrace. For every person here who praises him for that, there’s one who would point to the abandoned buildings and shuttered houses and say the price was too high.


My point is, people up here rarely agree on anything. Always split down the middle, like this road that splits the town in two, or the way Keller’s Gorge divides us from the rest of civilization.


A divided place. Today, though, was an exception.


Seeing everyone come together for the funeral of Johnny Rogers has really impressed me. I’ve never experienced anything like it, much less been a part of it. Not during my childhood growing up in a rural part of California, or more recently in Oakland, where my status as a rookie cop had me more often than not at arms’ length with the people there.


Despite the circumstances, today made me feel like part of a family. Corny, I know, but there it is. I loved it.


I rode that strange high of shared grief all afternoon, but it’s twilight now and things have already turned to Silvertown’s special weird brand of “normal.” Just as Greg predicted, most everyone sought out the solace of their own homes after the service ended, looking for the comfort of silence after a day of mourning and remembrances. Greg included.


Me? I may have mentioned already, but solitude isn’t my thing. It makes me itch.


I’m parked on the edge of town. Sitting in the patrol car alone with the engine running, pondering a patrol down the mountain that would just happen to take me over Keller’s Gorge and all the way to Granston, the nearest proper city. Silvertown only has one bar, but there are no cars in front of it, and I haven’t seen anyone go in or out since I parked.


Granston, on the other hand, has a dozen bars at least. Each one full of strangers who won’t know I’m a cop, and thus won’t want to gossip about the unfortunate death of a teenager. Normally this would be a no-brainer.


Yet I’ve been telling myself “in a minute” for the last ten, fighting this deep urge for companionship. I’m not really sure why.


Whatever the reason, instead of driving I’m just staring blankly at a twilight sky speared by countless Douglas firs lining the two-lane road. Like a TV’s picture-in-picture, the rearview mirror offers a contrasting portrait: the dark buildings of Silvertown. Other than the red neon glow of the bar’s OPEN sign, everything is shadow and gloom.


I look at all of it, without really looking at any of it. Part of my brain knows I’m in this weird, almost trancelike state, and yet I can’t seem to break out of it.


Then the streetlights come on, and do the job for me. They flicker to life one at a time, creating pools of warm yellow along the length of Main Street. Each one revealing just a little more of Silvertown.


Over the next few minutes, moths find their way to the fuzzy golden cones and begin tracing lazy figure eights in the glow. Is that me? I wonder. A moth drawn to the flame of companionship, no matter how feeble?


Yeah. Yeah it is me, I think, and this pathetic realization finally tips the scales against my true nature. With a supreme force of will I opt for the solitude of home over companionship in the brew-pubs of Granston.


The car rumbles as I start it up, pull out of the lot, and make a U-turn, heading back toward town.





I roll slowly down Main Street. Except for the red glow from the pub, the shops that line the road are all dark.


Half of them are always dark, of course, abandoned years ago and never leased to new tenants. But still, there’s something deeply oppressive about the place when it’s entirely deserted. Narrow dark alleys run between brick facades. Old gaslights hang over the sidewalks, dew glistening dimly on the spiderwebs that cling to the black iron fixtures.


Robbed of sunlight and the colorful townspeople, it’s like I’m in a completely different place. I shiver.


Ahead, a figure emerges from one of the shops. A man, I think. He has long black hair and wears a long black coat to match.


I pull up closer to the curb, slowing to match his brisk walking pace. The store he emerged from is one of several souvenir shops along the row, catering to the tourists who flock here every summer looking for Big Foot merch.


“Evening,” I say.


He glances at me and nods, pinching the brim of an imaginary hat between two fingers as he does so. “Officer.”


“Didn’t think you’d be open today.”


“I wasn’t,” the man replies. “Just had to put something in the… fridge. Good evening.”


And then he’s gone. Not vanished, but about as close as one can get. He’s turned down one of those dark alleys, his long coat snapping with the speed of his change in course. The shadows swallow him up after only two long strides.


I’m a little tempted to switch on the red-and-blues and follow him. Back in Oakland his behavior would be probable cause. But here? I’m not so sure.


“Nice meeting you!” I call out.


The only reply is the receding sound of his boots.


“Go home, Mary,” I remind myself, and drive on.


My first port of call is not home, however.


Halfway down Main, I’m doing another U-turn, parking my cruiser right in front of the police station.


I flip the power off on the bulky data terminal beside the shotgun and kill the engine. There was an instant when the headlights lit up the tavern, which is right across the street, and movement stirred inside. Not entirely empty after all, then.


It’s tempting.


But no, I tell myself. I made a choice, I’m going to stick to it.


I step inside the darkened police station long enough to hang the cruiser’s key on its hook and grab my uniform coat. The place is dark and whisper quiet. In the back are four holding cells, all of which are currently empty, as per usual. Between me and them is the office part of the building. It consists of two desks that were probably picked up for pennies at the Conaty Corporation surplus sale. My desk is pristine and tidy. Beside it, Greg’s is a cluttered mess of forms, pens, and empty coffee cups. I spy Johnny Rogers’s file on top of the mess and let out another sigh. A damn tragedy.


Back out on the cracked, uneven sidewalk I’m surprised to find the number of parked cruisers has doubled from one to two. Greg heaves himself out of the driver’s side of the new arrival with an audible grunt.


“Heya, Chief. Just locking up,” I say. “Did we get a call? Something up?”


“No, no, nothing like that.”


“Thought you’d headed home?”


“I did head home. But then that iPhone rang and… hang on a sec, I thought you were going home, too. You know you can park the car in your driveway, right?”


“I know. But the walk helps me acclimate.” I flap my arms, clad in the bulky fleece-lined coat. None of the locals need such a heavy jacket at this time of year.


“Fair enough,” he replies. Then he squints at me. “You okay, Mary?”


“Oh. Yeah, fine.” I gesture down the street. “Just saw this guy in an overcoat. Weirded me out a bit.”


“Black hair, pale skin?”


I nod.


“That’s Damian Blackwood. He’s harmless enough.” Greg seems about to add something, but thinks better of it. “Well, good night, Mary.”


“Whose is it? The phone, I mean. You said it rang.”


He jerks his chin toward the bar. “Kyle. The bartender at O’Doh’s. He was actually going to close up shop just so he could come get it, so I offered to drop it by.” Greg steps off the curb toward the bar.


“Well, maybe we should both go?” I suggest, without a moment’s hesitation. All that time convincing myself to go home and be alone for once, gone just like that. “Come on, Chief. Let’s raise a glass to the kid.”


“Hmmm” is Greg’s reply. He might have missed my disappointment at the graveyard when he’d declined the drink, but he’s a sharp cookie and spots it this time. “One can’t hurt, I guess. All right.”


Silvertown’s lone watering hole is called O’Doherty’s, a half-assed attempt at an Irish pub situated directly across the street from the police station. From appearance alone it’s obvious the place has been there forever, and it is about as basic and cliché as you can get. In fact, the only real selling point it offers is its liquor license.


We cross the empty street together. The pub, on the bottom floor of a four-story brick building that has to be a century old, is quiet tonight. That’s not usually the case.


The door creaks as Greg pushes through.


It’s a small place. “Maximum Occupancy 40” is what the sign would read if they had one, I think.


The decor is all hardwood and brass. Everything within has an air of… not neglect, that wouldn’t be fair to the guy who runs the place. He keeps it clean and well maintained, but I doubt anything in the room was purchased new or professionally installed.


The bar’s on the left. Stalls and a few tables line the wall on the right side, except the back corner, where a very small stage struggles to live up to the massive sound system resting atop it.


Pink Floyd spills softly from the huge karaoke machine. The device is a beast, nearly as tall as me, and sports two speakers with cones the size of serving trays. Luckily the volume is turned way down, the music not much more than ambient background noise. A pair of microphones rests atop the black cabinet, gathering dust.


Two locals—the only other customers—are playing pool. The worn old table sits under a single lamp in the center of the room, its green felt surface stained and even sporting a six-inch length of duct tape covering a tear near the center. Hardly regulation.


On the far wall is a faded mural that depicts Silvertown’s surroundings. It’s cheesy and amateurish, yet to me it captures the region with near total perfection: on the right is the old mine, boarded up with a CONDEMNED sign in front of it. On the left is Fort Curtis, the old abandoned army base. Front and center we have the hairy form of Big Foot, striding confidently, posed in homage to that classic faked footage. Behind the notorious monster is Lake Forgotten, and beyond even that, a decent rendition of two rocky peaks officially called Two Sisters, but known to the locals here as Two-Shits, as in “I couldn’t give…”


There’s a banner above the mural, taped to the wall:


OCTOBERFEST BEGINS IN 8 DAYS


The eight is handwritten on a piece of plain paper, thumbtacked in place. Some joker has rotated it ninety degrees, though, implying an infinite wait for the big day.


There’s a sharp crack, loud enough to make me jump.


The pool balls, being broken. A few clunk as they drop into pockets.


“I’m stripes,” the woman says to her companion as she begins to prowl around the edge of the table.


The man leans against the wall, chalking his stick as if it were the most important task ever undertaken. With each grinding twist of the blue chalk cube he whispers, “Stripes. Types. Cripes…” The rhyming words go on like some kind of chant.


I hang my coat on the rack by the door and we take stools at the bar. As we’re sitting down the bartender, Kyle, pushes through from the kitchen area. He has keen brown eyes and a trendy lumberjack beard. Shaggy golden hair pokes out from under a Ford baseball cap. A greasy white apron covers his tartan-patterned shirt.


“Evening, Chief,” he says. Then to me, “Officer.” His eyes flick downward for the briefest of instants, an appraisal of my figure that I can’t quite find fault with, seeing as I’m usually rocking a Kevlar vest under a stiff blue uniform, which is not what you’d call flattering. At least the man is subtle about it. “Hell of a day,” he says to Greg.


“Hell of a day,” the chief agrees. “Here’s your phone.” Greg slides the device across the bar.


Kyle picks it up, studies the screen for a second, then nods to the chief. “Cheers. Thanks for finding it.”


“It was Mary who found it,” Greg says. “You two have met?”


“Once or twice,” Kyle replies. He eyes me. “You’re always in uniform, though.”


“My boss never gives me time off.”


“Not true,” Greg mumbles. He almost laughs, but then the weight of the kid’s funeral seems to settle back on his shoulders. “Hell of a day,” he says again, sighing this time.


I smile, sadly, at the memory of it. For a moment we all just stare at the bar, not talking.


High up on the wall, a flat-screen TV is tuned to the local public access channel. A goofy, awkward commercial is playing, wherein our town’s only doctor, technically a psychiatrist, kindly asks for residents to come see him if they need someone to talk to. It’d be sweet if it weren’t so stilted and poorly made.


Kyle picks up the remote control. With a tap of his finger the TV goes mute.


“Dude,” I say, “I was watching that.”


“Oh shit, sorry.”


As he twists to turn it back on, my sarcastic tone finally registers. With a sheepish grin he puts the remote away. “Good one. Got me.”


I beam. “No one wants to watch that. Do they?”


“It’s the only channel I get. And Doc’s the only one who pays for airtime.”


“You could just turn it off,” I suggest.


Kyle scratches behind his left ear. “Yeah, well, some people like it. Don’t ask me why, I genuinely couldn’t tell you.” His eyes swivel pointedly to the couple at the pool table, just for an instant.


I nod, and we share a conspiratorial smile.


He sucks in a breath, his attention shifting to Greg. “Thought we’d be crowded tonight. The whole town needs a drink, if you ask me.”


“Naw,” Greg says. “It’s more of a go-home-and-hug-your-loved-ones kind of evening.”


There’s a pause as the subtext—that neither Greg nor I have loved ones to go home to—is absorbed by Kyle. He lifts his chin. “Well… what can I get for Silvertown’s finest?”


“Just a Bud for me, and whatever the lady is having.”


“Same,” I say. “And yeah, put it on his tab so we get the senior discount.”


This time Greg does laugh. A dry chuckle, but a chuckle all the same.


“Pretzels? Peanuts?” Kyle asks.


“Sure,” Greg replies. “Pretzels. Why not.”


Nodding, Kyle starts to root around beneath the lacquered hardwood bar.


I nudge Greg with my elbow. “See? This was a good idea. Beats sitting at home, staring at the wall, doesn’t it?”


“I guess it does.”


He can’t quite shake the somber tone entirely from his voice, but I’ll take what I can get. Feels good to have some usual banter. Some camaraderie. It’s something I’ve worked hard to foster since the day he interviewed me for the job, despite our differences in gender and age. I suspect my ability to verbally spar with him is a large part of why he hired me. That and our checkered policing pasts.


“Be right back,” the bartender says, evidently unable to find any more pretzels under the bar. As he walks away I do an appraisal of my own. Fair’s fair. Tight jeans, nice butt. The beard isn’t to my taste, but for the umpteenth time since moving to a six-hundred-person town I have to remind myself of two things: beggars can’t be choosers, and if I do end up with a local the whole town will know about it within twelve hours. Maybe less.


“Owls become ravens,” I mutter.


“Huh?” Greg asks.


“Nothing,” I reply, thinking Granston is the safer place to look for a date if only to keep the rumor mill quiet.


A dish clangs in the kitchen, followed by a frustrated curse from Kyle.


“Okay back there?” Greg calls out.


“Yeah, yeah.”


“Good.” Then he hikes a thumb toward the big karaoke machine in the corner. “Hey Kyle, thanks for letting Pastor Osman use your speaker thing today.”


Kyle pokes his head out from the kitchen. “Comes in handy, doesn’t it? Craigslist find of the century. Goes through batteries like a bastard, though.”


“Well, it was nice having some music out at the graveyard.”


“My pleasure, Chief.” He returns to the kitchen.


An awkward silence begins to stretch. At the pool table, the woman is still sinking shots, one after another, while the man continues to mumble words vaguely rhyming with “stripes.” A game within a game, I suppose.


“Listen, Mary,” Greg says, suddenly serious. “What I started to say earlier: I’m going to take some time off.”


A tiny siren goes off in my head. This is out of the blue. It’s a struggle to keep the worry from my voice. “Why? When?”


He sighs the long and tired kind of sigh. “Day after tomorrow. For a week, I think. Maybe two. My mother’s ill. Don’t fret, it’s nothing new and hasn’t gotten suddenly worse. It’s just, after what happened with Johnny, I thought maybe I should… you know…”


I did know. A hug-your-loved-ones kind of evening. I nod and try to smile, but inside I’m already wrapping my head around being the only cop here, even for a few days.


“Look,” he adds, “I just need to know if you can handle things. Everything I’ve seen says ‘hell yes’ you can, but after the whole Oakland thing, I’ll understand if—”


“What happened in Oakland?” Kyle asks, setting our beers and a bowl of pretzels down in front of us.


“Nothing,” I say, keeping my tone light. “Long story.”


“Give us a minute, will you, Kyle?” Greg asks.


The bartender understands at once, and moves off.


Greg leans in a little, lowering his voice. “I’ll understand if you have concerns.”


“No concerns,” I reply. Even if I did have some, there’s no way I’m going to deny him some leave to visit an ailing mother, even if that was my choice to make. He is the boss, after all.


“Want me to walk you through the daily routine?” he asks.


“I can handle it,” I say.


Chief Greg studies me, surprised. “Well, well. You sound confident. Maybe too confident.”


I set down my glass. “Give me a scenario. I’ll prove it.”


A twinkle of amusement flashes under those bushy gray eyebrows.


“All right then. Uh, let’s see. Say there’s a downed power line across the road.”


“Which road?”


He shrugs at this.


“The state route?” Kyle suggests. “Sorry, quiet night so I can’t help but listen in. A wire fell across the SR last year. Remember, Chief?”


“Sure,” Greg agrees. “The state route, Officer Whittaker. Downed power line.”


“Easy. First I’d radio State Patrol to manage traffic on the Granston side of the gorge. Teresa Carver is usually on dispatch there, and she’ll know which roads to close and who’s in position to get to them quickly. Then I’d call the utility district—on our direct line, not the public one—to report the location of the incident. All this while heading to the scene myself. I’ll use cones and flares to keep traffic away until a technician can confirm the wire’s no longer hot. Clara could be enlisted to cover our phones while I’m down there, and maybe I’d get the electrician, Mr. Ferguson, to join me as a… consultant, I suppose. I’m no expert on power lines, that’s for sure.”


Greg says nothing. I glance at him, and find he’s staring at me, a little bemused but mostly sort of shocked.


“Wrong?” I ask.


He squints a little. “How the hell do you know Teresa Carver?”


“I don’t.”


“But—”


“I’ve had to contact State four times since coming here, and she’s answered every time. Big Seahawks fan if I remember right.”


Greg just stares at me.


“Gotta admit, Chief, that was pretty impressive,” Kyle says. He grins at me, then shoots a glance at Greg. “When it happened last year, Chief was out there with a stick trying to push the cable off the road. Didn’t call anyone, I don’t think.”


“Wood is nonconductive,” the chief says defensively. “Clearing the wire was my first priority.”


Kyle’s expression turns skeptical. “Sure thing, Chief. Her version works, too.”


“Just… different approaches,” I say. I turn to Greg. “Point is, I won’t be alone. I don’t do ‘alone.’ It’s how my brain works, I guess.”


He nods at this. Slowly at first, and then more vigorously. “Okay. Okay. You put my mind at ease a little. Just… you know, think about our budget before you call in an airstrike on a B and E.”


“Copy that.”


We clink our mugs together, and sip cold beer in contemplative silence.


Another loud crack signals the start of a new round of pool.


“Solids,” the man announces.


“Every frickin’ time,” the woman hisses, chalking her cue. She sighs, annoyed, and thinks for a moment. As the man lines up his second shot, another rhyming chant begins, barely audible. “Solids. Olives. Motives.”


My thoughts drift back to the funeral.


The teenager, Johnny Rogers, died unexpectedly while his parents were away. The poor couple had gone off on vacation while halfway through an argument “to-be-resolved-when-we-get-back-young-man.” They’d never dreamed such a thing might happen while they were gone. They’d been robbed not only of their son but also of the opportunity to say goodbye, to tell him they loved him. Tragic. More pain than I can imagine.


The sound of the mother’s wailing comes unbidden into my mind. I’ll never forget it, yet desperately want to. No one should have to feel grief like that.


“ ’Course,” Greg says suddenly, “there’s another benefit to you handling things for a while. Maybe everyone will stop asking for me every time you answer the phone.” He’s misinterpreted my silence, but that doesn’t mean he’s wrong.


In hiring me Greg ended nearly a decade of running Silvertown’s department solo. Sure, there were some who still held a grudge against him for chasing the Conatys out of town, but from what I’ve seen in my short time here, he’s established himself as a fair, even-tempered, sensible cop. I’ve no doubt it will be years before we’d be seen as equals by the townspeople. Guess we’ve got to start somewhere.


There’s another part of me that can see his taking leave serving another purpose, though: a trial run. Someday Greg will retire. It’s not something he and I have discussed, but maybe him taking some leave will open that door.


Greg chuckles again. “It’s the worst cliché ever. The aging career cop handing over the reins to the rookie—”


“Whoa. Hold on. Are you calling me a rookie?” I snap, though I’m grinning. “Four years with Oakland PD does not a rookie make, dude.”


Greg knows my résumé, of course. “You know what I mean. A rookie in the eyes of this town. This place couldn’t be more different from Oakland, and is its own special brand of weird. You need to learn its quirks, earn its trust.” He brings his beer to his mouth, and into the glass says, “Maybe start by not calling everyone ‘dude.’ They can smell the California on you.”


He’s got me there. I sip my drink, and we stare at the bottles behind the bar for a moment. “You’ll miss Octoberfest,” I say, pointing out the banner with my thumb.


“Damn. That’s true. Didn’t think about that.” He sighs. “That’s the one thing up here worth attending. Lift a stein for me?”


“If you insist.”


Kyle comes by with a tray of shot glasses. He sets one in front of each of us, then takes two to the couple at the pool table. The last is for himself.


“To Johnny Rogers,” Kyle says to all, lifting his glass of amber liquid. “A great kid and—”


The man at the pool table turns and points at the drink with his pool cue. “What the hell’s that, Kyle? I didn’t order it.”


His companion tsks him, loudly. “The town’s in mourning, idiot,” she says in an almost serpentine whisper. “The Rogers’ kid is dead.”


He stares at her with a vague recollection before exhaling pointedly. “Welp. We all gotta die, at some point. When I go, I hope it’s with my rifle in my hand and a grin on my face!”


She rolls her eyes. “Get over yourself and drink to the boy, already.”


The man shrugs and reaches for the shot glass. In a matter-of-fact tone he says, “To the late Rogers boy: tough break, kid.”


His wife—I assume it’s his wife—looks at him with disgust, but doesn’t miss her chance to shoot the liquor, wincing at the burn. After placing the empty glass on the pool table, she looks around for her cue and chalk. Seeing this, her husband picks up the little blue cube and readies an underhand toss.


“Here, it’s your break,” he says as he lets it go into the air.


The chalk flies on a gentle arc to her. She sees it. I know she sees it, as she tracks it in flight. But despite staring right at it, she never lifts so much as a finger to catch it. The tiny cube, now inches away from her face, doesn’t even register in a flinch. Heads up, lady, my mind is screaming.


Helpless, I watch as the blue chalk hits her square in the face.


“Jesus H…” she mutters. The chalk clatters on the floor and breaks into several blue chunks. “The fuck is wrong with you?”


Shock, then concern, then a flash of anger cross his features. “Me? You didn’t even lift a finger, what the hell—”


“Everything okay over there?” Greg asks. The woman waves him off, slinking into their booth, the game of pool abandoned. Her husband moves in beside her, finally offering quiet apologies.


Kyle, train of thought derailed by the odd interlude, lifts his shot glass again, halfheartedly this time. “Uh, anyway, to Johnny Rogers.”


“To Johnny,” I echo, then sip. Over the rim of the glass I make brief eye contact with the bartender, and feel a little tingle of electricity across my scalp.


Greg sips, too. He’s still looking at the couple, ruminating on what just transpired.


The uneasy tension in the room dissipates about as fast as cigarette smoke. Kyle eventually puts the shot glasses back on his tray and disappears through the kitchen door again, mumbling something under his breath.


From the karaoke-speaker-slash-jukebox, a singer croons a chorus over and over: “all the best freaks are here.” I can’t help but concur as I try and fail to picture myself spending two weeks as Silvertown’s only cop.


Chief Greg Gorman sighs once again. “I just cannot understand what the hell Johnny Rogers was thinking. What a senseless, preventable death.”


I can only nod, remembering the night the kid’s parents came home. The scream Mrs. Rogers unleashed upon the world when she and her husband pulled into the driveway to find Greg, me, and a dozen others waiting to greet them, the looks on our faces telling them more than anything said aloud after.


We had no answers for them. Not then, not now. We only had condolences.


Their “indoor kid,” with a reputation for being a video game junkie who never went outside, had evidently decided to go on a hike while his parents were away. He went alone, with no gear and, for that matter, no experience. Told no one of his plans.


Out there in the wilderness, on damp mountain trails, he’d fallen—badly—and never gotten back up.


No one could have done a thing about it.


And no one could explain why it happened.


I lose myself in the whiskey and stare off to the middle distance. When I finally look up, I catch Kyle checking me out in the mirror behind the bar as he shovels ice from a bucket into a cooler.


I smile at him, finish my beer, and raise the empty toward him in the universal signal for another round. Sure, Silvertown has its quirks, but the scenery is definitely growing on me.







“Hey Alan. What can I getcha?”


“Beer. Whatever kind, I don’t care. Just cold. C-o-l-d cold. Kyle, man, you feelin’ okay lately? I keep getting these raging headaches.”


“Migraine?”


“Yeah! Fuckin’ migraine. Cold is the only thing that works, man. This morning I opened the freezer and stuck my head in for, like, five minutes. Can’t wait for winter. Cannot frickin’ wait.”


“Well, I’m fine.”


“Huh?”


“You asked if I was feeling okay lately. I’m fine.”


“That’s good, that’s good. Must be because you’re indoors ’n’ shit. Protection from the walls.”


“Oh for fuck’s sake, you’re not blaming this on the cell tower, are you?”


“Naw, man! The town’s freakin’ out about that antenna shit, but guess what? They haven’t even switched it on yet. One of the StellarComm techs told me. All the fuckin’ nutters don’t want to hear it, though.”


“Finally some sanity around here—”


“Yeah, man. No, these migraines… they’re from the airplanes, bro. Chemtrails.”


“Oh, Jesus—”


“Kyle, listen, man. Hear me out. You know Spellman Field? They just started flying cargo out of there, which puts us guess where? Right under the goddamn flight path. I’ve seen the lines across the sky, like fuckin’ God’s cocaine or some shit. There’s all kinds of funky stuff in there, man, and it’s fallin’ right on our heads.”






[image: Chapter Three]


True to his word, Greg went on leave to visit his mother. He’s been gone for two days and hasn’t called to check in on me once. I’m determined not to call him, either.


Each morning I’ve arrived at the station at 7:00 sharp, and today is no exception. The chief has a strict morning routine, which I usually miss out on as I take the later shift. With him gone, though, the tasks fall to me. Unlock the front door, walk the building: gun locker, cells, and my cruiser parked in the small lot out back. That done, log in to the computer to see if anything relevant has come in overnight. Nothing ever does, but check anyway. To this routine I add making a pot of coffee and texting Clara to make sure she’ll be able to volunteer today.


Her reply is quick.


Once the breakfast rush is over.


I shoot back Cool! See you then.


With all that out of the way, I step out onto the sidewalk.


The people of Silvertown still carry the somber weight of Johnny’s funeral with them but are otherwise going about their lives. Shops are open, kids walk with their parents to the lone school.


“Morning, Sally,” I say to a woman walking toward me at a brisk pace. She wears workout clothes and pushes a double-wide stroller. Her twins nap within.


“Greg back yet?” she asks, breathless.


“Next week.”


A nod. She never breaks stride, heading off down the street.


Watching her go, I notice Geezer Willy standing on the corner, exactly where he is every morning when Greg usually opens the station. My first two weeks up here, before Greg and I staggered our shifts, the two of us would step out here each day and the first thing Chief would do is greet ol’ Willy. I figure this is as good a place to start as any.


“Morning, Willy.”


He’s teetering slightly, walking cane wobbling in his ancient hand. “Morning, Officer. But I’ve told you, call me Geezer. Everybody does.”


“Need any help across the street?” I ask, echoing Greg’s daily exchange with the man.


“I’ll manage,” he replies, on cue, “in my own time.”


He looks both ways, the very picture of vigilance.


No cars coming, but he doesn’t budge at all. He’s looking at me. No, he’s looking past me.


“Now, isn’t that a sight to behold?” he says.


I turn, and in that moment the sound of several large diesel engines reaches my ears. What I see is strange even by Silvertown standards. Coming up Main Street from the west is a caravan of US Army vehicles. Eight of them, each one identical to the last.


They roll through town at a snail’s pace, and just when the lead truck reaches the center of town, the driver suddenly stops. Soon enough they’re all stopped, blocking the entire road. It’s like a scene out of a movie, and I half expect soldiers to start jumping out with guns in hand. None of them move, though, save for the driver of the lead vehicle who simply rolls his window down.


“Looking for the old base?” a man from town asks him, referring to an abandoned training facility a mile up the road, vacated years ago. “Gonna tear it down finally, before anyone else gets hurt?”


“We’re looking for Jim Creek,” the soldier replies.


I don’t know who that is. For one awful second I think there might be a fugitive who’s rolled in with all the tourists. Or, perhaps more likely, some AWOL soldier. I take a step closer, stopping at the back of a small crowd that’s formed on the edge of the sidewalk.


“Jim Creek, the navy base?” the townsperson asks.


The army man nods.


“Hell, son, that’s ten miles north. You’re on the wrong mountain.”


In that instant the other soldiers in the cab erupt into laughter.


“You assholes,” the driver mutters to his companions. Cheeks red, he rolls his window up quickly and starts to move again. What follows is the longest sequence of three-point turns I’ve ever witnessed. It takes almost ten minutes for the whole convoy to redirect itself, and by the time they’re finally gone at least fifty people are standing along the road, watching the spectacle.


“Okay, show’s over everyone,” I say, my tone light. The old police cliché earns me a few smiles and someone laughs, and the crowd finally disperses.


Barring any calls that need me elsewhere, I decide I’ll spend the morning on foot near the station. At least until Clara shows up to handle the front desk.


Main Street runs east–west. Really it’s just the state route, but everyone here calls it Main Street for the two-hundred-yard stretch through the populated part of Silvertown.


Most of the buildings date back to the late 1800s, the notable exception being the gas station at the western edge. Original brick facades still line most of the street.


It’s all rather quaint, provided you can ignore the fact that at least half the structures are empty. I stop before one of these derelicts and put my hand up against the dusty window to peer inside. The interior is all shadow and gloom. Dusty floors of torn-up hardwood and bare foundation. Trash and cobwebs in every corner.


“The old head office,” someone says.


I turn toward the gruff voice. The old man, Willy, has ambled up behind me. He has a pinched face and a huge red nose.


“Offices?” I ask.


“Conaty Mining Corporation,” he says, then taps the base of the brick facade with his cane. “Technically they still own it, I think. Would rather leave it as an eyesore than sell it.”


“Huh.”


“Deep pockets and a vindictive streak will do that.” He smiles, a bit sadly.


“It’s Jupitas, right? You’re Willy Jupitas?”


His eyes twinkle as he nods. “That’s me. Resident dinosaur, at your service. But I told you, everyone just calls me ‘Geezer.’ ” We shake hands, and with a tip of his tweed driver’s cap, he turns toward the street. After a thorough check that no cars or army caravans are coming, he finally makes his way across the street toward the bakery opposite us.


On a whim, I follow him and open the bakery door. Unlike the empty office across from us, this is a storefront I know well. Flour Child is the name on the door, and the Woodstock-themed interior lives up to that moniker.


The plan forming in my head is to buy pastries for myself and Willy, sit down with him by the window, and over breakfast he’ll regale me with interesting trivia from the town’s past. But he barely spends twenty seconds inside. A coffee is waiting for him on the counter, along with a grease-stained bag containing his usual. With one last tip of his cap, Willy is back outside and ambling down the sidewalk again.


“Morning, Officer,” the woman behind the counter says to me. She has frizzy salt-and-pepper hair and a beak of a nose. From the signs of wear on her tie-dye T-shirt and the scuff marks on the peace-sign pendant around her neck, I suspect her hippie bona fides are all in order.


“Hello again, Reyann,” I reply. My third visit in three days.


The shop specializes in oversized bearclaw donuts shaped, of course, like Big Foot’s signature footprint. I order one, plus a small coffee to go.


Reyann shakes her head slightly, as if disappointed.


“What’d I say?” I ask.


“Really, Officer. Those are for tourists,” she says with a sigh. “I like you, Whittaker, so I’ll finally let you in on a town secret: my scones are where it’s at. They will rock your world.”


“Sign me up. A scone would be great.”


“It’s on the house,” she says, “if you’ll help me out with something.”


“Of course.” For a moment, my spine tingles with a twinge of excitement. Could there be something afoot in quiet old Silvertown?


“Raccoons,” Reyann says, casting a furtive glance toward the back of the shop. “I try to compost everything I can, but those little masked monsters keep getting into the bin and making a huge mess of the alley. I’ve tried everything. Could you…?”


“Could I…?”


She lifts her shoulders, almost imperceptibly. Her eyes get a little watery, too, and I realize the predicament she’s in. Trapped between a strong desire to treat the animals humanely, and yet at her wits’ end for finding such a solution.


“Tell you what,” I say, “I’ve got a contact in Animal Control. Let me see what I can do.” I wink at her and take a bite of the scone. God, it’s good.


It’s a white lie, though, about my “in” at Animal Control. I could definitely use a contact in that department, and this is a great opportunity to introduce myself. Bonus points if this inquiry ends up with me making friends with the person who bakes scones this good. “Wow,” I say through the mouthful I just popped in. “Awesome.”


“World rocked?”


“Very much so.”


“I grow the rosemary myself,” she says, beaming, then waves as she returns to her oven.


Back on the sidewalk, I’d be lying if I said there wasn’t a spring in my step. As starts to the morning go, today’s has been pretty great.





Part of the daily routine Greg has established is a drive from Silvertown down to the bridge at Keller’s Gorge, to look for disabled vehicles or any other obstructions that might otherwise “impede the flow of tourists.”


So barely an hour after that mind-blowing scone, and thirty minutes after installing Clara at the front desk of the police station, I’ve traded walking the beat for driving my cruiser.


And now, at this exact moment, I am in deep shit.


My police cruiser is skidding sideways down the mountain road.


By the calendar it’s still a week until autumn, but no one told the leaves. They started falling in droves the day after Johnny’s funeral, as if the trees were in mourning, too, or so half the town has taken to saying. After three days of that the roads are blanketed in great circular patches of red and yellow.


Across this slippery carpet my cruiser now glides.


Traction control alerts flash on the dashboard. I strain against the wheel, fighting for control. Trees line the right side of the road, but just ten feet beyond them is a two-hundred-foot drop. On the left there’s a sheer rock face where the mountain was cleaved to make way for this very road.


In the middle of all of this sits a man, his butt right on the double yellow.


I catch a glimpse of him, there in the center of the lane, head between his knees, oblivious to the car sliding toward him at high speed. He hasn’t even looked up.


My brain regains control of my muscles. Right foot moving from brake pedal to gas. I goose it, one hard tap, and the front wheels fight for purchase, then catch. The car lurches more than I want. I overcompensate, and now I’m spinning the other way, facing backward. Not two feet from my window the man glides past, still oblivious. Two-foot difference and he’d have been smeared halfway to Granston.


With a shudder and an awful grinding noise, I’m off the road. Gravel roars under the tires, spraying up the quarter panels. The car is careening toward the rocky wall. I clench my teeth and brace for an impact that doesn’t come.


Everything goes still. Peaceful, you might even say, once I kill the engine. My breathing slowly returns to normal. The motor ticks like a failing clock.


I’m going to catch hell for losing control of the car. Greg warned me about it before he left. Said it’s the most common problem we have up here in the fall. State Route 177’s unofficial name is Slippery Slope for good reason. “City folk like you can’t drive on fresh fallen leaves.” I took offense at that. I pointed out the potholed, damp streets of Oakland that I cut my teeth on, and how that must count for something. But Greg just laughed.


And the thing is, he was right. About all of it.


Yesterday it was a brand-new Land Rover full of hikers trying to finish the “lake loop”—Lake Forgotten being an optional last on that list. And today… it’s me. I’ve lived here for two months, and in that time I’ve driven this road a hundred times at least. I should be able to handle some leaves. In my defense, Chief, I’m not used to rounding a bend to find a man sitting in the road.


Speaking of which… I blink away the dregs of my adrenaline and look for him, half expecting to find the man in the road was an apparition.


Nope. Still there. A weekend warrior, gray-haired head between designer denim knees, sitting right on the double-yellow line.


Apparently I’m not the only one who’s lost control today. A Harley-Davidson is wedged between two trees about twenty feet away from him. All bright chrome, red paint, and polished leather. The exhaust still pings and clicks, cooling in the misty morning air, in concert with my Dodge. The bike is mere inches from going over the side.


“Hello there,” I call when I feel confident my senses have fully returned. “Are you injured, sir?”


He looks up, then starts to twist toward me and thinks better of it. His helmet lays at his side, and I can see a scuff mark across its otherwise gleaming surface.


I try again, stepping out of my cruiser and onto the road. “Silvertown police. I’m Officer Whittaker. Are you injured?”


He shakes his head this time, and kicks at a pebble in a way that is so childish I almost laugh. “Pissed about my bike,” he says.


“Umm… yeah. Looks like a nice one.”


“Missed the turn,” he adds.


“Okay,” I reply, maybe a little too skeptical. “Kinda hard to miss.”


“Messed,” he corrects with a sudden forcefulness. Wounded male pride, maybe. “I messed up the turn, took it too fast.”


“But within the speed limit, I’m sure.”


He nods slowly.


“And you’re sitting in the middle of the road why, exactly?”


The question briefly pulls his attention from the motorcycle. He glances at the pavement around him, the leaves, the yellow lines. He picks up his helmet and examines the scuff mark across its side.


“I guess I could move,” he says, finally.


A sudden image appears in my head of him stumbling over to his bike, disoriented, only to slip and fall into the gorge. A fate not unlike that of the boy, Johnny Rogers. The thought makes me shiver. “You know what? Just stay put. How about you tell me about your Harley?”


Keep him stationary and talking, that’s the best option. He starts to rattle off the model name and some no-doubt-impressive stats, looking at the bike rather than me. I turn away and fire up the radio clipped to my shirt.


“Clara? It’s Mary.”


There’s a click about three seconds later. “Still can’t believe I get to do this. So cool. Ahem. Uh, go ahead, Officer Whittaker. I read you.”


“This one’s serious, Clara.”


“Sorry, sorry. What’s up?”


“Another accidental off-roader down here on 177.”


“Not again,” comes her reply, referring to the SUV from the day before.


“Afraid so. These leaves are catching people off guard.” Including me, but I withhold that footnote. “Do you have a pen and pad? Here’s what I need you to do; write it down. First, call Doc and see if he can come down here and have a look at the guy.”


“Not an ambulance?”


“I don’t think it’s that serious, but Doc might have a different opinion. Anyway, he can get here a lot faster than an ambulance from Granston.”


“Okay. What else?”


“We’ll need a tow truck. A flatbed, for the motorcycle, so you’ll have to call down to Granston. Check the notepad on my desk, I think I’ve got the name of the one the sheriff’s office uses. Gamble and Sons? Gimble? Something like that.”


“I’ll find it. Motorcycle, huh? Is it a local?”


“No, not a local. One of the… what do you call them? Sons of Brand-archy.”


“Oh, joy. If only they’d spend half as much on riding lessons as they do on accessories… Hang on, Mary, another call coming in.”


While waiting I produce a few orange cones from the trunk of my cruiser and set them at either side of the bend, weighing each down with a rock in case the wind picks up later. The cones blend in with the leaves, though, so I add a few road flares for good measure. With the early arrival of fall, I wonder if the town has a streetsweeping service that comes through, and when they’re scheduled to start. Probably worth contacting them and moving the date up to… immediately. I jot a note to that effect on a small pad I keep in my breast pocket. Greg probably has all the details in his head, but I’m determined not to call him, so some detective work will be required to find out who the city has a contract with and—


The radio crackles. “Mary?” Clara’s voice sounds different, the semisarcastic charm replaced with a stark seriousness.


“Go ahead, Clara.”


“I can barely get anything out of this woman. She’s hysterical. Something about Old Mine Road, that’s all I could understand.”


I glance at the biker. Despite my advice to stay put, he’s standing now. Pacing near his motorcycle, actually, with a cell phone pressed to his ear. Probably talking to his insurance agent or telling a buddy back at the office about his brush with death. At least he’s off the road.


“Sir? Tow truck is on the way. A doctor, too, just in case. I’ve got another call to respond to. You’ll be all right here?”


He offers me a thumbs-up, not breaking his conversation.


“Well, then,” I mutter under my breath. “Have a nice day.”


Back in the cruiser I press Clara for details, but there are none to be had. A woman phoned in, terrified or deranged or stoned, Clara couldn’t be sure. “Maybe all three,” she adds with a touch of judgment. “Might even have been a prank call. All I could get was Old Mine Road, then she hung up on me.”


When it rains, it pours, I think. Still, could be worse. Greg could have been on leave the day Johnny Rogers died. This is a picnic compared to handling something like that on my own.


“Copy that, Clara. On my way,” I say.





The only way to reach Old Mine Road from where I skidded off the asphalt is to head back up the mountain and through downtown.


As I approach the old buildings I can’t help but try to imagine what it was like here before everything changed.


On first moving here I made the same assumption just about everyone makes about a place called Silvertown. Yes, there’s an old silver mine here, but it was abandoned more than sixty years ago. What remained, however, was the company that owned it, and despite closing the mine they continued to grow and prosper. Until Greg stuck his nose where it didn’t belong.


He still hasn’t filled me in on all the details, and I haven’t pressed too much. I know there were convictions, resignations, and even a suicide. When the dust settled, Greg was the only cop left in a town with no chief and no mayor. The scandal had claimed them both. The new head of the Conaty Corporation decided (out of spite, evidently) that Houston would be a better home for their headquarters. As a result, Silvertown’s population plummeted from more than four thousand to just seven hundred or so practically overnight. Hundreds of houses and dozens of businesses remain empty to this day, not to mention all the Conaty warehouses, processing plants, offices, and labs. Empty shells to the last.


Which brings me back to the main issue dividing this place: those who sided with Greg after the whole Conaty scandal, and those who don’t. Half the town thinks Greg’s a hero for what he did. The other half think he should’ve backed off, that he’s responsible for Silvertown’s economic collapse. The only small consolation is that all the really pissed-off folks left years ago. I don’t know how he survived their hostility. From what I’ve heard it was ugly. Really ugly.


Someone new actually moving here, as I did two months back, is the rarest of rare occasions.


As I drive through I find my gaze drawn to the faces of those out on the sidewalks. Earlier, before work hours, the number of people walking around almost makes the place seem normal. But after that initial rush the number has dwindled. One man buys groceries at the Gas-N-Go. Another walks his dog. Two women peruse a display of orchids outside the small flower shop. They stand close together, engrossed in quiet conversation as they browse. Gossip, probably. And they seem happy, I guess, but they’re not quite smiling. Not yet. The shadow of Johnny Rogers’s death still looms over Silvertown.


At the sight of my car I can see them look up, hopeful perhaps that I’ll stop and join the gossip session.


Oh, who am I kidding?


They’ll ask where Greg is. If he’s made it to Virginia safely. When he’ll be back. Can you handle things on your own, that’s what they’ll really be asking, with doubt in their eyes.


Every fiber of my being wants to stop, though. I want to win them over. I want to be part of the Silvertown community, more than anything.


But there’s the hysterical woman on Old Mine Road to think about, just now. Better to let the town know I’m on important police business. Doing the job. I pop the siren on and press a little harder on the Dodge’s gas pedal, ignoring concerned looks as I clear Silvertown proper. The huddled collection of buildings are in my rearview in less than ten seconds. The two women in front of the flower shop watch me go, and there will be rumors even before I round the bend, of that I have no doubt.


Old Mine Road splinters off Route 177 about halfway to the peak, like a loose thread from an old rope. It’s a cracked mess of pavement that worms through four miles of misty forest.


As I drive I try to remember everything Greg told me about the road—and what lies at the end of it—when we came up here a month ago to escort a state pollution inspector on his yearly visit.


Once upon a time the road extended all the way to the old silver mine, but that hasn’t been the case in years. Now it ends at a small parking lot that serves both the trail and the Masonic campground, neither of which see much use for their intended purposes.


The trail is a mile and a half of flat, muddy path with barely a twist or rise to speak of, ending in a fenced-off area where the mine entrance used to be. It’s nothing like the mines you see in an adventure film. This place is filthy and sprawling. An industrial mine, in other words, but with all the equipment gone it’s just a flat patch of cleared ground in front of a cleaved hillside and the huge, concrete-sealed tunnel.


As for the campground, well, there’re better options up by the lake, ones that you don’t have to be a Mason to legally use. Places that aren’t downwind from a polluted old mine, too. Double bonus!


I say legally because the Masonic Lodge owns the land, and anyone else camping there would technically be trespassing.


Other than that one hike up to the mine with Greg and the inspector from the state a month ago, our visits here have all been extremely brief. Nothing more than a turnaround in the parking lot once a week to look for, as Greg likes to say, anything out of the ordinary. So far, all we’ve ever found is ordinary.


But today, of course, there is something off: another vehicle parked in the small gravel lot. It’s a late-model Subaru, and grimy as hell.


I park the cruiser several car lengths away and get out.


The air is cool and thick, smelling of dirt and old growth, and there’s a tension in it I sense somewhere deep down. Without thinking I’ve loosened my Beretta in its holster. I tilt my head down and to the left, reaching up at the same time to activate the radio. But there’s no Greg to update, and I chastise myself under my breath. “Get it together, girl. Not going to convince the town you can handle things if you keep looking for Greg, too.”


My gaze sweeps the tree line, then the lone car. Oregon plates, which is not so out of the ordinary. A Big Foot sticker on the bumper, which is definitely at home here. Probably purchased back in town.


But the car’s not empty, as I’d first assessed. A small movement behind the driver-side window catches the sun. A lock of blond hair. Someone’s inside, crouched way down. Perhaps a kid.


I make a wide approach, palm still resting on my pistol. The person in the front seat is looking the other way, toward the trail. My eyes drift in that direction, but everything’s quiet. Quiet is the norm up here, so that’s not so strange.


“Hello?” I call out.


The head of blond hair moves, but only from being spooked, not to look at me. Instead of going to the driver-side door I move to the front corner. With one fist I rap twice on the hood.


Now she looks.


Blue eyes, wide with terror and red-rimmed from crying. Tears have left clean jagged lines down tanned and dusty cheeks. Her body moves in little jerking motions, fighting to get her breathing under control.


Her hands are white-knuckle tight on the steering wheel. Eight fingers all pressed together like a row of teeth.


I make a twirling motion with my free hand. Roll down the window.


She shakes her head. No fucking way.


Then she turns back to the trail and, with great effort, uncurls her right hand from the wheel and points.


My gaze follows her shaking finger to the empty trailhead. A narrow dirt path leads off into a little cleft between two low rises covered with ferns.


Not a damn noise, save for the wind. A little breeze that whispers through the foliage, coming down from the mine, carrying a smell. Faint, but there. Metallic.


I hold my palm out to her and mouth “Stay here,” as if she’ll do anything but. Her eyes flick from my face to my service weapon and back. Finding reassurance in one or both, she gives the barest of nods.


At the trailhead I radio again, barely remembering to ask for Clara instead of Greg.


“Go ahead, babe,” she says.


I keep my voice calm and low. “There’s a hiker up here and she’s pretty spooked about something on the trail.”


“What do you mean, ‘something’? Some asshole attack her?” Instantly there’s a hard edge to Clara’s voice.


“Not sure. She’s uncommunicative. I think… I better go check it out.”


“Shouldn’t you have backup?”


“I should, yes, thanks for the procedure reminder. Don’t think this can wait another week.”


“Sorry, I meant… I don’t know what I meant. Just be careful, okay? You may not know this about me, but I fended off a mugger once. As a result I take this kind of thing very seriously.”


I take a deep breath, realizing we’re both out of our comfort zone here.


“It’s all right,” I say. “I shouldn’t have snapped at you like that. Last time I went after a suspect without backup it did not end well, so we both have reason to be touchy. But let’s not jump to conclusions. For all I know this woman up here was spooked by a raccoon carrying a scrap of day-old pastry. So… just stay by the radio, okay?”


“Of course!”


“We’ll be in constant contact. If there’s something to this, trust me, I will get anyone and everyone who can assist me to swarm on this place.”


Clara agrees.


Recent rain and the early arrival of fall have left the trail muddy and leaf strewn. Here and there I can see fresh footprints, presumably from the woman in the Subaru. Long strides, a sprint back to the car. And, more faintly, two additional sets heading up the trail at a casual walk. Hers and another, slightly larger. A boyfriend, maybe? Or did someone follow her?


Maybe Clara was right. Perhaps this was a botched assault of some kind. Maybe the woman in the car actually did tase the bastard, or gave him a face full of pepper spray, and he’s going to be up here somewhere nursing his ego. Been a long time since I cuffed someone, and the thought holds serious appeal.


I follow the tracks, deciding for now to keep their presence from Clara.


Off to my right comes the soft babbling of the slow, thin stream that carved this little cleft. Despite the many years since the Conaty Silver Mine closed, all the crap they dumped in it back then still designates the water as polluted, and there are signs just visible through the trees warning as much. When Greg and I escorted the government inspector, he took samples and later said the signs need to stay up. Do not drink or swim, they warn. Maybe once that notice made sense, but now? It’s too narrow and shallow to swim in, and no one in their right mind would drink the murky stuff. But, as Greg is fond of saying, “Regs is regs.”


The trail turns slightly, heading up the hillside and away from the gurgle of water. Silence creeps in again, save for a few birds up high in the taller trees. They stop their chatter as I pass, though. Quietly watching, ready to take flight if I’m judged to be a threat.


A quarter mile on I find him.


He kneels in the middle of a clearing, his back to me. A place where four western hemlocks lean together, forming a sort of natural cathedral with a central opening where sunlight pours in. In a movie the shaft of light would be illuminating him, but not so here. Instead he hides in near-darkness, and the circle of light instead shines down on a mess of camping gear spilled from an oversize backpack.


The man still wears his own pack, so the one on the ground must be the woman’s. She ditched it and sprinted in terror, but he…


He’s on his knees, facing toward the mine and away from me, arms flat at his sides with his palms turned upward, as if in meditation. There’s something very wrong about that pose. The stillness of it. The calm.


I draw my pistol, crouch, and scan the tree line. All quiet. Keeping to the edge of the clearing, I creep slowly around to the right. I go far enough to be sure because there’s a part of me—the relentlessly optimistic part—still hoping he’s just brooding over a campfire or, hell, even praying. The rest of me knows the truth, though. My gut tells me something about all this is dreadfully wrong.


When I move far enough to see him in profile, the sight chills me to the core. Then the smell hits me. My stomach heaves. I bite it back. Force myself to look.


His chest, from collar to stomach, is open and steaming in the cool air of the clearing. Ribs poke out at sickening angles from a mess of blood and muscle and torn clothes. It’s as if something has ripped its way out from within his torso. A demon unleashed.


The evidence against such a fantastic theory is all there, though, waiting for my shock and revulsion to recede. Clothes shredded by claws. Teeth marks. It’s all right in front of me. Huge paw prints in the mud finally force my brain back to reality.


A bear did this. A big one.


“Shit,” I mutter. “Shit shit shit.” My hand goes to my radio, and I almost say Greg’s name. “Clara, you there?”


I wait, my eyes darting to every noise coming through the forest.


“Here, Mary! Are you okay?”


“Yes,” I manage. “But only just. There’s a… There’s a body.”


“Oh no,” Clara replies. “Oh, honey, what now? It’s not another one of ours, is it?”


She means another resident of Silvertown. Another Johnny Rogers.


Everything about his death suddenly returns to mind, images merging with the fresh corpse kneeling before me.


Johnny Rogers, lying facedown at the base of a twenty-foot drop on the side of the mountain, legs splayed at impossible angles.


This hiker, belly torn open like a soft-boiled egg, guts dangling.


I bite back another wave of nausea.
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