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This one is for Craig Halloran and his Supernatural Bounty Hunter Series. Aside from a super fun character in John Smoke, Halloran makes the series interesting by doing what I try to do in the Preternatural series—filling his books with atypical monsters. Most of urban fantasy focuses on the vampire and the werewolf. That’s not a bad thing—vampires and werewolves are great. But bringing to the forefront monsters that the reader doesn’t feel like they are already best friends with—that offers whole new sets of possibilities...
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Part I: The Sheriff’s Department
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And five days after Sky Breeze and Teri Moore were first reported missing, Mountain County authorities still have no idea what happened to the young man and his girlfriend.

Global News Network

November 7
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Chapter One: Visitors
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November 8

“What the heck happened to you?” Marcie Hammet gasped as Undersheriff Joanna Donovan and Deputy Adam Hicks walked into the sheriff’s station with their cuffed prisoner between them. Both officers were smeared in the red, yellow, and white of the condiments counter at the local dive, Drake’s Shakes. The ketchup, mustard, and mayonnaise weren’t just on their uniforms, it was in their hair and on their faces, and probably down their necks as well.

“We got him,” Joanna laughed. “Cleaning out the police car is not going to be fun, but we got him.”

“I was just eating my hot dog,” the weaselly looking prisoner complained. “I never saw any of those drugs before.”

“That’s the guy selling heroine?” Deputy Bob Tucker asked.

“I wasn’t selling nothing,” the man insisted.

“We got lucky,” Hicks admitted. “He stopped in to get a hot dog on his way to the woods out back and two of his customers cornered him just as we were ending our stakeout.”

Joanna picked up the story. “The owner started shouting you can’t sell that stuff in my store.”

Hicks took over. “And that’s when we arrived.”

“Unfortunately,” Joanna continued, “he’s a wiry little guy and he didn’t come quietly. He knocked over the table with the condiments on it and all three of us went down in it.”

“It looks like you rolled in it,” Bob pointed out.

“We sort of did,” Hicks admitted as he pushed the man toward Bob. “Here, take this guy down to holding. I’m going to get cleaned up.”

A man in a non-Hadrian’s Well sheriff’s uniform stepped out of the conference room into the hall, reminding Joanna with his presence that she and Hicks were late for a meeting. “Oh damn, is that—” 

“Sheriff Bart Carlsbad, Mountain County, Montana,” the man said as he strode forward and offered his hand. “Looks like you had a little excitement tonight.” Carlsbad had the rugged cowboy look—tall, lean, and with a firm handshake. 

“Well, it wasn’t ordinary, that’s for sure,” Joanna confirmed.

“But not as exciting as you usually have around here,” Carlsbad noted.

“Thankfully not,” Joanna agreed. “In the past ten weeks or so, my town has had to deal with a nosferatu, a rock troll, the zombie apocalypse, a siren, brownies, bogarts, red caps, and a barrow wight. It was nice to get to deal with a mere human sleazebag selling heroin to a bunch of high school kids for a change.”

A woman stepped out of the conference room and snapped. “And while you're wasting your time on low level drug dealers, my son is still missing and may even be dying!”

Joanna lost her smile. The woman looked vaguely familiar but Joanna couldn’t immediately place where she’d seen her. She looked to Sheriff Carlsbad assuming that she was involved in the preternatural incident that he wanted to consult with her and her staff about. 

Carlsbad started introductions. “Sheriff Don—”

“Undersheriff,” Joanna interrupted him.

“What? Oh!” Carlsbad quickly recovered his footing. “Undersheriff Donovan, may I introduce Ms. Anastasia Breeze. Ms. Breeze, Undersheriff Donovan.”

The woman’s identity finally clicked in Joanna’s head. She was a Hollywood A-minus-lister—not quite a superstar but very popular. She looked older in person than she did on the screen, easily in her late forties. Breeze’s big breakthrough was a series of horror films called Witch’s Caldron, the seventh or eighth of which had just come out in October. Joanna had seen a couple of the early ones. They always focused on Breeze trying to defend her home from a series of preternatural threats who were trying to gain control of a magical lodestone in the Breeze family cemetery. The lodestone was one of the few sources of magical energy in the world and in the wrong hands, might permit the preternatural fiends to take over a big chunk of the planet. Come to think of it, the plot of those movies was remarkably similar to the real-life problem Joanna had stumbled into in Hadrian’s Well.

She offered the woman her hand. “Ms. Breeze, I didn’t recognize you without all the Goth makeup.”

Breeze looked put out that they were wasting time on pleasantries. “I’m not promoting a movie now, Ms. Donovan. I’m trying to find my son.”

“I can respect that,” Joanna told her. “And it’s undersheriff, not Ms.”

She returned her attention to Carlsbad. “Don’t you think you could have told us there was a missing person involved when you set up this consultation?” 

Carlsbad didn’t answer immediately and Joanna didn’t wait for him to think up a justification. “If you will excuse me, I need to go change my uniform so we can start our meeting.”
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Chapter Two: A Problem in Mountain County
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November 8

After a quick shower and change into a clean uniform, Joanna hurried down the corridor to the conference room. Adam Hicks had beaten her there. Joe Mills and Sheriff Tucker had also come in for the meeting. Both men were on medical disability while they recovered from injuries resulting from the explosion of preternatural encounters the department had encountered in the last two months. The final Hadrian’s Well attendant was Evangelos Drake, middle school teacher and local expert on all things preternatural. Marisol Guadalupe, Joanna’s other top deputy, had been left out as she’d had a false labor two days earlier and everyone was expecting the baby to arrive any day now. Also in the room were Sheriff Bart Carlsbad and actress, Anastasia “Ani” Breeze.

“Thank you for waiting,” Joanna said as she closed the conference room door behind her. “I assume that introductions have been made?”

When everyone nodded, she sat down at the table. “What have you got for us, Sheriff Carlsbad?”

“On October twenty-ninth,” Carlsbad began, “Ms. Breeze’s son, Sky, and his girlfriend, Teri Moore, arrived in Desolation, Montana to climb the South Wall of Widow’s Peak on Halloween day.”

Joanna looked around at her staff and consultant, wondering if she was the only one who had never heard of this mountain.

Carlsbad evidently saw her confusion. “It’s one of the most famous and difficult climbs in Montana—a brutal ascent that requires top notch technical skills.”

Joanna nodded thoughtfully. “And how old are Sky and Teri and do they have the skills for this climb?”

“They’re both college students,” Carlsbad informed them. “Sky is twenty-one and Teri is twenty. Both are experienced climbers. Whether they were experienced enough for the South Wall?” 

“They were!” Ani interrupted. “At least, Sky was. He’s been climbing since he was twelve and he’s done most of the big climbs in the U.S. and several in Europe. He isn’t missing because he wasn’t good enough. Something got him out there. Don’t waste time—” 

“Ms. Breeze,” Joanna interrupted her. “Sheriff Carlsbad has asked to consult with us on a preternatural problem that evidently involves your son. Please permit him to give us all the background he has because when dealing with the preternatural, you never know what’s going to be important. I understand that you are very worried right now, but now is not the time to save minutes. Let’s make sure we have all the information available to maximize our chances of being able to help you.”

Breeze looked like she was going to protest, but then she settled back into her seat and said, “Get on with it.”

Carlsbad resumed his briefing. “On October thirtieth, the two caught a ride with a local guide fifty miles into the wilderness to a drop off point seventeen miles from the South Wall. The terrain is very rugged out there and a jeep can’t get any closer than that. The plan was for them to hike into the mountain, climb the South Wall on Halloween Day. Spend the night at the top, and then come back down on November first. Then they could hike back and meet the car on the afternoon of November second. When the guide returned to pick them up, the two didn’t show. He waited until dark and then drove home and called the authorities.”

“Who waited two more days to start their search,” Breeze bitterly noted.

“That actually seems quick to me for the guide to call the police,” Adam Hicks observed. “I would think there would be all sorts of natural reasons for two climbers to be a little late returning under those conditions.”

“There are,” Carlsbad agreed. “And we didn’t ignore the situation for those two days. We sent an officer back with the guide on November third to see if the two climbers had shown up at the drop-off point. It’s a rugged journey and the two advanced two or three miles up the trail toward Widow’s Peak without seeing any sign of Sky and Teri. So, we called in a lot of experienced people on the fourth and started a formal search on the fifth.”

He paused a moment, gathering his thoughts. “I can’t stress highly enough that this is very rugged territory. The last thing I wanted was a lot of well-intended amateurs to go out into this kind of terrain searching for lost or possibly injured people. That’s a recipe for taking one problem and turning it into ten.”

Breeze had begun quietly crying. “And in the meantime, my son could be dying by himself, out on those cliffs.”

Sheriff Tucker leaned forward in his wheelchair. “How far did the search team go?”

“Right up to the South Wall,” Carlsbad answered. “That actually involves a lot of climbing just to get there.”

Joe Mills still had his arm in a sling, but that didn’t affect his brain. “So, they didn’t actually climb the South Wall?”

Instead of answering directly, Carlsbad asked, “Could I put up a PowerPoint on the screen?”

There was a little confusion while they tried to get the big screen in the conference room working, until Drake got tired of watching them fumble about and took over. He plugged the flash drive into the computer, pulled up Carlsbad’s slide deck, and then used the remote to get the big screen on the wall to turn on.

“And that’s why we need a school teacher as a consultant,” Sheriff Tucker joked. “It’s the only way we can get the tech working.”

Ani Breeze glared at him, but she didn’t say anything.

“Alright,” Carlsbad accepted a clicker from Drake. “This first image is a photo of Sky Breeze and Teri Moore, the missing couple.”

They were good looking kids, or young adults. Strangely enough, the girl looked more like Ani Breeze than the actress’ son, Sky, did. She had dark hair and clearly preferred the goth makeup. Sky, for his part, was blonde and happy looking.

Carlsbad clicked to the next PowerPoint slide. “This is the drop off point. Nothing too much to see other than signs that people have been camping there for years, waiting on their rides back to town.”

He clicked his button and kept talking. “This photo is here only to show you the kind of terrain we’re dealing with. It’s rugged with scrub foliage, very hard to find an unconscious person in.”

Joanna felt that might be an understatement. There were undoubtedly parts of that territory where you could walk within ten feet of an unconscious person and never notice they were there.

“This one is Widow’s Peak, itself,” Carlsbad continued. Tall and rugged didn’t even begin to describe the mountain. At the top, birds could be seen as little pinpricks on the picture circling the lofty reaches. 

“And here we have the infamous South Wall,” Carlsbad concluded. 

“People really climb that?” Joanna asked. The wall looked sheer and smooth to her.

“Most people climb one of the other faces,” Carlsbad noted. “They are not nearly so difficult.”

“That’s a very large territory,” Drake quietly observed. “Is there any evidence they actually went to the South Wall and not one of the other faces?”

“No,” Carlsbad admitted.

“Sky would not lie about a climb!” His mother snapped.

Drake turned to face her. He was wearing one of his standard suits and rubbing his gold Liberty Head Double Eagle between his thumb and forefinger. “Perhaps I misunderstood,” he told the woman. “I was under the impression that there had been no contact with your son after he was dropped off on October thirtieth.”

“There hasn’t been any contact that my office has been informed of,” Sheriff Carlsbad affirmed. “Ms. Breeze?”

“No,” the actress admitted. “I haven’t heard from him since he left Desolation.”

“Then I don’t understand why you are saying he wouldn’t lie about the climb,” Drake said. “Is it impossible that he and his friend went to Widow’s Peak intending to climb the South Wall but changed their minds and did something else? That wouldn’t involve a lie. It would simply be a change in plans.”

The actress hesitated. “I suppose they could have done that, but I don’t think they did. Sky was very excited about climbing the South Wall.”

“How was the weather on Halloween?” Adam Hicks asked. “Could that have made the two change their plans?”

“It was cold but that’s not unusual,” Carlsbad told them. “There was no rain or snow if that’s what you’re asking.”

“Satellite imagery?” Joe Mills prompted. 

“There isn’t any coverage over the Widow’s Peak area,” Carlsbad said. “At least there isn’t any that the government will admit to.”

Joanna realized she didn’t see anything in what Carlsbad had reported that explained why he had come to Hadrian’s Well. “So, where does the preternatural come into this?” 

“I’m not sure it does,” Carlsbad admitted just as Ms. Breeze answered, “Something preternatural got my son.” 

“Okay, what aren’t you telling us?” Joanna pushed. “All I see right now are two missing climbers, or, is it more than two?”

Carlsbad frowned. “They’re the only two we know about who went missing on Widow’s Peak.”

Everyone from Hadrian’s Well caught the lawyerly clarification. 

“What about the surrounding area?” Joanna asked before turning to Sheriff Tucker. “How big should I be asking about? Fifty miles? A hundred?”

“Let's try fifty for now,” Tucker suggested.

Carlsbad looked unhappy with the direction the conversation had turned. “Look, it’s not unusual for a backpacker or a climber to go missing in this area. It’s very rugged and unforgiving country.”

Joanna had interrogated enough suspects in her career to recognize when someone was trying to divert a question. “How many?”

“Seven,” Carlsbad admitted in a voice barely louder than a whisper.

“What?” the Hollywood actress clearly had not heard that information before.

“Seven?” Joanna pushed for more information.

Carlsbad cleared his throat. “We’ve had missing persons reports filed about seven people.”

“So, the number could actually be higher?” Joe Mills asked.

Ani Breeze rose to her feet. “Seven other people besides my son have gone missing?”

“People do go missing in that area all the time,” Carlsbad defended himself. “It really is rugged country.”

“How many have gone missing in the last five years before this one?” Joanna pressed.

“We don’t—” 

Carlsbad started to prevaricate again, but Joanna cut him off. “How many?”

The sheriff from Mountain County’s shoulders sagged in defeat. “Four that we never found.”

“Four people over five years, versus seven in one,” Hicks noted. “That’s a big difference.”

“Why didn’t you tell me about these others?” Breezed demanded. She was still standing and she looked as if she wished to storm around the table and wring the sheriff’s neck.

Carlsbad began to recover his mental footing. “Because there is no reason to think they’re connected to the loss of your son,” he told the woman. “A fifty-mile radius is a huge area. It’s nearly eight thousand square miles. There is no reason to think that all of these disappearances are related.”

“But you think they might be,” Adam Hicks observed, “or you wouldn't have come here. You think something preternatural got them.”

Carlsbad shook his head. “No, that’s Ms. Breeze’s idea. Maybe it’s because of her movies, but she’s got preternatural on the brain. She insisted we come down and talk to you and paid for the trip in her own private plane.”

Evan Drake spoke up again. “You haven’t shown us anything that suggests the involvement of a preternatural creature yet. Based on what you’ve told us, this could simply be a statistically improbable grouping of unfortunate accidents.”

“Precisely,” Carlsbad agreed.

Breeze sat down again and folded her hands in front of her on the table. “Show them the hand.”

Every deputy’s eyes focused on the sheriff from Montana. For his part, Carlsbad’s shoulders drooped again as he pulled up the next slide in his PowerPoint. A human hand appeared on the screen. The skin at the wrist was ragged, suggesting it had been ripped off the rest of the arm. The fingernails were scratched up, but they had been painted black at one time. The ring finger ended in a ragged stump very near its base.”

“Fingerprints match ones we found in Breeze and Moore’s car,” Carlsbad informed them. “DNA tests are being done to confirm the identity but we know this hand belongs to Teri Moore.”

“Where was it found?” Joanna wanted to know.

“In the rocks at the base of the South Face of Widow’s Peak,” Carlsbad informed them.

“Could you identify what separated the hand from the body?” the undersheriff asked.

“No,” Carlsbad said. “It was something strong, but it probably wasn’t teeth. The ring finger is another question. It probably was bitten off.”

“Grizzly?” Tucker suggested.

“Unlikely,” the other sheriff answered. “We’re checking the find for DNA, of course, but it’s probably been contaminated by scavengers. There were a couple of vulture feathers found nearby.”

Joanna rose from her seat to move closer to the screen. “This isn’t my area of expertise, but I don’t see any signs that that hand has been gnawed on by anything.”

Before Carlsbad could comment, Drake added, “If a vulture had become interested in this hand, why wouldn’t it have flown away with it?”

“You’re assuming that the hand was all that the vulture found,” Carlsbad pointed out. “My working theory is that more of the arm was at least tenuously attached to the hand when the vulture discovered it and this part fell off when the bird flew away with the meatier portion.”

“Why not a grizzly?” Tucker brought them back to his idea.

“It’s certainly possible,” Carlsbad admitted. “One would be strong enough to rip the hand free of the arm, but the bite? That seems delicate for a grizzly bear. A mountain lion is more probable but we’ll wait to see if the lab coats come up with anything.”

The group grew quiet, mulling over the problem until Ani Breeze suddenly asked. “So, what kind of monster do you think did this to poor Teri?”

“It’s not clear that a preternatural creature was involved in this at all,” Sheriff Tucker pointed out. 

“Yes, it was,” Breeze contradicted him. “It had to be one of the monsters. Everything you’ve said here reinforces that fact.” She looked disgustedly at the sheriff from Montana. “Seven other missing people. Only one of the monsters could cover such a range.”

“That’s actually not true,” Carlsbad pointed out. “And we still have no evidence that the disappearances are connected.”

Breeze ignored him, looking directly at Joanna. “I need to know which one of the creatures has taken my son.”

Joanna’s heart skipped a beat. No cop liked dealing with a victim’s family. And when one was like Ani Breeze, already certain she knew what had happened despite a lack of supporting evidence, it was even harder. She turned to Carlsbad. “Why did you let her come down here?”

Carlsbad shrugged. “She insisted.”

“You’re one of the country’s foremost experts on the preternatural,” Breeze told her.

The assertion both surprised and troubled Joanna. “No, I’m really not. My experience in Chicago was extremely limited and I’ve only been here in Hadrian’s Well for a little more than two months.”

“In addition,” Drake volunteered, “preternatural expertise is often largely dependent on regional knowledge. Sheriff Carlsbad and his deputies, and their local experts, are far more likely to be able to identify what did this—assuming it is a preternatural creature and not a natural one—than any of us are.

Carlsbad shook his head. “There hasn’t been a preternatural encounter in Desolation or the surrounding territory in more years than I’ve been alive. Even in the rest of Mountain County, we rarely find anything big and dangerous. It’s one of the reasons I reject the possibility. We’re talking about really rugged land. The preternatural just don’t seem to like it.”

“It’s been my experience,” Drake informed him, “that the preternatural will adapt to any environment, just like natural animals do. In a sparsely populated area, it’s not necessarily surprising that you aren’t seeing them.”

“You see!” Breeze seized on Drake’s statement. “You do know more than this worthless sheriff.”

“Whether I do or I don’t,” Drake told her. “I can’t help you. I see no evidence yet that this young woman was killed by a preternatural creature. In fact, it’s more likely that she died of an accident and her body was carried away by scavengers than it is that she was the victim of a preternatural attack. Despite our recent experience here in Hadrian’s Well, it is statistically unlikely that a human will be killed by a preternatural creature.”

Breeze obviously wasn’t listening to Drake, because she abruptly leaned closer to the undersheriff and said, “I want you and your team to come to Desolation and investigate my son’s death.”

The idea completely shocked Joanna. “What? No! What good could that possibly do?”

“You have to,” Breeze insisted as if this was so completely self-evident that no one could possibly argue with her.

“No, I really don’t,” Joanna pushed back. “Not only is Montana far outside of my jurisdiction, it would be completely negligent for me to go out there right now. Just look around this table. The sheriff and one of my three top deputies are injured and on leave. My third top deputy just went out on maternity leave. I’m terribly understaffed here, and frankly, even if I weren’t, I don’t see what I could do for you that Sheriff Carlsbad isn’t already doing.”

Breeze wasn’t having any of it. “I won’t take no for an answer!”

“And I won’t say yes under any foreseeable circumstance. Honestly, Ms. Breeze, what do you think I can do?”

Breeze shot to her feet again. “Your job!” she shouted.

Joanna chose to misconstrue her answer. “I’m glad you understand.” She turned to their other guest. “Sheriff Carlsbad, if you get any more information and would like an outside opinion, you’re welcome to ring us up on the phone or email pictures, but honestly, I still don't understand why you came down here.”

“You can’t say no to me!” Breeze insisted. “Do you know how many fans I have? Do you know what I can do to you in the media?”

“Nothing they haven’t already done to me,” Joanna told her. “Now, if the two of you will excuse to me, I have a drug dealer to process.”

She walked out of the room with Breeze still screaming at her.
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Chapter Three: An Angry Actress
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November 8

Sam Winter turned on her video camera as Ani Breeze stepped out of the Hadrian’s Well sheriff’s station, grateful that Marcie had called to give her a heads up on the actress’ visit. The deputies and station staff were always looking out for her. Ever since she’d started taking pictures and frankly, giving them really good press for their handling of some truly bizarre preternatural encounters, they had begun to treat her almost as if she were one of their own. She was pretty certain she could get a job in the department if she wanted one, but frankly, law enforcement was not the career she wanted for herself. The more she thought about it, the more she wanted to go Mr. Drake’s route—not as a school teacher, but as a preternatural expert consultant. That way she could continue to take her pictures and maybe make some extra money on the side. 

“Get that camera out of my face!” Ani Breeze shouted at Sam.

Sam actually was fairly close—five feet or so away—so she backed up a few steps to make certain the woman could walk unimpeded to her car while she continued to film the actress.

“I said!” Breeze darted forward and tried to snatch the camera out of Sam’s hands, “get that camera out of my face!” 

Sam narrowly evaded the woman’s grasp and kept filming. “Hey!” she snapped. “Watch it!” 

Breeze took a swing at Sam, but the uniformed man exiting with her grabbed hold of the actress and pulled her back. “You don’t want to do that, Ms. Breeze.”

“What is wrong with all of you?” the woman shouted. “Why won’t you help me get my son back?” 

Sam asked a question before she could even think to censor herself. “What happened to your son?” 

The actress didn’t precisely calm down, but she did stop trying to attack Sam. “My son has been attacked by monsters. He could be dying right now! And that horrible woman—that undersheriff—refuses to help me.”

“That doesn’t sound like Ms. Donovan,” Sam said. Then she noticed that the uniform the man accompanying Ms. Breeze wore didn’t look like the ones cops used in this area. “Where did this happen?”

“Widow’s Peak,” the Hollywood icon declared.

Sam frowned. She didn’t immediately recognize that location. They had a Widow’s Creek. They had a Dead Man’s Field. But a Widow’s Peak? “Where is that?” she asked.

“Montana,” the man with her said and then from the grimace that twisted his face, obviously regretted opening his mouth. 

“Well, what’s Ms. Donovan supposed to do about something that happened in Montana?” Sam asked. The very idea seemed crazy to her.

“Her job!” Breeze screamed and made another grab at either Sam or her camera. 

Fortunately, the man with her held her back again. 

Breeze shook him off. “Let’s get out of this stupid little town.” Without another word, she strode off into the parking lot. 

Sam kept filming until the two people drove away. Then she turned off her camera and went into the station. 

“Hey Marcie,” she greeted the daytime dispatcher. “Thanks for the tip.”

“Did you get a good picture?” the woman asked.

“I think so,” Sam told her.

“What are you going to do with it?” Marcie asked. 

“It’s not my usual thing,” Sam confided, “but I think I’ll reach out to TMZ and see if they want it. I hear they pay well. If not, I’ll use it on my new Instagram page to draw some more followers.” She paused a moment before adding. “What’s her deal anyway?”

“I’m not sure,” Marcie said just as Mr. Drake and Ms. Donovan left the conference room followed by Sheriff Tucker in his wheelchair and Deputy Joe Mills with his cane. 

“Hey, everybody,” Sam greeted them. “I just got video of Ani Breeze.”

Everyone sighed. “I think she’s going to try and make us look bad,” Sheriff Tucker announced.

“I still don’t understand what she thinks we can do,” Joanna told him. “This happened in Montana for God’s sake.”

“When people become overly distraught,” Mr. Drake observed, “they rarely act in a logical fashion.”

“Well, it is what it is,” Joanna acknowledged, “and we can’t do anything about it. We’ll just have to wait and see what happens. 
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Part II: Hadrian’s Well
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“Well, my loyal Breezies, my trip to Hadrian’s Well was a complete and utter disappointment,” Ani Breeze announced. Tears streamed down the actress’ face, scarring her makeup as she bravely faced the camera. “Joanna Donovan, the pathetic little Undersheriff of Hadrian’s Well, flatly refused to help me rescue my son. She’s a wretched excuse for a law enforcement officer and obviously not a mother. No mother could have been so callous to me. It makes me sick to think of how she’s been lionized by the media in recent weeks. She obviously doesn’t really care about people at all.”

Breeze wiped at her tears, further smearing her makeup. “So, here’s where we stand. The sheriff of Mountain County is clearly incompetent and the bitch in Hadrian’s Well refuses to help me, so if I’m going to save Sky, I need all of your help. I’m offering a one-million-dollar reward to anyone who brings my son back to me alive.” A sob escaped her before she could continue. “And one hundred thousand for anyone who brings me his body. I have to know what happened to my son.”

Ani Breeze, Instagram

November 8

“Hundreds, perhaps thousands, of people have flocked to the small town of Desolation, Montana more than doubling its population. Many have come purely to support Hollywood actress, Ani Breeze, but still more want to earn the promised one-million-dollar reward. There are football players, backpackers, army veterans, firemen, college students, and even members of a high school marching band—all with visions of earning that prize and finding out what happened to Sky Breeze and his girlfriend, Teri Moore.”

Global News Network

November 9

“Local sheriff, Bart Carlsbad, attempted to discourage the thousands of volunteers flooding into Desolation and the surrounding countryside, pointing out that each and every one of them is in danger of becoming the next missing person.”

Global News Network

November 11

“One week after Ani Breeze offered a reward of a million dollars for the safe return of her son, no one has uncovered any sign of Sky. With snow in the forecast, most of the searchers have given up. Many sport sprained ankles and suffer from dehydration after their time in the wilderness. There was no sign of the preternatural creature Ms. Breeze has postulated in the region. Perhaps, like Bigfoot, it simply doesn’t want to come out when so many people are looking for it.”

Global News Network

November 15
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Chapter Four: More Missing People
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November 16

Zelda Greer, owner of the local weekly newspaper, The Trumpet, stuck a microphone in Joanna’s face the moment she got out of her patrol car in the parking lot of the Hadrian’s Well sheriff’s station. “Do you feel bad about the news coming out of Desolation, Montana, undersheriff?”

Behind Greer, her regular photographer, Manny Garcia, had his video camera pointed at her. 

Joanna’s cellphone began to ring as she turned to face the woman and her cameraman. “Are you practicing ambush journalism now, Zelda? I mean, seriously, do you have to throw leading questions at me in the parking lot? Have I ever refused you an interview when you’ve asked for one?”

Zelda didn’t back down. “This is breaking news, undersheriff. How bad do you feel that you refused to help these people when you had the chance?”

Joanna sighed. “Zelda, what are you talking about?”

“Two more people are missing in Desolation, Montana, and Ani Breeze says that you could have saved their lives if you had been willing to help them.”

“Ani Breeze doesn’t know what she’s talking about, Zelda, and you can quote me on that,” Joanna responded. “As you know better than most, we are a small, currently understrength, sheriff’s department in Colorado. We do not have the staff or the resources to get involved in a search-and-rescue operation a thousand miles away in Montana—nor do we have the training for such an operation.”

Zelda couldn’t let it go. “Ms. Breeze says they asked you to get involved because of your expertise in the preternatural and you said no.”

“That’s not actually true,” Joanna pointed out. “We were asked to consult. The Mountain County Sheriff’s Department did not request that I or any member of my team travel to Montana to help with the investigation on site.”

“But Ms. Breeze said you refused—” 

Joanna cut her off. “My team and I were only asked to consult—nothing more and nothing less. Sheriff Carlsbad and Ms. Breeze journeyed here to Hadrian’s Well to brief us on the situation and the very limited amount of information regarding the disappearance that they had uncovered. At the time of that briefing, there was absolutely no evidence that a preternatural creature was even involved in the disappearance of the two young people. If new evidence comes to light, we will be happy to consider it and give Sheriff Carlsbad the best advice we can. As of this moment, he has not asked for any additional consultation.”

“But you wouldn’t have gone there even if he asked you to?” Zelda appeared determined not to understand what Joanna was telling her.

“To accomplish what?” Joanna asked.

“Why to rescue Ms. Breeze’s son,” Zelda answered with obvious exasperation.

“If Sheriff Carlsbad and I thought we could help rescue Ms. Breeze’s son,” Joanna told her, “I would be beating down the mayor’s door to get permission to travel to Desolation.”

“So, you would go?” Zelda pounced on this information as if it were a major revelation.

Joanna’s cellphone started ringing again. “Zelda, I think I have answered all of your questions.”

***
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Inside the sheriff’s station, an exasperated Marcie Hammett hung up the phone which immediately resumed ringing the instant she set it in the cradle. “It’s started again,” the dispatcher told her. “Everyone wants to know why you refuse to help Ms. Breeze save her boy and how many more people have to die for you to take this threat seriously.”

“Has the whole world gone insane?” Joanna asked. “I’m not the FBI! I have no jurisdiction in Desolation and plenty of reasons here not to go.”

Marcie shrugged and picked up the phone again just as Joanna’s cell began to ring a second time. She glanced at the caller ID and saw Bart Carlsbad’s name.

She sighed and went into her office, before accepting the call. “Donovan.”

“It’s about time you picked up your phone,” Carlsbad growled.

“And it’s good to talk to you again too, sheriff,” Donovan answered him. “Can you explain to me why it is that the media is blaming me for your failure to do your job?”

“I don’t have to take that kind of talk from you,” Carlsbad told her.

“So, hang up and go tell the press what is really going on,” Joanna countered.

“I don’t want to do that,” Carlsbad admitted.

“Yeah, I figured that,” Joanna said. “I guess it's convenient to have them blaming Hadrian’s Well for your problems.”

For the first time, Carlsbad sounded a little contrite. “No, that’s not what I mean. I have a lead. Don’t know what to do with it yet, but I have a lead, and I’d like your opinion.”

Joanna sat down and put her feet up on the desk. “Tell me.”

“We had two more people go missing last night,” Carlsbad informed her.

“You’re certain it was last night?” Joanna asked.

“Yes,” Carlsbad confirmed. “They didn’t go missing out in the wilderness. They lived on the edge of town.”

“And you think this is connected to Sky and Teri why?”

“I’m not positive it is,” the sheriff admitted, “but unlike the Moore girl, this one was a clear preternatural attack.”

Joanna stopped feeling irritated by all the press shenanigans and got interested. “Do tell.”

“I’d rather show you,” Carlsbad told her. “I’ve just texted you a picture.”

Joanna put him on speaker so she could look at the picture that had just arrived in her text messages. It was an outdoor scene with snowfall, but she couldn’t get it large enough to see any significant detail. “Hold on a minute while I email myself this pic so I can look at it on my computer monitor.”

She did this much more efficiently than they had done in the conference room when Carlsbad wanted to show his PowerPoint. The picture showed two sets of boot tracks ending at a pile of snow-covered firewood. They were one-way tracks. Part of the pile of firewood has been knocked over but there was no sign of a body falling or of tracks retreating.”

“Okay, I see it,” Joanna told him. “What happened to the people who made those tracks?”

Instead of answering her, Carlsbad sent her another picture. “Now look at this one.”

Joanna forwarded the image to her email again so see could see it on the larger monitor. This one showed the other side of the stack of firewood where a clear trail of blood drops led further out, away from the original tracks.

She stopped and thought about that for a moment before saying the obvious. “Looks like you have a flyer or two on your hands.”

“That’s what I think too,” Carlsbad confirmed. “You have any idea what could have done that?”

Joanna continued to consider the problem. “The nosferatu comes to mind. It’s nocturnal and it is strong enough to carry a man, although it doesn’t have true wings so I don't know how far it could take someone without returning to the ground.”

“Yes,” Carlsbad acknowledged the idea. “We’ve thought of that one. It also likes to live in caves.”

“I wouldn’t put too much hope in the nosferatu theory—at least not before you research other flying preternaturals,” Joanna suggested.

“You know of any others?” Carlsbad asked.

“Not off the top of my head,” Joanna admitted. “Did the DNA results on that hand come back yet?”

“Yes, but they were useless,” the sheriff grumbled. “All of the samples were either the girl’s or that vulture that contaminated the scene and left its feathers behind.”

“That’s bad luck,” Joanna consoled him.

“They’re taking new samples, but these things take time.”

“Not a lot of that with the press breathing down your throat,” Joanna commiserated. “Look, I’ll poll my team and see if they can think of another preternatural creature that might be able to do this.”

“Thanks,” Carlsbad told her. He hesitated, and then asked, “So, are you planning to come up here?”

“No,” Joanna was not playing any games on this subject. “And don't tell me you want me to because I won’t believe you.”

“I don’t want you to,” Carlsbad agreed, “but fair warning. Ani Breeze flew back to Colorado today to see if she can’t convince you to come up.”

“Of all the stupid—”

“Word to the wise,” Carlsbad cut her off. “When she couldn’t get me to do what she wanted, she went to my superiors. They were more susceptible to her pressure. There’s a formal request now.”

“This is crazy,” Joanna said. “But you met my boss. Even if he were back on active duty and in command again, he’s not the type to sell me out.”

“That’s not the superior you should be worrying about,” Carlsbad told her before abruptly hanging up.

“What the heck did he mean by that?” Joanna wondered aloud.

Her desk phone began to ring and Joanna picked it up. “Donovan.”

“Undersheriff, I have the mayor on line one,” Marice told her. 

The announcement puzzled Joanna. Mayor Abigail Alston was a strict isolationist as far as Hadrian’s Well was concerned. It seemed to Joanna that she would be even less likely than Sheriff Tucker to pressure her to depart her own jurisdiction to go help another department out. “Mayor?”

“Get your butt over to my office fast as you can, Donovan,” the mayor ordered in her gruff no-diplomacy manner. “The governor is going to call and wants to talk to both of us.”
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Chapter Five: The Governor’s Call
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November 16

Mayor Alston was a short woman with the stubborn bristles of a couple of whiskers sticking out of her chin. The effect, unfortunately, was to take a powerfully homely woman and make her look that much less classically feminine. Not that it had ever appeared to bother the mayor. She was a hard drinking, blunt spoken, Hadrian’s Well institution with the staying power of an old oaken stump that had been sitting in someone’s front yard for a hundred years.

“Well, you’ve stuck us in the middle of it this time, Donovan,” the older woman greeted her.

“Excuse me?” Joanna responded. 

“This mess with Breeze—”

“Is a Mountain County, Montana problem,” Joanna cut her off. “It has nothing to do with us.”

“You didn’t even collect a fee for the department before consulting with them,” the mayor grumbled. 

The suggestion disturbed Joanna. Did the mayor really want them to start charging other jurisdictions just to talk with them about their preternatural problems? That was never going to happen on Joanna’s watch.

The phone rang on the mayor’s desk and the top elected official in Hadrian’s Well picked it up without hesitation. “Governor?” She waited a moment before adding. “Yes, she’s here. I’ll put you on speaker phone.”

She pushed a button with one of her stubby fingers and re-cradled the receiver. “Governor Nathaniel Brooks, you’re with myself and Undersheriff Joanna Donovan.”

“Good,” a strong voice Joanna had heard on the television several times in the past two months emitted from the phone. “Undersheriff, I’ll get right to the point. At the request of Governor Ethan Trench of Montana, I am putting together a taskforce to go to Montana and help the local authorities with this preternatural problem they’re having. I’m assigning you to the taskforce.”

“No, you aren’t,” Joanna heard herself protest.

The mayor shot her a hard look which might have been condemnation and might have been approval—it was difficult to tell with her. 

The governor lost no time in informing Joanna that he was not accepting her refusal. “Actually, you are. Under the Law Enforcement Ordinance of 1894 I have the right as chief law enforcement officer of the state to command local police forces in a declared emergency. I have declared such an emergency to help Mountain County and—”

“And I’ll go to court to get your emergency declared invalid,” Joanna put him off. “It is invalid on its surface. You’re trying to draft small town law enforcement to help with a problem two states and a thousand miles away.”

“You don’t have standing to sue,” the governor told her.

“As the person being drafted, I absolutely do have standing,” Joanna contradicted him.

“The law clearly denotes that only the mayors of the local police jurisdictions can sue to keep their law enforcement officers from falling under my command.”

“Be that as it may, I’m willing to let the courts tell me to my face that they will not intervene in this absurdity,” Joanna said. “Not that I will have to. Mayor Alston can’t be happy about you taking one of her officers out from under her. She’s quite possessive, you know.”

“I’m not suing,” Alston contradicted her, “and neither are you.”

“Mayor?” Joanna challenged the other woman. She felt a bit slow on the uptake. Of course, the mayor and the governor would have worked out the details of whatever they were planning before including Joanna in the conversation.

“Governor Brooks has agreed to restore our DEI funding for law enforcement to us,” Alston informed her. 

“You’re what?” Joanna pressed.

“The state allocates funding to help small departments like ours diversify,” the mayor explained. “We lost ours not because we weren’t diverse—we have blacks, Hispanics, whites, men, and women in our department. Taking our funding was a dirty trick the governor played because we prefer to hire local officers rather than the retired state policemen he’s been trying to foist on us since he came into office. We’ll beat him in court eventually, but he’s stretching it out to make it as expensive to us as possible.”

Joann didn’t like the sound of any of this. It stank of backroom political deals. “How many officers are we talking about?”  

“Three,” Alston said. 

“And we get them back if I agree to go?” Joanna pressed on the point because she didn’t exactly trust the mayor to be forthright with her.

Alston smiled triumphantly. “All three plus all the money we’ve already spent in court fighting his unconstitutional act in withholding the funding from us.”

“I’m not admitting that my actions were unconstitutional,” Governor Brooks chimed in. 

Joanna ignored him. She really didn’t like the sound of any of this. Her responsibility was to Hadrian’s Well—not Desolation, Montana. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t have any choice,” Alston told her. “You’ve been drafted. You have to go.”

Joanna wasn’t taking that sort of nonsense lying down. “There are always choices, mayor, but before either of us does something rash, let’s find out what else is involved. Governor, who else is on this taskforce? Am I in charge?”

“No,” Brooks told her through the phone. “Captain Dennis Blaine is in charge.”

“You’re not doing a very good job of selling this, governor,” Joanna told him. “Blaine is better at petty politics than police work and as far as I know, he has extremely limited experience with the preternatural.”

“Blaine’s in charge,” the governor repeated. 

“We’ll put off that discussion for now,” Joanna told him. “Who else is on this task force.”

“Forensic Specialist Adriane Star and Corporal Matt Castle,” the governor said with more than a little show of impatience. 

“The reason for including the forensic specialist is obvious,” Joanna said. “Why is Corporal Castle on the
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