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CHAPTER 1
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I turned up my collar against the morning’s cold mist as I crossed Heider Street.

Looking down the hill, I saw how the road from the town of Inglesee swept away towards the ocean side cliffs, only to turn sharply as it ran alongside the rocky ledges at the sea. Quaint one- and two-story Victorian houses lined both sides of the wide street. The ocean would normally be in plain sight, but the fog was encroaching, slowly but surely, across the North Pacific coast, burying all details in an impenetrable gray blanket. To the casual eye, the road from Inglesee headed into what looked like the edge of the world.

Here I was, retired at last! Safe from all the hustle of Gordo Falls, the county seat of Adams County in Northern California. All I have to do is to take care of the garden, feed the hummingbirds, and take these occasional trips to the bank to deposit my pension check. As I was doing this very moment.

I go by the name of Jason Carter, though most people call me Jace. I’m in my mid-60s as to age, of average height and weight, with short graying hair and glasses. Paul Newman, I’m not.

As for my peace of mind in not doing a whole lot, maybe that was because I wasn’t retired all that long. It still felt good to putter around the house and to read a good book now and then. Perhaps the time would come when loftier ambitions would rise to the fore, but so far, the peace and quiet felt good.

I worked for years for contracting companies and developers, first as a draftsman, then later as an engineering technician. The pay was good, but the pattern of hiring on for a major project, then being laid off when the project was completed, became unsettling. Hard to plan for the future that way.

As jobs came and went, and after multiple attempts and failures, I finally passed the state Fundamentals of Engineering exam, a stepping stone along the way to getting my engineering license.

After the last layoff from a construction firm, and out of a mixture of curiosity and desperation, I applied for work at the Adams County Public Works Department in Gordo Falls. The job flyer said that they needed help with their project management and design oversight, which is basically what I did for the development firms I worked for. The pay was not what I was used to, so I figured I would need to take my lunch to work, but it was steady work, which made it golden in my book. The benefits were also good, with paid sick leave and generous paid vacation allowances, culminating in a State-backed pension upon retirement.

Overall, it was a good move. By this time, I was working hard on preparing for the Professional Engineer’s Exam. Back then, this was actually four exams, consisting of the legal exam, the seismic exam, the surveying exam, and the eight-hour technical exam. The latter was the most grueling, consisting of four hours of problem solving in the five civil engineering fields of building structure, water resources, geotechnical, environmental, and traffic design; then four hours spent on intense problems in one of these fields, going in deep.

Obtaining my civil professional engineering license was a fine achievement, and allowed me to work at the county public works department for twenty-five years as a professional engineer. 

The years sped by. One happy day I was signing my retirement papers, and soon after that, driving to my new home in Inglesee.

In my travels on county business, I made the occasional trip to Inglesee, and I was instantly attracted to the small community. Perched on cliffs overlooking the ocean, it was very picturesque. The friendly ways of the community there were also appealing to me. 

Inglesee was remote. The main road to the area was a difficult one with many curves. I could have stayed in Gordo Falls, but that was just a place to live near my job. It was also very hot in the summer. Inglesee had temperatures that were just about the same year round: highs in the upper 60s, lows at night in the 50s, except in winter, when they dropped to the 40s. In an increasingly warm world, the cool temperatures along the Adams County coast had a great attraction for me. 

So, while still working, I bought a small cottage in Inglesee that I knew I could afford after I retired. It was small but elegant, a one-bedroom place with a garden. I didn’t have to worry about location very much; Inglesee was a small, quiet town.

I walked the few blocks to my bank and deposited my pension check. Feeling flush with cash, I stopped at the pre-eminent coffee shop and de facto community center, Inglenesia.

The coffee shop was full of noisy conversation from the friendly customers jamming the place. The air was filled with the scents of cinnamon, coffee, and fresh baking; there was also the subtle background sounds of soft rock music.

Raphael “Rafe” Stewart, proprietor, was in full voice that morning.

“Jace, good to see you! How’s retirement treating you?”

“Couldn’t be better. How about a large black French roast and a poppy seed bagel?”

“Coming right up. I’ll bring it to you.”

I found a mostly unused corner of the bustling café and waited patiently for delivery. Rafe did indeed bring the bagel and coffee to me himself.

“Rafe, are you short-handed this morning?”

“Yes, two of my servers came down sick. Is it that obvious?”

“Well, you do look a little busy.”

“Ready to come out of retirement? I can put you on the job right now,” Rafe grinned.

I smiled. “No thanks. This looks like too much work to me.”

Rafe grinned again. “It is.” Then he became more serious and leaned over to me. “I have something to tell you. Sheriff Dirksen stopped by this morning and asked me to tell you that he would welcome a visit from you at his office sometime today.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah, I thought it was kind of funny. too. You haven’t been here long enough to rack up a bunch of parking tickets yet.” Rafe shrugged. “I figured, if he wanted me to know what it was all about, he would have told me.”

“Makes life interesting.”

I paid Rafe for the food and drink, and sat puzzling over what this could all be about.

I knew Sheriff Dirksen for many years before when I worked for the county, a memory that increased rather than relieved my dread of seeing him. He could be abrasive and curt, but he somehow had the confidence of the people he served. Maybe Adams County liked their lawmen on the tough side. He visited Inglesee in person routinely every two weeks or so. 

I calmly finished my breakfast and shuffled out of the crowded café into the misty cold outside. 

Inglesee had many advantages, and one of them being that it truly was a small town. It was maybe fifteen blocks from one end of town to the other. The grocery store, the pharmacy, a few good restaurants and some small hotels, were all easily reached with a relatively short walk. Toss in a school, a post office, a formal community center, and the sheriff’s office, and that listed the available
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