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This novel is dedicated to Desmond Doane for his amazing trilogy, Graveyard Classified, one of the best horror trilogies I’ve ever read. The books are creepy and unsettling, tones I often try to recreate in the Preternatural series, but it’s his wonderfully developed characters that will make you love his books. Thank you, Mr. Doane, for three very good reads. I hope you enjoy this one. 
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Chapter One: It’s My Husband, Leland
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“Sheriff’s department, how may I help you?” Marcie Hammet, the daytime dispatcher said as Undersheriff Joanna Donovan passed her desk, trying not to splatter it with rain from her slicker. Marcie had her headphones on, so Joanna couldn’t hear the call as she walked past toward her office, but she sensed the potential problem when Marcie suddenly caught her eyes.

She paused in midstride, then turned to stand by Marcie’s desk, water dripping down onto her boots. 

“Let me check if the undersheriff is out of her meeting, please,” Marcie said into her microphone as she handed Joanna a second set of headphones. “May I ask your name, please?” 

Joanna put one of the headphones to her ear in time to hear the caller say, “My name is Mrs. Linda Fink. Ms. Donovan met me a few weeks ago when the rock troll damaged our shed.”

An image of a thirtyish woman standing in the door of her rickety home holding the neck of her bathrobe closed with a white-knuckled hand flashed through Joanna’s mind. She had a sweet little ten-year-old daughter and an absolute ass of a husband. She hoped she wasn’t calling to report domestic abuse. Her husband, Leland Fink, had the look about him that made the accusation all too plausible. 

“So, what’s prompted you to call the sheriff’s department today, Mrs. Fink?” Marcie asked. 

“It’s my husband, Leland,” Mrs. Fink confided and both Marcie and Joanna frowned. The problem wasn’t putting an abuser in jail. That was something the undersheriff and all of her deputies would happily do. The problem was that the victim usually didn’t want to press charges which made it damn near impossible to protect them from further violence. 

“What did your husband do, Mrs. Fink?” the dispatcher prodded the woman.

“He brought me flowers,” Mrs. Fink said with a gasp that sounded like she was barely holding back a sob. 

“He what?” Marcie asked even as Joanna silently thought the same question.

This time the woman on the other end of the phone call did start to cry. “He came home for lunch and brought me flowers. He hasn’t done that since—no, I don’t think he even did that when we were dating back in high school. Something’s wrong with him!” 

Marcie met Joanna’s eyes and shrugged as if to say, “I don’t get it either.” 

The undersheriff made a rapid keep her talking gesture with her hand and Marcie shrugged again and said, “Well that does sound a little out of the ordinary. Is there some occasion for the flowers like your birthday or your anniversary?” 

“I asked him that,” Mrs. Fink said continuing to cry. “And he said,” she paused for air. “He said, it was because I—because I looked so nice today.” The poor woman broke into uncontrollable sobs for several seconds while Marcie looked to Joanna as if she would somehow magically know what to do when a husband started acting nice to his wife. 

When the distraught woman regained some of her composure, Marcie said. “Mrs. Fink, I’m sorry if I’m being particularly slow, but I’m having a hard time understanding why you called the sheriff’s department today. I mean, people usually call us when bad things are happening in their lives, but his sounds sort of, well, nice?” 

“But it’s not just the flowers,” Mrs. Fink protested. 

“Ahhhh,” both Joanna and Marcie mouthed the word without making any sound. There had to be more to it. The bastard had hit her or something and was trying to make up for it with the bouquet of flowers. 

“Yesterday morning, he got up early and made us all breakfast,” she started crying again. “He said, he said it was because he really appreciates how nice Missy and I keep the house for him.” 

Joanna blinked. If this were happening back in Chicago she would wonder if one of the other officers had teamed up with Marcie to pull a prank on her, but she really didn’t know any of her deputies here that well, and she’d met Linda Fink and just couldn’t believe that this call was a practical joke. 

“And the day before that he washed the car without being asked and then fixed the loose step that Missy and I keep tripping on,” Mrs. Fink continued, her speech getting faster with each new revelation. “And he’s been volunteering to pick up Missy after band practice and even asked her to play a song for us on her flute. And when she finished, he asked her to play more. And he’s helping wash the dishes and he’s even taking out the trash and you know how much he hates doing that.”

“But these are good things, right?” Marcie asked. 

Mrs. Fink abruptly lowered her voice and fiercely whispered, “It ain’t like him! He’s changed.” 

“But,” Marcie started to say while Joanna mouthed, What crime? at her.

The dispatcher started again. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Fink, but I’m having trouble understanding what your husband’s done that would interest the sheriff’s department. What you’re describing would make most women happy.”

“It’s just I don’t understand what’s come over him,” Mrs. Fink confessed. “It’s like I’m living with a different person.”

“Well, I’m very happy for you that your husband has turned over a new leaf,” Marcie told her. 

“Couldn’t you come talk to him?” Mrs. Fink asked. 

Marcie glanced up at Joanna who rolled her eyes. “I’ll talk to the undersheriff about it,” Marcie promised, “but we’re awfully shorthanded these days after the trouble that’s beset our town this past month. It may be a while before we can free up a deputy to come out.”

Trouble was an understatement. A nosferatu had killed or incapacitated more than half of the sheriff’s department, then a rock troll had passed through, followed by an actual invasion of zombies which had hurt even more of them. There really weren’t that many deputies left to respond to real crimes, even with the town militia helping out with the simpler tasks like directing traffic. 

“Well, if that’s the best you can do,” the troubled woman on the other end of the call said. She obviously wasn’t used to standing up for herself. 

“You call us back if he does something bad,” Marcie told her, “but honestly, if he’s doing good things, enjoy it.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” the woman said without any real feeling in the words.

Marcie disconnected the call and both women immediately broke out laughing. “Did she really just complain that her husband was being nice to her?” Joanna asked. 

“I tell you, every time I think I’ve heard it all in this job, I get a call just as strange as that one,” Marcie told her. She shook her head in amazement. “Imagine complaining that your husband brought you flowers.”

The phone rang again, and Marcie picked up the call. “Sheriff’s department, how may I help you?”

The happy smile immediately fled her face. “Do you believe you are safe right now?” 

Joanna immediately picked up the other set of headphones and put them on. An obviously frightened woman was saying. “I don’t know! I’ve got my dogs with me, but, I don’t know what killed him. Maybe he just drowned—his clothes are missing, I guess he could have gone swimming.” 

In this weather? Joanna dismissed that idea out of hand. It had rained off and on for most of the two weeks since the zombies had attacked, and really hard for the past several days. No one was going swimming in this weather. “This is Undersheriff Donovan,” she cut into Marcie’s call. “Where are you right now, Ms....?” 

“My name is Patty James. I’m on Old Post Road.”

Joanna pictured the map in her mind. Old Post Road cut into the mountains north of town. It was way too long and winding for her to find the woman without a little additional information. “Where on Old Post Road?” 

“I’m at the bridge over Widow’s Creek,” the woman said. “Normally I jog over it and then turn back but my dogs spotted something up against the bridge in the water and it’s a man—a dead man.”

Joanna suppressed the urge to ask why on earth the woman was jogging in this weather. There would be time for such questions later. “Listen to me carefully, Ms. James. I’m on my way up there right now. I want you to give my dispatcher here your home address and then jog home immediately. I or my deputies will talk to you there. I do not want you standing around in the rain in case this wasn’t a simple drowning. Do you understand?” 

“Y-y-yes, ma’am,” the woman stammered. 

Joanna pulled off her headphones and started back toward the front of the station, the pounding rain, and her patrol car. “When you finish getting that information from her,” she called back over her shoulder to Marcie, “call Fred Mercer, the coroner, to come out and declare the man dead, and have Mercy hospital send out an ambulance to bring the body back for an autopsy.” She hesitated before adding, “And have Ed Nelson meet me out there. We might as well give him a little experience while I investigate the possible crime.” 

“Only a possible crime, undersheriff?” Marcie asked with sort of half smile that suggested she thought her boss was guilty of wishful thinking.

Joanna sighed. “Look, I know this is Hadrian’s Well, but we can at least hope that the dead man was just dumb enough to go skinny dipping in a thunderstorm, can’t we?” 

Marcie started to return to her call, and hesitated. “You don’t want me to call Mr. Drake?”

“No, he’s teaching school right now. I don’t want to interrupt him until we know we need his expertise.”

Marcie nodded and returned to her call and Joanna braced herself, pushed open the station doors, and returned to the storm.
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​Chapter Two: At Least He Died Happy
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Thick drops of icy cold water pelted Joanna as she got out of her patrol car. They immediately found their way inside her slicker, rolling down her neck to soak the silk scarf she wore to hide the scars left on her throat by the vampire attack she’d survived back in Chicago. With an unhappy sigh, she reached back into the vehicle and pulled out the cowboy hat that was her least favorite part of the local law-enforcement uniform. On tough or distinguished looking men like the injured Joe Mills or Sheriff Tucker, the hat made them look cool. On the lady officers like herself or young Stacey Pratt, Joanna felt the accessory looked cute and cute was a death knell for a woman to be taken seriously in law enforcement. Still, the rain had been really bad for something like five days now and the hat helped to keep her dry. 

She settled the hated object firmly on her head and got out to look around. The jogger was gone as she had ordered. That added a little complication to her task, but if this wasn’t a natural death, she was not going to be responsible for getting a civilian killed while she stood around waiting for the police to arrive. She stepped onto the bridge and looked over at the dangerously high water, thinking as she did of old fairy tales about trolls trying to get people to do just this. 

The body was tangled in a large tree branch pressed against the side of the bridge and the riverbank. As the jogger had reported, it was clearly naked—unusual to say the least, especially at this time of the year and after days of rain. She wondered what had happened to him.

She hurried to the far end of the bridge, stepped out onto the wet ground beyond it, and carefully made her way down to the water’s edge. In normal times, this branch and the dead man tangled within it probably would have washed right under the structure, but with five days of heavy rain the creek was high enough that the branch had gotten caught on the concrete road crossing the water. 

She couldn’t get to the body without wading into the water and that would be a foolish thing to do before other emergency responders arrived. There was too much chance of an accident that would end up with her being hypothermic—or worse, she might drown herself. 

She settled for getting to the water’s edge where she assured herself that yes, the poor unfortunate man really did have his face beneath the surface of the creek. Then she climbed back up to the bridge to wait for reinforcements.

****
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The ambulance arrived first, disgorging Fran Anderson, an experienced paramedic whom Joanna had worked with before. Fran had a good head on her shoulders which was especially important in a town like Hadrian’s Well. 

Her partner, Doug, was less dependable—mostly because he was young and more interested in chatting up pretty girls than he was in rescuing people. He’d be awfully disappointed when he learned it was Ed Nelson coming and not Stacey Pratt.

Speaking of which...

A patrol car pulled up directly behind the ambulance, stopped, thought about it for a few seconds, and then backed up twenty-five feet before parking again. Ed Nelson got out and placed his cowboy hat firmly upon his head as he braced himself against the cold rain. Then he hurried across the road to Joanna about the same time that Fran and Doug arrived. 

“Morning, everyone,” he greeted them. “What’s going on?” 

“We’ve got a body in the water,” Joanna told him. “We’re just waiting on the coroner.”

“You think he’ll come?” Fran Anderson asked. “Fred Mercer does not like leaving town or visiting the scene of the crime, so to speak.” 

“But he’s the coroner,” Joanna protested. 

“He’s really just an undertaker,” Fran reminded her. “The coroner job is not his main source of income. Don’t get Hadrian’s Well confused with a big city where one of the medical examiner’s assistants has to come out to the scene to officially declare the corpse is dead.”

Joanna successfully refrained from rolling her eyes at yet another reminder of how far she had fallen when she lost her place in the Chicago police department. Then again, she thought, she had saved a lot more lives since coming to Hadrian’s Well than she probably would have in her entire career in Chicago. So what if things were a little less sophisticated here. She was making a difference, which was why she’d became a cop in the first place. 

“All right then, why don’t we get the body out of the water while we wait to learn if Mr. Mercer is going to show up to declare him dead?”

As she finished speaking, Little Charlie Shaw’s car rolled up the road and parked in front of the ambulance. That car had once belonged to Big Charlie Shaw, a deputy on the force who had been killed a month ago in the nosferatu attack. It now belonged to his high school football star son who really should be in class right now. Fortunately, it was Charlie’s girlfriend, a cute nineteen-year-old with long blonde hair, who got out from behind the wheel. Digital camera in hand, she hurried across the road to join them, even as she pulled her raincoat tight around the uniform of a local restaurant—Dairy Queen knock off, Dairy King. “Hi everyone, sorry it took so long to get here. I had to convince Mr. Eddie to let me take my lunch early today so I could come take pictures.”

“Sam,” Joanna greeted her, suppressing her irritation that a civilian had almost beaten her to the scene. “How did you even find out we had another body up here?”

“I have my sources,” Sam told her with a big grin. 

Joanna guessed the girl’s source was named daytime dispatcher, Marcie Hammet. Big Charlie had been a popular deputy and the gossip around the station was all happy that Sam had started dating his son.

“So, what type of preternatural creature are we dealing with here?” Sam asked as she looked around for the body. “And where’s Mr. Drake?” 

“We haven’t called in Drake yet,” Joanna told her, “because we don’t know if the preternatural is even involved in this death. It looks like it might be a simple drowning.” 

Sam’s shoulders sagged a little with disappointment. She’d been making extra money to pay for college by snapping pictures of preternatural attacks and selling them to the Associated Press. Some of them were extremely good and she’d been interviewed several times now by the national press—shows like Good Morning America. A simple drowning probably didn’t look that exciting after catching a nosferatu in action. 

A moment later, Sam put on her game face and said, “Well, where’s the body? The Trumpet might still be interested in the pictures.”

Joanna hooked her thumb toward the side of the bridge and Sam leaned over to see the dead man tangled up in the branch. “Ew, gross, he’s naked,” she complained even as she brought the camera to her eye and started snapping images. 

Then, without waiting for Joanna or the others, she moved off the bridge and began approaching the dead man, snapping pictures all the way. 

A fourth car—fifth if you counted Joanna’s—parked on the far side of the bridge and a stranger got out. Like Sam, she held a camera, and began taking pictures of the group of them as she approached.

“And you are?” Joanna asked as the newcomer got within speaking distance. She was pretty certain she had met her recently, but she’d met many dozens of outsiders in the past few days in the latest media frenzy over Hadrian’s Well. 

“Gale Kirby,” the woman told them, “Denver Star.” She offered a business card which the storm quickly soaked.

Joanna took the card, glanced at it long enough to see the woman’s title was reporter and stuck it in the pocket of her slicker. “And what brings you to Hadrian’s Well, Ms. Kirby?” 

The woman laughed. “You have got to be kidding me, sheriff. A nosferatu, a rock troll and now zombies, all in one month. About the time the press corps turns around and gets home again, you’ve got another monster attacking your citizens. So, my paper decided to keep me down here for a couple of weeks and see what else turns up.” 

Joanna frowned. She really didn’t like reporters. It was people like this Kirby who had blown her encounter with the vampires in Chicago into a cause celebre for particularly braindead politicians who were concerned that she had violated the rights of the vampires by shooting them with blessed ammunition after they attacked her. Apparently, taking basic precautions to protect her life demonstrated an unacceptable bias against the preternatural that had ultimately cost her her position as a detective on the Chicago police force. 

One thing she had learned from the experience, however, was that trying to block a reporter’s access to a story only made them more vicious. “Well, welcome to Hadrian’s Well, Ms. Kirby,” Joanna told her. “And it’s undersheriff not sheriff. I don’t know if we have a preternatural attack today, but you’re welcome to watch as we try to find out. Just please stay out of the way while we bring the body up. Ed, get the ropes out of the car, I don’t want anyone falling in. Doug, how do you feel about getting a little wet today? We could use your muscle in pulling that unfortunate man up onto the riverbank.”

Any hesitations Doug might have had about getting wet disappeared when Joanna mentioned his muscles in front of the Denver reporter. “Sure thing, sheriff.” 

Joanna suppressed a sigh. “It’s undersheriff, Doug. Now get to work.”

She supervised while Ed and Doug tied two sets of ropes to the side of the bridge and then went down to the water’s edge to tie the other ends to the large branch that held the body in it. That wasn’t what she had had in mind when she’d detailed them the task. She’d expected them to secure themselves with the rope and then go out and pull the corpse in. 

It was time to offer a little helpful suggestion. “Gentlemen?” she called out. “What are you going to do if the body pulls free of that branch and goes floating down Widow’s Creek?”

Doug face-palmed—an image which Joanna was quite certain both Sam and Kirby caught with their cameras. Then both men untied the ends of the rope from the branch and prepared to go out and tie them to the body.

“Think it through, gentlemen,” Joanna called out to them. “One of those ropes is to protect you as if you were a mountain climber.” 

The two men finally got the idea and began to secure Doug with one of the ropes.

“Doing a little on the job training?” Kirby asked Joanna. 

“That’s the best kind when the circumstances permit it,” Joanna told her. “It forces them to use their brains. Tying the rope to the branch is not a terrible idea, it’s just not the best one for these circumstances.” 

“And you’re not concerned that I’m witnessing you using a real dead man to train your deputies?” the reporter asked. 

“You say that as if we’re doing something wrong or disrespectful,” Joanna told her, wondering if the woman really thought she was going to admit to how irritated she was that the reporter was here. “Quite the opposite is the case. Bringing that body all the way on to the riverbank is going to be very hard. Those two young men are strong and healthy—really the best people we have available for the task. They just need a little direction.” 

A large splash brought their attention back to the riverbank where Doug had just managed to slip and dunk himself. He came back to the surface sputtering. “Damn, it’s cold in here,” he complained. 

“Just get the job done,” Fran Anderson shouted down to him. 

Still grumbling, Doug secured the second rope around the waist of the dead man and then, together with Ed began to pull him and the branch out of the water. 

“Excuse me,” Joanna told Kirby and hurried off the bridge and down to the edge of the water to lend a hand. It was heavy, but they got the body on the bank of the creek with Sam and Kirby both taking pictures. 

Yet another car rolled across the bridge, this time bringing Fred Mercer, the coroner. He got out of his car, lifted an umbrella above his head, and unhappily made his way down to the riverbank to join them. “Well, I’m here, undersheriff,” he announced. 

“Just in time to perform your duties,” Joanna told him with forced mirth, then added a little diplomacy to her greeting. “Thanks for coming out. I know you’re busy.” 

Mercer looked at the naked man Doug and Ed were even then pulling from the tree branch. He was maybe fifty or sixty years old with shoulder length gray hair that had been darkened by the water. Despite his age, he had a fairly good physique—tough and wiry—that indicated the stranger was quite active in the years before he died.

The body pulled free of the branch and Ed and Doug laid it on its back on the riverbank. 

“What is with that face?” Sam asked even as she pushed in too near to take a closeup picture.

Joanna sought out the source of Sam’s concern and found a disturbingly large smile on the dead man’s lips.

“Well at least he died happy,” the coroner joked, clearly pleased with what he obviously thought was a Jerry Seinfeld level witticism. 

Joanna brought him back to business. “What killed him?” 

“I’ll have to do an autopsy to determine that,” Mercer told her, “but I’d say that whatever it was didn’t happen too long ago or that happy expression would have turned into a rictus grin. You know, the skin tightens when a man dies, pulling the lips back away from the teeth and that hasn’t happened at all yet.”

He lifted one of the dead man’s hands and dropped it again. “In fact, there’s no sign of rigor at all yet.” He paused a moment “Of course, cold water like this creek can delay the onset so that might not be as telling as you’d think.”

“So, you can’t tell me how long he’s been dead?” Joanna asked.

Mercer grasped the dead man’s wrist again. “He’s as cold as the water in Widow’s Creek so an exact time of death is going to be hard to determine but I think it’s safe to say hours and not days.”

He looked a little more thoroughly at the body. “Other than scratches I would guess were made by this tree branch he was caught in, I don’t see any obvious signs of injury, so I suspect we’re going to find this was a simple drowning, although why anyone would go skinny dipping in this weather is beyond me.”

Joanna nodded. “It takes all kinds, doesn’t it?” She looked around her and decided how she would handle the investigation. “Fred, thanks for coming out here in all of this rain. Why don’t you and the paramedics get this poor fellow back into town where I’d appreciate it if you could prioritize his autopsy and confirm that he died of drowning. In the meantime, Sam if you could finish taking pictures of the site before you have to go back to work, that would be helpful. Please get me copies of your pictures. Ed, you and I have to call in our militia volunteers and organize a search up the riverbank to see if we can find the man’s clothes to help us identify him.” 

As people set about performing their assigned tasks, the reporter from the Denver Star came down off the bridge to stand beside Joanna. “You really think he went skinny dipping in this weather?” 

Joanna made a most unladylike harrumphing sound. “I have no idea. But as theories go, it’s as good as any other just now. Hopefully we’ll learn more when we find his clothes.”

“How so?” Kirby asked. 

“Well, if they’re neatly piled—in his car for example—that suggests he did in fact intend to go swimming in this godawful weather.”

The reporter considered the suggestion. “I suppose it could be interpreted that way, especially if there is another stack of clothes set beside his.”

“Oh, I hope we don’t find that,” Joanna told her. “That might mean there’s another body out there in the creek waiting for us to find it.”
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Gael Kirby watched Undersheriff Donovan return to her car and get on the radio to organize her search of the riverbank. She was surprised to discover she liked the woman, which really was a shame all things considered. There was something intensely unpretentious about the former Chicago PD Detective. Kirby would have expected a woman who’d been dragged through the grinder as Donovan had been to be more careful—more defensive—around reporters. After all, it was ultimately the press that had gotten her fired from her position in Chicago for what really boiled down to the crime of defending herself. Yet here she was, still letting it all hang out, actually publicly training junior members of the department on the job and not acting the slightest bit shy or defensive about it. Didn’t she see how something like that could be twisted to crucify her? Hadn’t she learned that intentions don’t matter? No one in politics cared if she was good at her job. They just cared how they could use her to get what they wanted, and unfortunately for Donovan, what the publishers of the Denver Star wanted was to help some political friends of theirs take over law enforcement in Hadrian’s Well. To accomplish this objective, they needed to squash one particularly annoying undersheriff who kept stepping up out of her league and saving the day. 

Bad enough she rescued the girl from the nosferatu when two-thirds of her department was cut down by the monster. Then she went on to find a way to deal with the rock troll that didn’t violate the Endangered Preternatural Species Act and got all of those damned tree-hugging liberals in the national news networks who hated her in Chicago praising her growth and self-restraint out in Hadrian’s Well. And as if all of that wasn’t bad enough, not even a god-damned zombie apocalypse had brought her down. Somehow, faced with a problem that all the experts swore could never occur, Donovan had still managed to save the town and without having to kill a few hundred of its citizens as the movies had led everyone to expect she would have to do. All it had cost her was a half a dozen more of her deputies on the disabled roster, but therein lay the opening that Gael intended to use to achieve her publisher’s goals. 

It wasn’t that Undersheriff Joanna Donovan was a terrible person, she would argue. Quite the contrary—she was a heroine for holding up as long as she had under these circumstances. But the town council of Hadrian’s Well had saddled her with a sinking ship—or maybe she should call that a lame horse. They weren’t giving her the resources that were needed to do her job and as a result people in Hadrian’s Well were dying. The governor had no choice but to take over law enforcement in the town to protect its citizens from their own politicians.

And unless Gael Kirby’s reporter instincts had completely failed her, the death of this old naked weirdo would prove to be the wedge that let the governor do precisely that, because whatever Undersheriff Donovan had to say about it, there was no way this could be a case of a man skinny dipping in a rainstorm. It was a preternatural attack and if Gael Kirby could prove that before the undersheriff did, it would only strengthen her case that Hadrian’s Well’s law enforcement community was totally overwhelmed with its current problems.

“You staying for the search of the creek, Ms. Kirby?” the too sweet voice of the one person in Hadrian’s Well that Gael truly despised asked her. 

She stopped herself from frowning as she turned to face the nineteen-year-old snot-nosed kid whom people were seriously talking about as a Pulitzer Prize contender just because she got lucky and took some pictures of a nosferatu and a rock troll—not to mention all the zombie crap. She had a raincoat on over what looked to be a Dairy Queen uniform, and a disgustingly chipper smile on her face.

“How are you, Sam?” Gael asked. She’d interviewed the girl twice now and tried to do her part to show that the teenager was riding on dumb luck, but her editor had completely rewritten the story into a fawning piece of slop that made Gael cringe to even think about.

“Wet,” Sam answered her with a sickeningly sweet little laugh. “But not as wet as you and the other searchers are going to get when you start checking out the banks of Widow’s Creek. I hope you find something quick.”

As if all of the good luck wasn’t bad enough, Sam actually appeared to mean what she was saying and her unjaded goodwill further irritated Gael. She needed a cigarette, but smoking in a heavy rain like this wasn’t easy. Perhaps she should get back in her car and fill it with heavenly tobacco fumes while they waited for the town militia to arrive. 

“You’re not staying?” she asked Sam.

The girl frowned. “Can’t. I have to get back to work. My lunchbreak is almost over.”

“Well at least you’ll be dry,” Gael forced a polite response.

“Hey, I’ve been wanting to thank you for that piece in the Star,” the girl told her making Gael cringe. Sam didn’t appear to notice her reaction and kept right on talking. “I thought you understood that I was just really lucky to get those pics—especially the ones of the rock troll and her baby—but you made me look like Peter Parker or something. That was nice of you, even if it’s not really true.”

For just a moment, the girl’s honesty cut through Gael’s cynicism and she remembered what it was like for herself when she was first starting out—all the hope and dreams that the real world had been about to strangle. “Sam, luck is part of the profession—especially for a photographer. What makes a woman successful or not is what she does with it.” 

Even as the advice finished rolling off her lips, she regretted sharing it. This snot-nosed kid was the competition after all, but then again, they weren’t direct rivals. Sam was only taking pictures, not writing stories, so perhaps by pretending to be her friend, Gael could turn her into a source to help her get her job done in Hadrian’s Well.

She pulled another business card out of her pocket. “You’ve got a good eye, Sam, and you keep finding yourself in the middle of things. If it happens again, give me a call. Maybe we could collaborate on a story.”

Sam’s face brightened despite the rain. “Really? That would be so great!” 

She took the card and stuck it directly into her own pocket so it wouldn’t get wet. “I’d love to stay and talk—I really would—but Mr. Eddie was already mad I took my lunch early and I can’t afford to get fired.”

With a cheery wave, she ran to her car, got in, and drove away. 

Gael watched her go for a moment, then went to her own car to enjoy that cigarette. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Four: I Think This Guy Is Dead
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“Evening, Shirley,” Joanna greeted her nighttime dispatcher as she trudged into the department just before nine o’clock trailing streams of water from her soaked boots and uniform. “How’s Joe doing?” 

Joe Miller, Shirley’s husband and one of Joanna’s best deputies, had been injured during Hadrian’s Well’s very own zombie apocalypse. He’d actually been injured twice. First, he’d been bitten by a zombie dog to turn him into Hadrian’s Well’s latest version of the undead. Then, he’d been shot in the shoulder by an overly enthusiastic member of the town militia. That wound hadn’t even bled while he was a zombie, but whenever Fuerza Negra, the witch who had summoned the zombies, had been killed—and yes, they’d had to do that more than once before they finally figured out how to permanently incapacitate her—Joe’s shoulder had started spewing blood again. Luckily, Zombie Joe had been in the hospital by then and the doctors had been able to save his life. Yet, that didn’t mean his time as a zombie hadn’t aggravated the injury in his shoulder. 

Shirley frowned even as she tried to keep her voice bright and hopeful. “It’s slow going. He hates being cooped up at home, but the doctors think they finally have the infection on the run and we’re hopeful he’ll get most of the use of the arm back.”

Joanna started to put a comforting hand on the woman’s shoulder but stopped when she realized she was just going to get Shirley wet. “I’ve been meaning to stop by and check on him, but—”

“We understand, undersheriff,” Shirley cut her off. “It’s totally insane here and the mayor and the town council won’t let you hire any real help. We really do understand.”

“Thanks,” Joanna found a faint smile. “You have no idea how much I appreciate you saying that.” 

“Any luck finding the old man’s clothes or car?” Shirley changed the subject.

“No, I called the search off. He’s already dead, after all, and it doesn’t make any sense to have people searching in the dark. I just came in to call Fred Mercer to see if he’s done the autopsy as I asked, then I’m heading home for a shower and some dry clothes.”

“Pajamas,” Shirley corrected her. “Take a shower and put on some dry pajamas. Anyone who looks at you can see you need some sleep.” 

Joanna instinctively started to argue with her, but changed her mind as she realized the woman was right. “Pajamas and some sleep time then. Can you get—” 

She stopped talking when the phone rang, and Shirley took the call. “Sheriff’s department, how may I help you?”

She paused to listen and then said. “Hello again, Mrs. Fink, yes I remember my promise to tell the undersheriff you had called just as soon as she returns to the station.”

Another pause followed by, “Yes, I know how late it is. The undersheriff works very hard for Hadrian’s Well and—”

Joanna held out her hand for the extra headset.

“Oh, look, there she is now,” Shirley said before handing the set to Joanna while saying, “Undersheriff, this is Mrs. Linda Fink on the line, whose husband has disturbed her by acting nice.”

Joanna remembered the woman’s call from earlier that day. She tossed the hated cowboy hat—thoroughly wet now—to a nearby chair and put on the headset. “Mrs. Fink? This is Joanna Donovan. How may I help you?” 

“Oh sheriff,” the woman on the other end of the line gushed, “thank you so much for taking my call. I don’t know if you remember me—” 

“Of course, I remember you, Mrs. Fink,” Joanna told her. “The rock troll messed up your backyard—and it’s undersheriff, not sheriff.”

“Oh, I’m sorry about that,” Mrs. Fink apologized. “I, I hate to bother you,” she continued while Joanna thought, It’s too late not to do that. “But something unusual has been happening these past few days and I was wondering if you could come out and investigate.”

Joanna forced herself not to sigh. “Why don’t you tell me all about it?” she said. 

“It’s just—it’s just that Leland hasn’t been himself for several days now,” Mrs. Fink confided. “I, I realize that this sounds strange, but,” she lowered her voice to a whisper, “he’s not acting like he’s my husband anymore.” 

Joanna had listened in on Mrs. Fink’s earlier conversation with Marcie Hammet so she knew what she was talking about, but she played the game anyway. “What precisely seems to be the problem with Mr. Fink, ma’am.” 

“He’s, he’s being nice to me and our daughter, Missy,” Mrs. Fink said in another whisper.

“Is Mr. Fink in the house with you now, ma’am?” Joanna asked. Maybe she was just overly tired, but the concern in the woman’s voice was actually getting through her initial rejection of the idea that nice was somehow bad. 

“No, sheriff,” the woman said. “But I don’t want my daughter to overhear our conversation. She’s real happy with the change that’s come over her father and I don’t want her to know that I’m risking upsetting the apple cart.” 

Joanna snagged a nearby chair and pulled it closer so she could sit down. “So, you’re afraid if she hears you talking about him it will make him go back to being—how would you describe your husband, Mrs. Fink?”

“Well, before this change, he was rather gruff and grumpy all the time. You met him when you came out because the rock troll squashed our shed. It’s not very polite of me to say this, but he just wasn’t very nice most of the time.”

“But now he is,” Joanna interjected.

“Yes, ma’am, and it has me worried,” Mrs. Fink confirmed. 

Joanna met Shirley’s gaze and the other woman shrugged. “I can see that,” she said into the phone, “but I’m having a lot of trouble understanding why? You say he’s actually treating you better now than he used to?”

“Yes, sheriff,” the woman agreed.

“And this worries you why? Do you think he’s cheating and trying to cover it by being nicer?” 

Mrs. Fink gasped. “No, I never thought of anything like that. Do you think he’s cheating on me?” 

Joanna raised her gaze to the ceiling while Shirley covered her microphone with her hand and struggled not to laugh. “How would I know, ma’am? I don’t know your husband. I’m just trying to figure out why you’re calling me. I mean, it’s not actually a crime to be nice.” 

“I know that, sheriff?” Mrs. Fink assured her. “But don’t you think it must mean something? I mean, this is Leland we’re talking about.” 

Shirley’s phone lit up on her desk and the night dispatcher pushed a button so she could take the call. “Sheriff’s department, how may I help you?”

“I really don’t see—” Joanna started to say when Shirley’s next words cut her off. 

“Slow down, Mr. Fink! I can’t understand you! Did you say you found a dead body?”

“Would you hold a moment, Mrs. Fink?” Joanna said. Shirley obliged her by putting the first call on hold and hooking her into the new one.

The man’s words blurred together as he spoke a mile a minute. “Yes, I can see it with my flashlight. It looks like the guy’s car stalled out while he was trying to cross a flooded part of the road and he must have tried to wade to shore and drowned.” 

Joanna interjected. “Mr. Fink, this is Undersheriff Donovan. Where are you?” 

“Undersheriff? Thank God!” Mr. Fink said. “I think this guy is dead. I want to wade out to make certain, but I thought I better call it in first in case I slip and drown too.”

“Slow down, Mr. Fink. I need you to talk sense to me so I can help you. Now, where are you?”

“I’m on Silver Lode Road about two miles from my house. Widow’s Creek has flooded over the road and there’s a car stranded in the water. I have my tow truck with me. You know I work for Blake Cowdry? Right?”

Joanna had not actually known that. Blake Cowdry owned the garage that fixed Hadrian’s Well’s police cars when they got banged up or run down. “So, you were called to help a stranded vehicle?” Joanna asked. 

“No, ma’am,” Fink corrected her. “I was just driving home when I saw the car. It’s a foreign job, a Nissan Pathfinder, and the creek is flowing all around it, so I got out my flashlight and I got a good grip on my tow cable and I waded out to help, but there was no one in the car. So, I started calling out and shining my flashlight around and then I saw him—at least I think that’s him. It’s just terrible, ma’am! The body’s all tangled up in the trees downstream and it’s not moving. I think that means he must be dead.” 

“I’m on my way, Mr. Fink,” Joanna told him. “Under no circumstances do I want you to try and get to that body before I arrive. Do you understand me? You did the right thing to call this in. I don’t want you to get hurt or killed trying to be a hero now. Just wait for me.” 

She hung up the phone already thinking about the best route to get to the place where Silver Lode Road crossed Widow’s Creek. “Shirley, get Ed Nelson to meet me there and wait for me before he does anything. Then, damn! I’m going to need pictures so give Sam Winter a call as well. And we’ll need an ambulance just in case the man is still alive.” 

She picked up the hated cowboy hat from where it sat dripping on the chair. At least no one would think she was cute wearing it tonight. There was nothing cute at all about a wet and bedraggled undersheriff with a fierce scowl on her face. 

“Do you want anyone else, undersheriff?” Shirley asked. “How about Fred Mercer?” 

Joanna hesitated. “I hate to drag him out in the rain again, but call him and see if he’ll come.”

Shirley started making calls while Joanna hesitated a moment longer. She considered asking her to have Evan Drake come out as well, but there was no sign that any crime had been committed yet, much less a preternatural one. 

She decided to let him stay warm and dry in his home.
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​Chapter Five: This Wasn’t a Simple Accident


[image: ]


Joanna beat Ed Nelson, the paramedics, and Sam Winter to the place where Widow’s Creek had flooded over Silver Lode Road. She parked on the road about twenty feet behind Leland Fink’s tow truck, grabbed her hat and a heavy-duty Maglite, and stepped back into the rain, almost hitting Fink with the door of her police car as he hurried over to talk to her.

“Undersheriff Donovan? Thank God you’re here,” he said. “I keep thinking I should go out and check on that poor guy, but you said I should wait, and I did.” 

Joanna closed the car door and turned on her Maglite. “You did the right thing, Mr. Fink. Now why don’t you show me what you’ve found?”

Fink waved his own flashlight—one of the Halo heavy duty types—back in the direction of his truck. He had parked by the edge of the water and his headlights illuminated a silver Nissan Pathfinder which was stuck in the water about fifteen feet ahead of the tow truck. It was a four-door vehicle, and all four doors were closed. The water had risen over the tires so the inside had probably flooded, but not so much that there would be no air in the vehicle if someone had waited inside. 

Another car drove up and parked behind Joanna before disgorging, Sam Winter, her boyfriend, high school running back, Charlie Shaw, and three more football players. “Hey, Undersheriff Donovan, what’s going on?” 

“Hi, Sam, boys,” Joanna greeted them. “Sam if you could start taking pictures of that car? Boys if you could make certain you stay out of the way?”

All five of the newcomers walked right up to the edge of the water to see what was going on. 

Joanna turned back to Fink. “Did you say on the phone that you waded out to the car?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he agreed. “I took the tow cable, thinking I could hook it under the car and drag it out of there, but there was nobody in the vehicle when I reached it. So, I started calling out and shining my flashlight around and I found this.”

He pointed his light at a couple of trees whose bases were now covered by the water spilling out of the overflowing creek. Joanna saw what he meant immediately. A clearly human shape was lying face down in the water against one of the tree trunks. 

Sam’s camera flashed and then she started stepping down into the water to get a better shot. 

Her boyfriend, Charlie, hauled her back onto dry land. “That is not a good idea, Sam,” he told her. 

“Thank you, Little Charlie,” Joanna said. 

“It’s Mount Charlie, now, Undersheriff,” Kurt Mills, one of Charlie’s posse of football players and the son of Deputy Joe Mills corrected her. 

“Right!” Joanna told him. “My apologies, Charlie, I forgot you had a new nickname.” 

“It’s no problem, undersheriff,” Charlie told her. “Lots of old folks are having trouble remembering.”

Joanna definitely didn’t like being grouped in with the old folks, but she also knew that she had more important things to worry about. She walked back to her car and opened the trunk, pulling out two coils of rope. “Mr. Fink,” she said, “would you help me secure one end of each of these lines to your truck?”

“Why, sure, undersheriff,” the man seemed eager to please—not at all the nearly hysterical person she had met after the rock troll had wandered through his backyard and accidentally squashed his shed. 

Together they tied the ropes to a hook on the back of his truck and then Joanna tied herself a bowline at the other end of each rope.

She looked up as another car arrived disgorging the reporter from the Denver Star instead of Ed Nelson as she had hoped. The reporter adjusted the hood of her windbreaker to give her a little more protection from the weather and hurried up to join them. “What brings you out on a lovely night like this, Ms. Kirby?” Joanna greeted her.

Before she could answer, Sam walked over to them and said, “Hi, Ms. Kirby, you have any trouble finding this place?” 

Kirby glanced at Joanna as if she thought Sam had just outed herself, but Joanna had learned in Chicago that the press always found out about accidents and crimes. They were as annoying as biting flies but there wasn’t much you could do about them. 

“No, Sam,” Kirby said. “Thanks for the heads up. What’s going on, sheriff?”

“Car stalled out in a flooded road and a possible body downstream,” Joanna told her before touching the radio at her shoulder and saying, “Shirley, where’s Ed?”

“I only just got through to him, undersheriff?” Shirley responded. “He says he was in the shower. It could be twenty or thirty more minutes before he gets to you.” 

Joanna was not spending twenty more minutes waiting around in the rain. She signed off with Shirley and waved the football players over to her. “All right, which ones of you boys are eighteen?” she asked. 

Charlie Shaw and Diego Leon raised their hands. 

“Boys, I need help getting that body out of the water. It’s truly miserable work, but I can’t get it out by myself. You’re old enough to join the town militia. Will you volunteer?”

“Now undersheriff,” Mr. Fink interrupted, “I hate to tell you your business, but those young men are still in high school. I could take your militia oath and help you.”

Joanna turned to him in surprise. “You, Mr. Fink?” 

Despite the rain, Fink took off his soaked cap and wrung it in his hands. “I know I didn’t make a very good impression when we first met,” he said. “Truth is, I don’t remember it all that well. The rock troll had squashed my shed and I was plum mad and I—well, I should have done what all the other forthright citizens did two weeks ago and volunteered. If you’ll let me make up for that now, I will. I don’t like the look of that water and I just can’t stand by while two brave young men go do the job that I should be doing.”

“That’s okay, Mr. Fink,” Little Charlie told him. “Diego and I would be happy to help out. We’ve got the size.” 

“But you’ve also got to play football Friday night,” Fink told them. “The undersheriff and I are going to need someone manning these ropes from dry land to support us.” He turned back to Joanna. “What do you say, undersheriff? You’re the boss. Will you let me help?” 

The truth was, Fink was a rather small and wiry man that Joanna didn’t want to have to rely on out in the water, but she also knew she couldn’t turn down his offer and then potentially put two high school boys in danger. 

She clapped him on the shoulder. “That’s quite civic minded of you, Mr. Fink,” she told him. “There isn’t actually an oath. All three of you are now members of the militia in good standing. Charlie, Diego, if you’d do as Mr. Fink suggested and stand by the ropes to help pull us out, Mr. Fink and I have some wading to do.” 

She slipped the bowline she had tied at the end of the rope over her shoulders so that it rested around her waist and waited while Fink expertly tied the same knot at the end of his own rope and secured himself. Then with Joanna in the lead, the two waded out into the water toward the car. 

“Damn! That’s cold!” Joanna complained as the water rose above her knees. 

“It surely is,” Fink agreed. “But watch your footing as we get toward the middle. There’s a current and it makes walking tricky.” 

They reached the Pathfinder and Joanna shined her Maglite in through the windows. Water crested over the seats. No people were in the car. “Why isn’t one of the doors open?” Joanna asked. “How did the driver get out? Would you bother to shut your door again if you were trapped and decided to wade to dry ground?”

From the edge of the water, Sam took another picture.

“I think I would,” Fink said after giving himself a moment to think about the question. “I mean, why not?” 

Joanna didn’t answer. Instead, she waded back around the rear of the car and began to carefully make her way toward the body. When her foot left the asphalt, she almost slipped and fell, but Fink helpfully grabbed her arm just long enough for her to get her balance again.

“Thanks,” she muttered, embarrassed by her almost fall and the fact that Sam Winter caught a picture of it. Sam was moving along the edge of the water, wading in up to her midthighs now that her boyfriend was no longer at her side to haul her out on to drier land again. Nothing was truly dry with all this rain falling. 

Something was odd about the body. She hadn’t seen it at first due to the darkness and the distance, but now as she approached it Joanna could see too much flesh. Had this person been attacked?

“Is he wearing clothes?” Fink muttered beside her. 

“I don’t think that’s a he,” Joanna responded as they finally reached the body’s side. 

The woman was floating face down in the water, having been pushed by the current of the overflowing creek up against a large tree. In addition, it was readily apparent now that they had reached her that she was naked from at least the waist up.

“Why would she...” Fink started to ask before his voice trailed off in a sort of horror. 

Joanna flashed the light against the tree and over the surrounding water, looking for any clues as to why this woman would be in the water like this at least half naked. She considered for a moment that the man beside her, Leland Fink, might have assaulted the woman, but she tentatively pushed that possibility to the side. Why would he call in the crime if he was the one who had committed it? If he’d just gone home by another route, no one would have ever connected him with the dead woman and her car.

“Are you ready, Mr. Fink?” Joanna said as she hung her Maglite on her belt. 

He stuck his own flashlight into one of the pockets on his cargo pants and took a deep breath. “Is it okay to touch her?” 

“We have to if we’re going to get the body out of the water,” Joanna told him. 

He took another deep breath. “Let’s get it over with. The poor woman’s family is probably worried about her.” 

Without waiting for Joanna to take the lead, he grabbed the woman under her armpits and began to back toward the edge of the flooded creek. Joanna grabbed the woman around the waist to assist him. Her bare butt surfaced, proving that the bottom half of her body was naked also. The footing was treacherous, and they were both breathing hard within a dozen steps. Sam had clearly switched to video as they struggled to bring the woman up onto the grass beside the road. 

“Doesn’t look like a person as small as this should be so heavy, does it?” Fink asked.

Joanna just gritted her teeth and kept pulling. The water was actually rushing pretty fast here, and she didn’t want to fall and totally submerge herself in the creek. Damn! She was the undersheriff! She shouldn’t have to be the one in the water. Why wouldn’t the mayor and those cheapskates on the town council bow to reality and let her hire some real deputies?

“Do you want help?” One of the football players asked. Charlie and Diego were carefully pulling in the ropes ahead of them, keeping them taut to give them a little extra help in fighting their way to the edge of the creek. 

“Just back out of the way!” Joanna ordered as she and Fink finally trudged up out of the water and unceremoniously dropped the dead woman on her back. 

The gasps of the onlookers should have told Joanna matters were worse than she thought, but it wasn’t until Sam switched from video back to still shots that she caught on to the problem. 

Everyone was staring at the corpse’s head.

“God damn it!” Joanna swore when she caught sight of the ridiculously happy grin on the face of the dead woman. 

She activated the mic on the radio clipped to her shoulder. “Shirley, call Evan Drake and ask him to come out here. This wasn’t a simple accident. We’ve got another preternatural critter on the loose.”

The smile on the dead woman’s face seemed to mock her. 
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​Chapter Six: The Thing that Killed Sam’s Dad
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Joanna tried not to breathe a sigh of relief as Evan Drake pulled up in his gold Jeep Grand Cherokee and got out of his car. As usual, the middle school teacher wore a dress shirt, pants, and tie, but this time instead of a suit jacket he had settled for a full-length raincoat with a belt cinching the garment closed at the waist. He then surprised her by pulling an old-fashioned fedora out of the car and placing it on his head to ward off the storm. Girded against the weather, he picked his way over beside her, revealing that he’d pulled galoshes on over his dress shoes. Joanna expected Sam to tease her old teacher about his refusal to wear jeans and sneakers, but instead she took a couple of awkward steps away from the man and settled for an unenthusiastic, “Hey, Mr. Drake.” 

“Samantha,” Drake responded with his always formal greeting, but the girl did not correct him as she always did and tell him to call her Sam. “Undersheriff,” Drake continued his greetings. “Ms. Kirby, Mr. Fink, gentlemen. The paramedics haven’t arrived yet, I take it?” 

“No,” Joanna confirmed before asking, “and how do you know Ms. Kirby?” 

“She keeps interviewing me,” Drake explained. He indicated Sam with a jerk of his thumb. “Someone over there made me famous with that picture of the rock troll and reporters like Ms. Kirby keep calling.” 

Uncharacteristically, Sam did not jump in with a clever comment, but Charlie Shaw and the other football players did. 

“That was so cool, Mr. Drake.”

“It was awesome, man!” 

“It was, upon reflection, a rather foolish way to go about distracting the rock troll,” Drake told them. “I was very fortunate not to be badly hurt.” 

Sam opened her mouth and then shut it again without speaking. Something was wrong there, but Joanna had no idea what it could be, and she really didn’t have time for it right now. “You ready to see the body?” 

A police siren interrupted her as Ed Nelson finally arrived on the scene, driving too fast and skidding to a halt on the road in a spray of puddled water. He jumped out of his car, grabbing his cowboy hat. “Sorry I’m late, sheriff! I was—” 

“Shirley told me,” Joanna cut him off. “Get your flashlight. I’m just about to show the body to Drake.” She hesitated a moment before adding, “And it’s undersheriff.” 

Sam’s camera flashed as the teenager started acting like a photographer again. 

“Ms. Mills did not explain why you thought this was a preternatural attack,” Drake prompted. 

“I don’t want to bias your opinion,” Joanna told him as they reached the body concealed by a tarp. “You ready?”

“Yes,” Drake agreed.

She pulled the tarp back revealing the naked body with the unnerving grin. 

Drake blinked in surprise. “This is not what I was expecting.” 

“We found a body just like this this morning,” Joanna told her. “Our working theory at the time was that he went swimming and—” 

Drake glanced up at her skeptically. 

“There are no apparent wounds,” Joanna defended herself. 

“That smile doesn’t happen in nature.”

“Fred Mercer thought it was just a sign that the death was recent,” Joanna said. “Rigor hasn’t set in, so the body kept its happy expression.”

“I, um, don’t mean to be disrespectful, sheriff,” one of the football players volunteered, “but that doesn’t make any sense. Who could be that happy when their car is stalled out in the middle of a flooded road?”

“And that is why we’ve asked our expert on the preternatural to view the body,” Joanna answered. “What do you think, Drake?” 

“Do you know who she is?” the middle school teacher asked.

“You don’t?” Joanna asked with surprise. Drake had a phenomenal memory for names and faces and she pretty much expected him to know everyone they came across.

“No, I don’t,” he conceded.

“She’s Gabriela Morales. We found her purse in the car. Forty-two years old, lives outside of town.” Joanna rattled off the information with practiced ease. 

“You found a cell phone?” Drake asked.

“Yes.” Joanna confirmed.

“Did she call for help?” Drake asked. 

“Apparently not,” Joanna said before pressing for her own answers. “What killed her, Drake?” 

“I would only be speculating,” Drake said.

“So, speculate already,” Joanna pushed. 

Drake stared at the dead woman’s mouth for several seconds

































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
SISVW

SNV €147

i WHAHTS

| By PR

>
>
<
2|
<






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





