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Disclaimer


The plot, places and people in this novel are fictitious. Any similarities with actual events, names and living or dead people are purely coincidental.










Prologue


“Desmond, I’m cold. Where’s the reinforcement?” Agent Miller pulled up the zipper of his jacket and pushed his baseball cap lower on his face.


“I have a bad feeling about this.” Desmond glanced at his watch. It was four o’clock in the morning.


The tense situation made the air crackle. Something was going on in the warehouse. Muffled voices of arguing men drifted out to them from inside. Suddenly a shot was fired.


“We can’t wait any longer, Desmond!” Miller’s nervousness was unmistakable.


Before they had the chance to decide, a tremendous explosion rocked the warehouse. Shards of glass flew in all directions. Thick clouds of smoke billowed out of the destroyed front door. The shock wave threw Miller backwards to the ground. Desmond grabbed his moaning partner and helped him to his feet. “Are you okay?”


“Those bastards!” hissed Miller sharply, spitting his toothpick on the ground. Miller pulled his gun from his holster and stormed resolutely into the warehouse before Desmond could hold him back. He hesitantly followed his partner into chaos. The inside of the old warehouse resembled a field of rubble: destroyed laboratory equipment, broken furniture and scattered equipment lay everywhere. The smoke was so thick that the visibility was nearly zero. Flames still blazed in some places, bathing the chaos in a ghostly twilight. Desmond could feel the adrenaline pumping through his veins as he fought his way through the rubble. The stench of charred insulation material stung his nose. A pungent smell of unknown chemicals took his breath away.


“Miller, be careful!”


But Miller’s voice seemed to come from far away.


“We have to find her before it’s too late!”


The sounds of destruction and the crackling of flames were the only answers Desmond heard afterwards. The hidden laboratory was buried under a pile of rubble. The roof of the old warehouse was making suspicious noises. It sounded as if it would collapse at any moment.


Miller had not yet advanced seven meters into the old warehouse when shots were fired again. Someone was firing an automatic weapon. Desmond shot in the direction the muzzle flash was coming from. His heart was beating wildly. A scream broke through the chaos, followed by a dull thud. Suddenly Miller slumped to the ground. Where was the reinforcement? Adrenaline shot through every cell in his body. The thick smoke was very slow to dissipate. But Desmond could hear Miller’s limp rumble among the rubble. He couldn’t wait any longer and crawled over to his partner lying on the ground.


“Miller, we have to get out of here now,” Desmond whispered, grabbing his colleague by the shoulders. Blood gushed from Miller’s mouth, and he coughed desperately, unable to speak. He tried to say something, but his lips only moved weakly before his body went limp. Miller died in Desmond’s arms. Damn! Miller was his partner. He regretted that he had listened to him. Footsteps approached. Shards of glass crunched. A deep, muffled voice cursed. Desmond hastily retreated behind a dented car wreck. His heart was racing.


“Where is the other agent? We must find him. We can’t let him get away.”


A big guy with a submachine gun nudged his foot against Miller’s lifeless body.


“This one is dead, boss.”


“But where is his partner?” asked the other voice with a mixture of frustration and irritation. “Find him, or you’ll be keeping this one company!”


The guy with a deep voice coughed. Then he angrily hit the wrecked car with a metal pipe. Desmond knew that he wouldn’t be able to hide behind the wrecked car for much longer. The assailants were getting closer every second. The situation was threatening to tip over. He could make out their silhouettes through the slowly clearing smoke and knew he had to act. Time was running out. Where was the reinforcement? Desmond, clutching his gun tightly, could barely breathe in the toxic smoke. He had to decide whether he wanted to defend himself or escape this deadly trap. His survival instinct kicked in. He prepared himself for the inevitable.


The assailants were steadily advancing.


Fuck no! Why was his smartphone answering at that very moment? But it was too late. He was discovered. The click of a gun behind him, a revolver. The shot hit him directly in the shoulder. A sharp, burning pain immediately set in. Couldn’t this idiot aim? He felt something warm running down his torso. They wanted to chase him. The others only had to follow his blood trail. How cunning, he thought.


It was only at this moment that Desmond realized that no more reinforcements were coming. It was an ambush. Maybe Miller was in cahoots with them? Were they just trying to lure him in? He would not get a second chance. Determined, he dialed the emergency number. Then he pushed his smartphone a good distance under a heavy tool cabinet behind him. With the last of his strength, he tried to reach the destroyed entrance door. He had almost made it. One meter before the exit, he was hit in the back by several bullets, which his bulletproof vest intercepted. But then, the last bullet hit his right leg, and he went down. He would bleed to death quickly. One of the attackers kicked him hard in the side.


“We got him, boss.”


Desmond lost consciousness. Police sirens could be heard in the distance, but Desmond was no longer aware of these.










Chapter 1


The Green Mountains loomed on the horizon like sentinels from ancient times, their peaks shrouded in a delicate veil of mist that shimmered like a hidden secret in the light of the setting sun. There was this old hiking trail, an enchanted path lined with tall, ancient pines, their needles whispering softly in the wind as if they were telling stories from times long past. The scent of fresh resin and damp earth filled the air, a pleasant smell that brought back memories of almost forgotten times and adventures.


The rivers that meandered through the green valleys glistened like liquid gold in the fading light, and their soft babbling played an almost hypnotic melody. The water made its way over moss-covered stones and fanned out into tiny drops that floated and sparkled in the air like hidden gemstones. Here and there, an abandoned farmyard appeared, its dilapidated buildings telling of better times. There was something eerie about these places, something you couldn’t immediately grasp. The smoke used to rise from the chimneys, mingling with the clear air, and sometimes people thought they could see ghostly figures in the rising mist. Children played in the gardens back then, but their laughter had a strange echo that was reminiscent of times long gone.


The sight of the Green Mountains was like a mysterious welcome. “Come closer, discover our secrets,” every bend in the path, every shimmering leaf and every gentle river wave whispered to the hiker. Amidst the peaceful embrace of the landscape, the weight of the world fell from the shoulders of every hiker.


Here, where the rushing rivers flowed through the valleys, stories were hidden, just waiting to be told.


Farmer Norman Buster, a taciturn old loner, always enjoyed the warm summer evenings on his wooden porch, which was slightly cracked to the touch, scarred by the effects of weather and time. He could feel the warmth that the wood had absorbed during the day when he ran his hands over it. In some places the wood was polished smoothly from constant use, in others it was rough and worn. The old porch gave him a sense of permanence, as it held the memories of all the summer evenings Norman had spent there. The sweet, slightly tart scent of ripe grain filled the air, mingling with the aroma of freshly cut grass from the meadow behind his barn, which stretched to a nearby small pond.


In the evening, a hint of moisture rose from the pond, bringing with it a mossy note. Sometimes a breeze carried the delicate scent of the wildflowers and herbs that grew in the front garden of his house to the porch. The omnipresent chirping of the crickets broke the silence with an unyielding, constant rhythm. Now and again, the deep croaking of a frog from the small pond, which glittered like a dark mirror in the moonlight, mingled with it. The rustling of the leaves in the deciduous trees in front of his house spread a soothing whisper, as if to gently lull the listener to safety. Norman loved to watch the little bats that flew up to the porch with their high-pitched clicking sounds and skillfully caught insects. The call of an owl echoed in the distance through the night, melancholy and self-confident at the same time. Sometimes the cracking of thin branches interrupted the peaceful scenery, which was filled with a symphony of natural sounds.


On the northern shore of the small pond, his property ended with a white wooden fence, as was customary in the area. Behind it began the Chase family’s private forest with its large sugar maple trees. For over three generations, the family produced maple syrup, which was sold far beyond Willows Creek. Abigail Chase, a short, buxom woman in her mid-fifties with wild auburn hair, always found the right words to elicit a broad smile from Norman.


Ismene, his red-haired tiger, was just as picky as Norman himself when it came to people. The big Maine Coon cat liked to be stroked by Abigail, while others got to feel her sharp claws. Every time Norman saw the bottle of delicious maple syrup in Abigail’s basket, his eyes widened with joy. He even offered Abigail a seat on his porch, fetched lemonade from the house and sat down with her. There was always important news before the harvest season.


“The dress with the poppies looks particularly good on you,” he said, and Abigail giggled flattered. He wondered if Abigail knew that his late wife had loved poppies more than anything else. Norman smiled as he held the large bottle of maple syrup in his hand.


“Thank you, Abigail. Your family makes the best maple syrup in the whole area.”


Norman believed that there was more to Earth than just science. He found himself thinking that Abigail and Ismene might be soul mates when he saw Ismene making herself comfortable next to Abigail. Abigail told him that a few days ago her husband Arthur had discovered strange tracks by the small forest stream. Arthur, an experienced hunter, couldn’t place them, which annoyed him greatly. Norman, thinking of the delicious maple syrup, just nodded his head.


“I’ll go to my small pond tomorrow and see what’s going on,” he replied.


“Thank you, Norman. I’ll tell my husband Arthur. Maybe that will calm him down.”


Abigail stood up and said goodbye to Norman, who also stood up out of politeness. As Abigail disappeared through the front gate of the front garden, swinging her hips, he called after her, “I’ll bring the hay next week.” Abigail turned around briefly.


“It’s okay, Norman. See you then.”


Norman quietly enjoyed the little distraction. The old tractor was waiting for him in the yard, a piece of museum equipment whose engine had once again given up the ghost. Perhaps he would manage to repair the old tractor on his own. He loved his old tractor, which had served him well for many years. Sighing, the farmer carried his precious gift into the house.


This year the grain was high, with full ears on the stalk, and farmer Norman was preparing for the harvest season. His instincts had never deceived him before. Everyone would earn well. The sun had long since set that day, but you could still feel the heat of the day. With a farmer’s magazine under his arm and a cold beer in his hand, he made himself comfortable in his rocking chair on the creaky porch.


“Ismene! Where the hell have you been hiding again?” he shouted.


Oh, his big cat was lying under the small table next to him. Norman rummaged in his farmer’s dungarees for the pipe and lighter. Then he opened the cool beer can. Small drops of water dripped down the outside of the can. On the ceiling hung the old kerosene lamp, as old as the wooden porch, around whose light the moths gathered for their dance of death. His gaze briefly fell on the railing, where the paint was already peeling off in large patches. He would also use the proceeds from the harvest to buy new paint in Willows Creek. His eyelids grew heavier with every sip of beer.


With his rifle slung over his legs and his head lowered to his chest, he nodded off as the moonlight gently stroked the landscape.


But suddenly Norman woke up when he heard bloodcurdling screams. With his rifle in his hand, he jumped out of the rocking chair and almost tripped over his feet. “What a bummer!” His heart was pounding in his throat. Where was Ismene? “Ismene, my dear, where are you?” he shouted, completely beside himself. He couldn’t find her anywhere on the porch. Why had she left the safety of the porch? Norman took the safety off his rifle. Damn! There was only one cartridge left in it. The screams came from the direction of the old barn.


With determined steps and a pounding heart, his rifle at the ready, Norman walked carefully towards the barn. The death cries had fallen silent. The moonlight cast a long shadow over the victim, who presented a horrible sight that he would never forget. Ismene lay in a large pool of blood in the grass. His breathing was intermittent. A rustling broke the silence. Norman turned around. Trembling, he pulled his smartphone out of his trouser pocket and pressed the emergency call button. Fiery eyes flashed a few meters away. Then something moved towards the small pond, which radiated an eerie atmosphere that night. Terrified and convinced that he had seen the devil himself, Norman raised his rifle and fired at the fleeing monster.


The night that had begun so peacefully ended in grief and unbearable pain.










Chapter 2


At the Willows Creek Sheriff Department, Sheriff James Duncan was bent over a car magazine featuring the new police vehicles. His dark Police SUV accompanied him on his missions for many years, and he loved this car. But at some point, the repairs got out of hand. The new model, a Ford Police Interceptor Utility SUV, used BLIS sensors for improved monitoring outside the vehicle. If the system detected a dangerous situation, an acoustic signal sounded. The windows closed and the doors were locked. He could apply to the county commission for a new Police SUV if the citizens of Willows Creek re-elect him next year. After more than 24 years in the police force, not only was his full beard graying, but he also felt a certain tiredness in his bones. Doc Howard said he had a few pounds too many on his ribs. His blood pressure could also be better. The thumb and forefinger of his right hand were just turning to the next page when his work phone rang. Damn! The large wall clock opposite his desk read 2:46 a.m., and his shift didn’t end until six. An uneasy feeling crept over him as he picked up the phone.


“Sheriff’s office, how can I help you?” A breath later, he heard the familiar voice of Dispatcher Taylor from the Public Safety Answering Point, or PSAP for short.


“We received an emergency call. The telephone connection was traced to a farmer named Norman Buster. The address is Meadow-Ground, seven miles from Willows Creek. The shaky voice sounded like that of an older man who was probably in shock. The word ‘devil’ was mentioned. This was followed by incomprehensible curses ... a scream ... and a gunshot. The connection was lost.”


Sheriff Duncan knew the old farmer Norman Buster well. He wouldn’t call 911 if ...


“Thank you, Dispatcher Taylor. I’ll inform our doctor right away. We’ll be on our way immediately.”


Sheriff Duncan closed the car magazine. Then he leaned back briefly into his upholstered office armchair and rubbed his eyes before dialing Doc Howard’s phone number. After several rings, he heard a yawn and the hoarse voice of Doc Howard.


“Hello? You’re speaking to Doc Howard.”


“This is Sheriff Duncan. Sorry Howard. I wouldn’t bother you, but an emergency call has been received from farmer Norman Buster. I’ll pick you up in a minute.”


“Oh, my God. I’ll get dressed quickly, Sheriff.”


Armed, Sheriff Duncan climbed into his Police SUV and drove north on the main road to the center of Willows Creek.


The seconds passed agonizingly slowly as he waited nervously in his Police SUV outside Doc Howard’s house. Finally, the Doc stepped out of the door in the glow of the house lights. He hurriedly got into the Police SUV with Sheriff Duncan and put his medical bag in the back seat.


“Let’s get going, Sheriff. The sooner we reach Norman’s farm, the better,” he said firmly, although there was a hint of worry in his eyes.


“I’m sorry I woke you up,” Sheriff Duncan repeated.


“That’s all right, Sheriff. I couldn’t sleep well in this heat anyway.”


The uneven country roads leading to Norman Buster’s farm were only lit up in the darkness by the headlights of the Police SUV. Sheriff Duncan had dispensed with the siren and only turned on the blue lights as they traveled outside Willows Creek.


As the shadows of the trees passed by the side of the road on the left, the dispatcher’s last words gnawed at Sheriff Duncan. What had the old man seen and was he injured? The thought of a wild animal, perhaps a rabid dog or something even more sinister, made him increasingly uneasy. The tires of the old Police SUV squealed softly as Sheriff Duncan stepped on the gas pedal and the car swept over the uneven country roads. The darkness enveloped them like a heavy curtain. Only here and there did the reflections of the headlights break through the night. Doc Howard looked in the rear-view mirror as if he sensed a presence behind him.


“We should turn off at the old barn. It’ll be quicker,” he said with a hint of urgency in his voice.


“Good idea,” Sheriff Duncan replied and turned right towards the maple forest.


“Duncan, hurry up,” the Doc urged, as the beams of the headlights danced flickering across the uneven country roads. A frightening scenario formed in his mind. Farmer Norman Buster was not the kind of person who was easily frightened. Something terrible must have happened. With his hand, he searched in his jacket pocket for an old compass, its needle glimmering in the dark. It was a talisman that Mama Nalani had given him a long time ago. Norman Buster was an important member of the Willows Creek community.


“We shouldn’t hesitate for long. There are things we can’t ignore,” he murmured, as the smell of damp leaves and rotting wood drifted through the half-open side window and spread an oppressive atmosphere around them. Suddenly there was a screech from the treetops, and something flew close over the Police SUV. Sheriff Duncan nodded silently and accelerated towards Norman Buster’s farm. Only a few hundred meters to go. The eerie memories in his head mingled with the sound of the engine and the rustling of the leaves. The wind blew against the windows and intensified the feeling of not being alone.


“What’s going on in your head, Howard? You seem nervous.”


“Did you read the last article in our community newspaper about these strange incidents?” the Doc finally asked, trying to ease the growing tension. The Sheriff shook his head.


“Why are you asking me this now, Howard?”


“All I know is that we have to act fast. There are things in our environment that we should stay away from.”


The lights of Willows Creek had long since disappeared behind them, and the closer they got to Norman Buster’s property, the more tense Sheriff Duncan became. Suddenly, a fear-inducing howl broke the silence of the night and the Sheriff’s eyes widened in shock. Doc Howard instinctively held on to the seatbelt of the Police SUV.


“What was that?” Doc asked tensely. The Sheriff had to brake sharply. A coyote had run across the uneven dirt road. The annoying chirping of the crickets sounded to the Sheriff like an unmistakable omen of impending doom. What’s more, the oppressive air hung over the region like a cheese bell and the weather forecast promised no improvement for the next few days.


When the Police SUV stopped in front of Norman’s house, the farmer was standing on his porch with a kerosene lamp in his hand. Norman seemed completely distraught and had to hold on to the railing. There were several bloodstains on the farmer’s shirt and jeans.


“Thank you for coming so quickly.” His words sounded desperate. He was gasping for breath. Doc Howard felt Norman’s pulse, which was racing.


“Where’s the victim, Norman?” Sheriff Duncan asked abruptly.


He drew his gun and scanned the immediate area with the hand-held spotlight for possible danger. Doc Howard supported Norman, who pointed at the old barn with his hand.


Sheriff Duncan and Doc Howard walked toward the barn where the crime scene was supposed to be. Farmer Norman followed them with his kerosene lamp. Bales of straw lay scattered in front of the barn, and a trail of blood showed them the way. The eerie silence at the crime scene was only interrupted by the sounds of the night. Norman stopped in front of the open barn gate and held his hand in front of his face, trembling.


“I can’t bear to look at it. It’s right there, behind the corner of the barn, where the meadow leads to the small pond,” he mumbled, a little confused.


“Stay here, Norman,” the Sheriff said quietly. “Howard, light up the crime scene. I’ll cover us with fire if necessary.” Speechless, Sheriff Duncan and Doc Howard stood before the victim, who lay slashed and disemboweled in the grass. On the one hand, the Sheriff was relieved that Norman was still alive, but on the other, he couldn’t take his eyes off the victim, a red Tabby Maine Coon cat.


“No ordinary animal did that ... That was something else,” Doc Howard whispered.


Duncan’s heart skipped a beat when he heard the tension in Doc Howard’s voice. It reminded him of a hunt that had almost cost him his life a few years ago. Sheriff Duncan set up the portable spotlight and cordoned off the scene to make sure no evidence was destroyed. Doc Howard examined the victim, who was lying in a large pool of blood, to get the first clues as to the cause of death. He documented the victim’s condition and took DNA samples that might have come from the perpetrator. Sheriff Duncan photographed the crime scene and the victim from multiple angles to ensure complete documentation. The victim must have put up a fierce fight, he thought. But it had no chance against the attacker. A track in the grass led towards the small pond. There were no footprints to be seen, only strange drag marks, like those of a large lizard ... or ... Strange! These tracks didn’t match any known animal in this area.


The Sheriff found no suspicious items near the scene. Together with the Doc, he stowed the evidence in the evidence box. There was no trace of the perpetrator. Sheriff Duncan took his voice recorder out of his pocket to record the crime scene data.


Back on the porch, the Sheriff sat down at the table with Norman.


“What exactly did you see?” he asked with empathetic emphasis, knowing that clear answers would be crucial. Unfortunately, Norman couldn’t contribute much, or more precisely, nothing that would have led to the identification of the perpetrator.


“I just couldn’t believe what I was seeing,” Norman sobbed. “Suddenly there was this hissing sound and these glowing red eyes staring at me. I thought I had seen the devil, I really had. I was scared and shot ...” Norman burst into tears again.


The glowing eyes could indicate a wild animal whose eyes were reflecting the residual light, thought Sheriff Duncan.


“There must be an explanation for the inexplicable,” he muttered more to himself. “Have you been drinking, Norman?”


“A beer, Sheriff. I swear.”


They would not find any more answers that night. They had to wait for the results of the forensic evaluation. Norman was in shock, his eyes staring into space. The Sheriff cleared his throat.


“Norman, we’ll find the culprit,” he reassured the old farmer. Norman looked sadly at the Sheriff and nodded expectantly.


“Could you ask Mama Nalani to come to me?” Norman asked, looking for help.


“Sure,” Sheriff Duncan replied and patted Norman on the shoulder. Doc Howard gave the Sheriff a quick glance.


“I’m staying here. Come on, Norman, I’ll make you some tea in the kitchen. It’ll do you good.”


“Thanks, Doc. I’m feeling very miserable,” Norman replied quietly.


“You can drive with peace of mind,” Doc Howard called to the Sheriff.


“All right, Howard! Deputy Watson will pick you up in the morning,” the Sheriff replied.


On the way back to Willows Creek, he couldn’t get the crime scene out of his mind. Ismene was more than a pet for farmer Norman. She was a family member who gave him comfort when he thought of his deceased wife. The morning mist slowly lifted over the meadows leading to the river, revealing the outlines of the deciduous trees. The birds began their morning concert, joined by the sounds of the other animals. To his right, a wooded area came into view, behind which a large pond was hidden. A few hundred meters further on, he drove past the old fish farm in the Police SUV, where the new owner ran a research laboratory. Now it was not far to the crossroads where the main road led to the right across the Musky River into the nearby larger city. However, he turned left at the crossroads, heading south. Five minutes later, he parked his Police SUV in front of the Sheriff Department as the first rays of sunlight ventured over the distant ridges to the east. With just over an hour to go, Deputy Watson would be on duty. He longed for his upholstered office armchair. Perhaps he could find some peace and quiet there and leaf through his car magazine. The glass door to the reception area was wide open while he filled out the report in his office. As he raised his head, his eyes fell on the empty seat of Mary Bennet, the administrative assistant. They urgently needed help in the Sheriff Department. He made notes. First: call Mama Nalani and second: talk to Mrs Gelderman. Then he pinned the notes onto his computer.


The sultriness of the night caused the residents of Willows Creek to sleep fitfully. Mama Nalani, the owner of a small esoteric store in Willows Creek, was suddenly woken from her sleep by a noise. Her heart was beating faster as she sat up in bed and searched for her slippers with her feet. On her way to the bedroom door, she tripped over a stool, which caused a muffled thud.


“Ouch!” She had bumped into her foot.


She carefully descended the narrow staircase to the first floor. Suddenly she heard a soft rustling and knocking that seemed to come from the kitchen. With trembling hands, she carefully opened the door a crack and saw ... nothing. Only the light of a streetlamp from the marketplace penetrated the room. Morus, her raven, was groping around on the kitchen table, munching on the rest of her sandwich, which she had forgotten to put away. Morus took no notice of her until she switched on the ceiling light.


“Morus,” she said quietly to the tame bird. “How do you always manage to open the cage door?” The bird gave her a quick glance, made a cawing sound and returned to the rest of its meal. Mama Nalani yawned and put Morus back in the cage. A feeling told her that she was needed. She had lived in the small community for a long time. Her Creole ancestors came here many years ago and stayed. She sold talismans, incense sticks and special herbal teas in her small esoteric store. Many of the tourists who made the pilgrimage to Willows Creek each year believed that a talisman would help their fishing luck. When Mama Nalani had cleaned up Morus’ mess, she looked out of the window in the kitchen. She couldn’t see much, but on the opposite side of the marketplace ... Neighbor Hensen was taking his little terrier for a walk. Curious, she stopped for a moment. The sun would rise soon. Her senses had probably deceived her, and everything was fine.










Chapter 3


In Willows Creek, a picturesque town in the north of the USA, surrounded by wooded hills and hidden ponds, all seemed well with the world -until that fateful morning.


The rumors reached Mayor Sedge Plummer, a corpulent middle-aged man, outside the main entrance to the municipal office in the center of Willows Creek. Mr Hensen approached him with his snappy terrier. But Mayor Plummer could no longer get out of the way. Mr Hensen had to put his little terrier on a short lead. The dog yanked on his leash and barked angrily at Mayor Plummer.


“Good morning, Mayor. Have you heard?” he asked lurking.


“What am I supposed to have heard, Mr Hensen?”


“Well, from the gruesome murder at Norman’s farm. You won’t get a seat at the Diner today. I must hurry, or I’ll miss something else. Have a nice day, Mayor.” Stunned, the Mayor suddenly stood alone in front of the large red brick building from the colonial era, which dominated the marketplace with its white columns in front of the main entrance. Thoughtfully, he climbed the steps to the double-leaf entrance door and entered the building.


In the foyer stood his secretary, Mrs Beauty, who was talking excitedly with the cleaning lady, Mrs Whitman. Both women stared at him questioningly when they saw him.


“Good morning, Mayor. You look so pale. The Sheriff is expecting your call. Oh yes. That pushy woman from the press is sitting in your anteroom,” Mrs Beauty remarked curiously.


“Come along, Mrs Beauty.” Without exchanging a word, they both climbed the grand staircase to the second floor, where the mayor’s office was located. As soon as they reached the second floor, the woman from the press with the microphone in her hand blocked the way to his office. Sedge Plummer raised his hand defensively.


“Good morning, Mayor ...”


“Stop, Mrs ... Uh ...”


“Gloria Hunter, sir. Here’s my card.”


“What do you want?”


“Information’s about the murder, of course! Mr Plummer, what would you like me to tell my readers?”


“I can’t tell you that. Maybe try the Diner,” he replied irritably and groaned audibly.


“Mayor, telephone! It’s very important!” his secretary called from her desk. Mrs Beauty bravely pushed her way between her boss and the woman from the press.


“I’ll be right there. You see, Mrs Hunter, I’m very busy. You’d better make an appointment next time.” To Mrs Beauty, “Show Mrs Hunter out, please.” The woman from the press could hardly believe it. Had she just been turned down?


“My readers won’t like your attitude, Mr Plummer,” she replied irritably and left the anteroom with an indignant expression.


Once in the office, the Mayor took off his glasses. He carefully cleaned each glass to organize his thoughts. Who did that woman from the press think she was? His secretary brought him the fragrant morning coffee, but even this pick-me-up couldn’t lift his spirits.


“Thank you, Mrs Beauty. This ... woman from the press is as intrusive and annoying as a blowfly.”


“You said it, sir,” Mrs Beauty replied.


He stepped to the right-hand window, from which he had a view of the entire marketplace with its houses. The well-being of Willows Creek was in his hands. With his right hand, he pushed the curtain slightly to one side so that he could see better. These vultures from the press were digging in the dirt everywhere. Ah, she was talking to Mr Ortiz from the Holiday Inn. How he would love to be a fly on the wall. As expected, this tarantula had taken up residence at the Holiday Inn. His eloquence had convinced the citizens and the Sheriff that he was the man of the hour. Now it seemed the day had come to prove it. Mayor Plummer and Sheriff Duncan had known each other for a long time and didn’t always see eye to eye, but in the end the citizens decided who to vote for. Willows Creek could not live on tourism alone. His small town needed investors and connections to the capital market. On his desk was the brand-new advertising brochure that had just arrived from the printers a few days ago. Willows Creek was a real insider tip among anglers and those for whom God was their fishing father. The nearby Musky River was known for its abundance of fish and therefore offered a perfect vacation experience for ambitious anglers. The pros among them tried to catch the big Musky, an irrepressible power pack. A full-grown Musky fish would not tolerate any other fish in its vicinity, just as Major Sedge Plummer eliminated annoying competitors. Sometimes an angler was lucky enough to catch a Tiger Musky, a hybrid of Musky and pike. This was then documented in detail on the net.


The large pond next to the former old fish farm was one of the most popular spots for tourists looking for peace and quiet. Every year, the municipality awarded a prize for the largest pike. But behind the peaceful facade of Willows Creek, where almost everyone knows everyone else, a secret was hidden. A terrible event happened many years ago. The older residents still remember it clearly. The old fish farm on the outskirts of Willows Creek, with access to the Musky River, which used to be the heart of the community, lay derelict for years. The new investor offered a perspective that would pay off. While the Mayor was still considering everything, tensions at the Willows Creek Diner reached a critical point.


At the Sheriff Department, Sheriff Duncan was on the phone with the forensics lab in city when the wall clock across from his desk read ten minutes to six and Deputy Brodie Watson walked in with a thermos of fresh-brewed coffee. The sight of him always reminded the Sheriff of a red-haired primal force with a military haircut and full beard. The Sheriff was proud of his six-foot-six Deputy, who was a real asset to the Sheriff Department at Willows Creek. After all, he would one day become his successor. Deputy Watson could not deny his origins. The Scotsman wore his kilt with pride at the club. Last year, he won the tree trunk throwing championship for the second time. He sometimes had problems with his uniform because his muscular upper arms didn’t fit through the tight shirt sleeves. But what were these special sizes for?


“Good morning, Sheriff. You look a bit worn out. Would you like some coffee?”


“Yes please, Watson.”


“Hey, boss,” Deputy Watson’s deep voice sounded behind him. Sheriff Duncan looked up briefly. “An outraged swarm of hornets is nothing compared to the people gathering outside the Diner. Anything free today?”


“No,” Sheriff Duncan replied wearily and took a sip of coffee, the aroma of which revived his senses. “You’re good at making coffee, almost as good as Mary.” They both stared at the empty seat where Mary, the administrative assistant, usually sat. Deputy Watson looked questioningly at the Sheriff.


“Do you have any ideas, Sheriff? The Sheriff’s office is understaffed. The reports are piling up.”


“I know, Watson. But before I visit our esteemed Mayor, I’ll stop by the Diner. Damn it all! We’re in desperate need of qualified help.”


Sheriff Duncan stood up and walked with his Deputy to his workplace. Deputy Watson sat down at his terminal to view the latest entries.


“Man, Sheriff, you had a 911 last night. What did I miss?” Deputy Watson took a closer look. “Who is Ismene of Maine Castle?” he asked ignorantly.


“A cat,” the Sheriff replied dryly. Deputy Watson was about to burst out laughing when he noticed Sheriff’s serious face.


“Oh, sorry. I had no idea.”


“It’s Norman Buster’s prize Tabby Maine Coon cat, a champion and very expensive.”


“Another accident was reported this morning by the Spencer’s Lodge. They offer these hiking and survival tours. It says here that one of the participants wanted to rescue a turtle from a pond. However, the snapping turtle resisted rescue efforts and bit the man.”


“Watson!” the Sheriff admonished his Deputy.


“Yes, Sheriff! I’m sorry. It’s just kind of funny.”


“Watson, when you go to the Spencer’s Lodge, take a little detour and pick up Doc Howard from Norman Buster’s farm. He had to give Norman a tranquilizer last night.”


“Okay, Sheriff!”


“Oh! Inform our mechanic Tooli from the Volunteer Fire Department that I’m with Mayor Plummer. Just in case of emergency. I’ll be back by 3:30 p.m. at the latest,” the Sheriff replied.
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