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In the small Northern California town of Crescent Springs, the residents awaken one spring morning to chaos. Every vehicle in town, including the ancient VW Beetle of local private detective Butler Appleton, has its tires slashed. With summer vacations on the horizon, panic spreads as people scramble to find replacements. Butler immediately launches an investigation and heads straight to the local tire and repair shop, suspecting the owner might have seen something suspicious. However, Bob, the elderly owner who dreams of leaving town, proves to be no help. He reveals that he goes to bed at 7 p.m. and hadn't noticed any unusual activity. With this lead turning cold, Butler continues his search for answers.

Butler tugged at his worn tweed jacket as he stepped out of Bob's shop, blinking in the bright spring sunlight. The morning air vibrated with the low hum of distressed voices, punctuated by sharp exclamations and the occasional bark from a far-off dog. Up and down Main Street, residents clustered around their crippled vehicles, shaking their heads and brandishing ruined tires like grotesque trophies from a particularly ill-mannered parade.

The sight of so many cars drooping on their axles gave the whole block a slightly drunken tilt. Even the bicycles in front of the library looked as if they were sulking, their tires sullen and flat against the sidewalk. The noise grew louder as Butler turned the corner, his detective instincts kicking in as he surveyed the chaos. Every spare patch of curb seemed occupied by neighbors swapping rumors, trading accusations, or simply commiserating over their shared misfortune.

Outside Crescent Springs’ only diner, The Buttered Biscuit, a particularly animated group had gathered. Mrs. Callahan, the retired kindergarten teacher, was in the midst of an impassioned rant, waving a battered gardening glove at anyone who would listen. "It’s those teenagers from the next county over!" she declared; her cheeks flushed with certainty. "I saw one of them sneaking around the post office just last week!"

Beside her, Marcus Lee, the postmaster’s son, rolled his eyes and muttered something about raccoons and wild theories. His own delivery van sagged on its rims, looking as defeated as its owner. The conversation ricocheted from one source of blame to another—vandals, government plots, bored retirees—never quite settling before springing to the next possibility. Butler watched the exchange with a quiet amusement. 

Small towns had a way of diagnosing themselves with whatever ailment they secretly feared most.

A group of high schoolers, identifiable by their varsity jackets and perpetual look of mild guilt, loitered near the parking sign. One of them, a lanky redhead named Cody, caught Butler’s eye and offered a sheepish grin. "Hey, Mr. Appleton. You think they’re gonna cancel the parade next week?" he asked, tone hopeful and anxious all at once.

Butler shrugged. "Depends if anyone can get their hands on a set of tires by then." He tipped his hat to the boy, who nodded and shuffled back to the safety of his pack. As he navigated the small crowd, Butler let fragments of conversation wash over him—rumors about the mechanic’s new apprentice, sightings of unfamiliar trucks late at night, a conspiracy theory involving the mayor’s pet schnauzer. Each snippet filed itself away in his mental ledger for later review.

The bell above The Buttered Biscuit’s door jingled merrily as Butler pushed inside, the din of the street replaced by the cozier bustle of the diner. The familiar smell of coffee and maple syrup wrapped around him like an old friend. At the counter, Martha Wilson was already pouring two mugs, her eyes sharp behind her pink cat-eye glasses.

"Mornin', Butler," called Martha Wilson from her perch behind the counter as he pushed through the diner's door. The familiar smell of coffee and maple syrup wrapped around him like an old friend. "Heard you're on the case of our mysterious tire slasher."

"Working on it," Butler replied, sliding onto a stool. "Coffee, black, please."

Martha poured him a steaming cup. "Well, you better solve it quick. My sister's supposed to drive up from San Francisco this weekend, and now she's stranded too."

Butler nodded thoughtfully, warming his hands around the mug. The diner buzzed with theories—teenagers pulling a prank, a disgruntled ex-employee from the auto shop, even aliens. He tuned out the wilder speculations and focused on what he knew.

"Any security cameras catch anything?" asked Fred Johnson, the hardware store owner, sliding onto the stool beside him.

"Town only has three cameras, and they're all pointed at the bank," Butler replied. "Whatever happened, it was between midnight and dawn."

A bell jingled as the door opened, and Maeve Collins, the town librarian, hurried in. Her normally neat auburn hair was windblown, and her cheeks were flushed.

"Butler!" she exclaimed, spotting him immediately. "I think I saw something last night. I was up late finishing a mystery novel—couldn't put it down—and I glimpsed a shadow moving between cars on Maple Street around one in the morning."

Butler straightened. "A person? Could you make out any details?"

"Not clearly," Maeve admitted, sliding her glasses up her nose. "But they were wearing something dark, maybe a hoodie? And they were carrying something long—like a knife or tool."

The diner fell silent as everyone turned to listen.

"Where exactly on Maple?" Butler asked, already pulling out his small notebook.

"Right in front of the old Peterson place," Maeve said. "The streetlight there has been flickering for weeks. I only noticed because of the movement in the shadows."

Butler jotted this down, his mind already piecing together a plan. The Peterson house had been vacant since old man Peterson passed last winter. Perfect vantage point for watching the neighborhood without being seen.

"Anyone been hanging around that property lately?" he asked the room at large.

Martha frowned. "Now that you mention it, I did see a van parked nearby a couple times last week. Thought it might be the real estate people finally getting around to listing it."

"What kind of van?" Butler pressed.

"White. Plain. No markings I could see," Martha said, refilling his coffee without being asked.

Butler took a thoughtful sip. "I think I'll pay a visit to the Peterson place after breakfast." He glanced at Maeve. "Care to show me exactly where you spotted our mystery figure?"

She nodded eagerly. "Of course. And Butler? There's something else. When I was walking home from book club last week, I found this near my car." She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small, sharp metal object.

Butler took it carefully. It was a homemade tool—a curved piece of metal with a sharpened edge and a wrapped handle.

"Perfect for slashing tires," he murmured, turning it over in his palm. The first real clue. The morning suddenly felt a bit brighter, despite the chaos around them."A tire slasher tool," Fred whispered, leaning in to get a better look. "Where exactly did you find this, Maeve?"

Butler watched Maeve's expression carefully as she explained.
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"It was wedged against the curb near my car, just outside the library. I almost didn't see it in the dark. I thought it was just trash at first, but something about the shape caught my eye."

Butler studied the metal tool, turning it over in his fingers. The sharpened edge gleamed dully under the diner's fluorescent lights. Someone had taken time with this—it wasn't hastily made. The handle was wrapped in what looked like black electrical tape, worn smooth in places from use.

"Did you touch it much?" he asked, looking up at Maeve.

"Just enough to pick it up," she replied, tucking a strand of auburn hair behind her ear. "I used a tissue from my purse. Thought it might be... you know... evidence."

Butler nodded approvingly. "Smart thinking. Mind if I keep this?"

"Please do," Maeve said. She glanced at her watch. "I can show you that spot on Maple right now if you've finished your coffee. The library doesn't open until ten today."

Butler drained the last of his cup and left a few bills on the counter. "Lead the way."

Outside, the morning chaos had settled into a more organized form of panic. A makeshift carpool system was already forming in the town square, with residents clustering around a whiteboard someone had dragged out from the community center. Sheriff Donahue stood nearby, looking overwhelmed as he jotted down notes and tried to maintain order.

"Morning, Butler," the sheriff called when he spotted them. "Any
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