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Chapter 1

Norm sat on his porch, looking out over the
river feeding the lake where the town of Winter Creek got its name.
Sipping on a beer was the only way he knew of to kick back and
relax.

Having retired from the Post Office four
years earlier, Norm didn’t have any aspirations beyond enjoying the
rest of his life as he saw fit. If that meant not being around
people anymore, then so be it. He only put up with those idiots in
Winter Creek because of his wife’s claim that it was healthy to
“get out and rub elbows”.

His thoughts shifted to his Dotty as he took
another swig of beer. As far as he was concerned, no one that ever
lived could hold a candle to her beauty and wit. The fact she was
the only person he’d ever met that wanted anything to do with him
only lifted her onto another pedestal.

He never expected to get his life back
together after she died, but he somehow managed. Not a day went by
over the last ten years that he didn’t wish and pray for a heart
attack to claim him as well. When his heart kept beating and his
breathing continued unabated, he figured God wanted to keep her to
Himself for another day. That was all right by Norm, since he knew
she wouldn’t want him to fret. He knew he’d be with his angel
sooner or later.

Draining his bottle, Norm tossed it into the
blue recycle bucket to his left and pushed himself up from his
chair to get another. He paused as something further up the
mountain caught his attention. He crossed the porch and pushed open
the screen door to stick his head out.

Sure enough, that’s smoke.

He thought about leaving it be. He had
enough to do with putting plastic over the mesh screen surrounding
his porch. Then his mind switched to the Loons (Out-of-towners)
that spent the last year looking for the mysterious Beast. Though
he didn’t believe the stories, he knew the Loons were stupid enough
to start a campfire and let it get out of control.

Grumbling to himself about his lack of faith
in humanity, he grabbed his shovel and hurried toward where he
thought the smoke was coming from.

A two-foot wide creek that fed into the
river ran alongside his yard, separating his property from the
wooded hillside. The creek was at its lowest point until the spring
thaw, so there was a one-foot drop to the muddy rocks on either
side of the water. Flat stones serving as steps were imbedded in
the steep bank along the other side of the creek and led to a
well-worn trail he used every evening to relax before bed. The path
was the only break in the fading-green bushes along the water’s
edge.

“Damn Loons. Why can’t they find something
better to do with their time instead of bugging me.” Norm stepped
across the creek without difficulty, and started climbing the bank.
With his weight leaning forward, he used the head of the shovel as
a cane to help steady himself, swearing the whole time at being
pulled from his comfortable seat to fix some idiot’s idea of fun.
“Can’t even enjoy a beer in peace anymore.”

Nearing the top of the bank, his shovelhead
hit the ground and he stepped passed it as something rustled the
bushes to his left before letting out a loud growl-like hiss. His
mind immediately went to the nature shows about alligators, so he
tried to turn and lift the shovel as a club in case he needed it,
but his left foot slipped and his right caught on the other side of
the shovel as he fell.

A snapping sound was followed by a jolt of
pain shooting through his right leg as he fell backwards and rolled
into the creek. He landed face down in the water a second before
the metal head of the shovel clanked against the back of his
head.

A surge of energy caused by the freezing
water and adrenaline helped him find the strength to attempt
pushing himself out of the water. His face lifted free as another
growling hiss that sounded like laughter came from the bank. A
second later, a great weight slammed into his back and pushed him
under the water.

His last thought as darkness took him was of
his Dotty holding him.

*****

“Look here, kid. I don’t know what you’re
pulling, but I want to speak with Sheriff Lightfeather. Those
damned kids have gone too far this time.” Able Jensen was a man
known more for busting heads than exuding patience and, by leaning
closer to Deputy Travis Dearborn, he let the younger man experience
a hint of what the best bouncer in the state was capable of.

For his part, Travis wasn’t known for his
patience either, but after being up all night trying to maintain
the calm as Jay had instructed him to do, and nearly failing a
couple of times, he was too tired to care about anything besides
the Sheriff’s health.

Sitting behind his desk with his elbows
resting on the desktop and rubbing his eyes, he responded in as
calm a way as he could manage. “Look, we’re shorthanded and busy at
the moment, so please, wait to leave your complaint with Edith when
she gets back and we’ll get to you when we can.”

Able muttered something about snot-nosed
punks and shoving something somewhere as he stood over the desk,
eyeing Travis for a minute. Letting out a huff, he turned and
headed for the door. “I’ll come back when the Sheriff’s here, not a
wet ass.”

Travis waited until the door closed before
dropping his face into his hands. Fuck me! He didn’t know
how he managed to keep from screaming, but it at least saved him
from another round of mother-henning by Edith for his language. “I
hate these fucking people.”

“What was that, sweetie?”

He winced at hearing her voice just behind
him. He didn’t expect her to be finished in the bathroom so fast.
Since his first day on the job, part of him wondered if she
appeared out of nowhere just to screw with him and Jay. He’d been
around enough people to know the older generation loved to mess
with people’s heads as much as any other. “Nothing. Just
venting.”

She rested a soothing hand on his shoulder
as she walked past. “I know it’s not easy. But Jay knows what he’s
doing. We have to trust in him.”

Travis blew out a breath. “Yeah, I guess. I
don’t like being the last to know.”

Edith chuckled as she took her seat to his
left and at the center desk. “You’re not the only one, sweetie.
Sometimes, I think Jay listens about as well as he delegates.”

Travis glanced at her. It was the first time
he ever heard her say anything remotely bad about the Sheriff. At
seeing her looking off into space, he assumed she was worried, too.
Before he could turn back around, the phone rang, breaking his
concentration. Normally, it was Edith’s job to answer the phones,
but Travis was so strung out, he snatched the phone from its cradle
before she could blink.

“Jay?” His voice lowered at hearing a
different voice on the other end. “Oh, I’m sorry, Mrs. Johnson.
Yes. Yes, that’s right… a big cat… like a mountain lion. Okay,
thank you. I’ll let him know.” Travis set the phone receiver back
into its cradle and rested his face in his hands once more. He
didn’t know he fell asleep until a hand touched his shoulder,
jerking him awake.

“I’m sorry, sweetie.” Edith’s voice rolled
over him in a gentle wave.

Travis sat back in his chair and tried to
rub the sleep from his face. “No problem. Any word from Jay?”

Edith shook her head, but the concern in her
voice didn’t seem to reach her eyes. “Not yet.” Her left hand
looked like it held something, but he shook it off. “What did Mrs.
Johnson want?”

It took Travis a second to remember all the
calls had to be logged. “Oh, she just wanted to let us know she
hasn’t seen the lion yet.” He rolled his eyes. “I think she’s
fishing for information.” Damn busybody.

Edith’s smile was as gentle as usual, but it
didn’t reach her eyes. “Sounds like her, all right.”

I need sleep. Travis rubbed his eyes
and covered a yawn. Sleep deprivation failed to hinder his own
curiosity and while he considered it a strength, he knew others
didn’t. Especially when they wanted a previous subject to
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