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        DOUG MOE |  JOURNALIST AND AUTHOR OF THE RIGHT THING TO DO: KIT SAUNDERS-NORDEEN AND THE RISE OF WOMEN’S INTERCOLLEGIATE ATHLETICS AT THE UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN AND BEYOND

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NORTHERN LAKES MYSTERY SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: Figure Eight: A Northern Lakes Mystery]
          
        

      

      Figure Eight (Book 1)

      First Place, Mystery/Thriller, Midwest Book Awards (2020)

      As former police officer John Cabrelli struggles in the wake of a career-ending event, he retreats to his late uncle’s lakeside cabin in Wisconsin…but it’s far from the peaceful refuge he expects. Danger awaits—along with the truth behind his uncle’s death.
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      Spider Lake (Book 2)

      First Place, Mystery, Independent Publisher Book Awards (2021)

      Finalist, Second Novel, Next Generation Indie Book Awards (2021)

      John Cabrelli is recuperating at Spider Lake when a string of mysterious events in a nearby town draws him into a case involving a missing federal agent and a secluded cabin… An unputdownable crime thriller!

      

      
        
          
            [image: Bough Cutter cover]
          
        

      

      Bough Cutter (Book 3)

      Great Lakes Best Regional Fiction Winner, Independent Publisher Book Awards (2022)

      Just as Namekagon County sheriff John Cabrelli adjusts to his new job, a body is discovered in the woods — and he must race against time to unravel the case when the lives of even more victims are claimed within the wilderness… A gripping tale of crime fiction!
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      Musky Run (Book 4)

      Great Lakes Best Regional Fiction Winner, Independent Publisher Book Awards (2023)

      Predators stalk the Northwoods as the Great Wilderness Race gets underway. Sheriff John Cabrelli and the new Musky Falls chief of police work to keep the community calm as they try to piece together the clues before it is too late.
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      pred • a • tor | an animal that preys on others

      

      Every second of every day, something is the predator, something else the prey.

      To be successful, a predator must have skills either learned or as part of their genetic makeup.

      The least weasel roams meadows of the north country. Its fur in the summer is dark brown with a cream-colored belly; in winter, it’s white. These little weasels are reclusive but will occasionally be spotted by people entering their domain. Those observers often describe its quick movements as comical, entertaining, cute. There is, however, another side to this animal.

      Least weasels are the smallest living true carnivores on earth, about six inches long, with sleek athletic bodies. They are both quick and fast, able to run fifteen miles per hour. This animal has an incredible sense of smell and vision and is believed to have the most powerful bite of any predator in North America. Many believe that the least weasel is the perfect predator—a bold hunter out of proportion to its size.

      These animals burn a lot of calories requiring them to hunt often, searching grasses, hollow logs, and just about anywhere they can find something to eat.

      The stealthy weasel comes upon one of its favorite foods, an unsuspecting meadow vole who senses the attack too late. As the weasel hops away to a small hollow in a log with dinner in its jaws, it briefly notes a shadow overhead. As quick as it is, it is not quick enough to avoid the owl’s talons.

      

      The predator has become the prey.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Change is an interesting thing. When I was a boy, change mostly described the three quarters in “walkin’ around” money I may have had in my pocket. I could buy a bag of semenses and a bottle of pop at DiSalvo’s grocery and still have change left.

      As I got older, I realized that change also meant things wouldn’t be the same as they were. Some changes I simply noticed in passing, like when the neighbor traded his old blue car for a newer red one. Others directly impacted me. When my best friend and nightcrawler hunting buddy moved to a new place over a hundred miles away, I was so sad I couldn’t even say goodbye.

      It soon became apparent that things would change whether I liked it or not. Change was constant, sometimes for the good and sometimes not so good. Sometimes I had a say in it, and sometimes I didn’t.

      When faced with change, I often find myself reluctant to embrace it. Those near and dear to me tend to attribute that to my innate stubbornness. I, however, maintain that all changes that may impact you should be evaluated and judged on their individual merit. Only a fool rushes headlong to embrace change without knowing the consequences, and try as I might to avoid it, I have sometimes joined the rank and file of fools.

      After a bone-chilling northern Wisconsin winter, people were hoping for a little taste of warm weather in March. The old saying is, “If March comes in like a lion, it will go out like a lamb.” In this case, it came in like a lion and left like one. Two days of violent windstorms knocked swathes of standing timber down like bowling pins. After the storm, it seemed like every chainsaw in Namekagon County was running at full speed. Skid steers found their way through to unblock roads and driveways. Wood was loaded on trailers and hauled away, destined to become next year’s biofuel.

      During the second week in April, folks were rewarded with nighttime temperatures that only occasionally touched the freezing point. Daytime temperatures reached the balmy forties and fifties and solidified hope with three sixty-degree days. The accumulated snow began to melt in earnest, recharging lakes and streams. People were out and about, and even a curmudgeon couldn’t help but have a smile. Global climate change concerns were set aside, and folks just enjoyed some warm weather. When June rolled around, permanent residents and visitors were ready for the weather the north country was famous for.

      Change was in the air in Namekagon County. The Chamber of Commerce had scored big this year, and the Great Wilderness Race, held every two years, was coming to the Northwoods. Top teams from across the country came to compete. The main event was still ten days away, but there was a week of activities leading up to the actual race, including fat tire bike races, kayak and canoe races, and ending with a local craft beer contest. As I walked from the sheriff’s office over to Crossroads Coffee Shop to meet up with Len Bork, the soon-to-be-retired chief of the Musky Falls Police Department, I watched as the local theater prepared their windows for the bi-annual Great Wilderness Race Film Festival with independent film producers competing for a production contract.

      I got a cup of coffee and sat at a table outside in the morning sun to wait. Len had taken over as the chief during the most difficult of times, and his dedication to the community and courage had saved many lives. For Len, it was also time for a change. Over thirty years in law enforcement meant over thirty years of his wife, Martha, waiting for him to come home, and she finally put her foot down. Musky Falls was getting a new chief of police.

      “Hey, John, sorry I’m a little late,” Len said. “I have been stuck in the office going over everything that needs to get done before the new chief comes on board. My Lord, the piles of paperwork are two feet thick.”

      “Isn’t the tradition to leave it for the next chief?”

      “You know I could, John, but I won’t. I will not leave a big mess for someone else to clean up. I want the new chief to be able to hit the ground running, not waddling around burdened with three-year-old requisition forms, budget requests, and unfounded reports.”

      “That’s a chance you never got, Len. Man, when you took over, you had your hands full from day one. It’s a miracle we all survived.”

      “God was sitting on our shoulders. That is the truth. Speaking of that, isn’t the final duty fitness report for Jim Rawsom coming out this week?”

      “It is a closed-door session at one o’clock Friday. Just me, Jim and his family, the county risk manager, and the board chairman,” I explained. “Jim was offered a full medical retirement. He didn’t turn them down but said he wanted to see this through to its natural end. He’s been keeping up with his daily physical therapy and is making a lot of progress. He looks better than he has in a long time.”

      “I heard the surgeries for the head wound went very well, and the only issue is that he has to wear glasses with a corrective lens for his right eye,” Len said. “Martha and I pray for him and his family every night. He is a man that deserves the best.”

      “That he does, Len. That he does,” I replied.

      We sat quietly for a moment in our own thoughts.

      Then the chief spoke up. “Now that I’ve got you here, Martha wanted me to pump you for information about the wedding planning. How’s it going?”

      I was determined to handle my end of the wedding planning. My wife-to-be was a very smart, capable, wonderful person. As a result, I needed to step up and work hard to become one of those creatures known as the evolved man. To that end, I made it my goal to be involved in wedding planning every step of the way.

      “Fine, Len. Just fine.”

      “Are you still evolving?”

      “I am, and it is going well. I think Julie is happy with all my help. Just the other day, I suggested we pick a puce border for the invitations, when not too long ago, I didn’t even know there was a color called puce.”

      Len rarely offered advice unless asked, but he decided to break that rule.

      “John, my friend, your evolutionary goals are admirable and well-intentioned. But if you really want to marry Julie, butt out of the wedding plans. If she wants you to do something, she’ll let you know. Otherwise, you’re just in the way.”

      “I know you might think that, and I appreciate your advice, but with Julie and me, it’s different,” I replied, and then quickly changed the subject. “Any more thoughts about what you are going to do after retirement?”

      “I have had some ideas. The folks at the Happy Hooker Bait and Tackle offered to set me up to guide and work at their general store part-time. Taking people out on the quiet lakes sounds like it might be fun. To start with, though, I am just going to be retired for a while and see how long Martha can stand having me underfoot. She continues to mention many potential volunteer opportunities with the Women’s League at the church. It’s a funny coincidence that all the shooting I have done over the years has affected my hearing, and for some reason, it just gets worse when she mentions all that. So, we’ll have to see where we end up. I’ve got a couple of ideas of my own, but nothing for sure. For now, I am looking forward to doing some fishing this spring. Plus, a few projects are sitting in my shop waiting for some attention, like a beauty of a little Parker 20 gauge that has been halfway restored for ten years. I’d like it to be my grouse gun come next fall and am looking forward to taking it out. In my opinion, it’s the best American double ever made.”

      “I look forward to taking you up on your promise to take me bird hunting. Depending on how it goes with Jim on Friday, I may have all sorts of time,” I said.

      “John, what are you going to do if Jim doesn’t return to work? Are you going to stay on as sheriff?”

      “I’ve given it a lot of thought, Len. If he doesn’t return, I’ll stay on the job for now. As far as becoming the real sheriff, I don’t know. Among other things, I would have to run for election before too long. I have no urge whatsoever to run for any kind of political office. So, I would have to do some thinking.”

      “Well, if you did run for sheriff, you’d be elected in a landslide. People around here owe you an enormous debt, and they won’t forget that. Would they let you stay until the end of the current term?”

      “That’s up to the governor. From what I know, he could call for a special election right away. I guess we’ll just wait and see what happens.”

      A gentle fresh spring breeze was blowing, both of us keenly aware change was in the wind. We sat quietly and drank our coffee. Neither of us knew for sure what the next stop would be. Len was one of the finest law enforcement officers I had ever known. We had stood shoulder to shoulder in the face of trouble, and there was no one I would rather have backing me up. But the time had come, and he had earned a peaceful retirement. Chief Bork’s radio went off, and he was summoned back to his office.

      “The paperwork wars shall continue,” he said. “Let me know when you hear about Jim.” Then he got up and walked over to the PD.

      I stayed at the table, sipping my coffee, so deep in thought that I didn’t even notice when a grizzled gunfighter sort of guy snuck up on me. He put his hand on my shoulder, and I jumped back into reality.

      “Man, Johnny-boy, I could have shot you dead before you even looked up,” Ron Carver said. “You’ve got to pay attention. It’s a dangerous world. Why, if something happened to you, that cute little teacher Julie Carlson would have to find some other guy to marry her. I hate to tell you, but they’d be lining up.”

      Julie Carlson was everything I had ever dreamed of, but the best thing about her was that I knew she truly loved me, and I truly loved her. Together we found great joy in the simplest of pleasures.

      It sure didn’t start out that way. The first time we met, I was at the wrong end of a shotgun pointed by her. The good news is that she decided not to shoot me. Over time, we came together. No matter how hard we resisted, it was a predestination for both of us. She moved into my cabin, and slowly but surely, we found our way. I had asked her to marry me, and while she hadn’t turned me down completely, she did compare me to a pair of shoes. She had said, “John, I love you. But right now, we need to see how we work together. Kind of like buying a pair of shoes. You wouldn’t buy them without trying them on, right? Let’s enjoy the trying on period, and if I don’t feel like shoe shopping a few months from now, we can talk about this again.”

      Ron Carver was a master gold and silversmith, among other things, and was charged with creating our wedding rings. Earlier this spring, Julie and I had a day off and drove up to Lake Superior. We walked hand in hand along the shore. The wind was blowing hard enough to send the waves crashing against the land with some force but not hard enough to send us back to the truck. Julie was looking down and spotted a stone. She picked it up and washed it in the water. When it was clean, she rubbed it dry against her coat and examined it closely.

      “It’s a Lake Superior agate, John, and by the looks of it, a real beauty,” she said.

      To me, it looked like a stone with reddish brown color lines, not so different from the hundred million or so other stones on the beach.

      “I am going to take it home and polish it. You’ll see how pretty it is.”

      Once polished, the stone began to show the inner beauty it held. We took the agate to Ron, who carefully sectioned it. He told us the agate was probably close to a billion years old, made of quartz reddened by iron deposited in layers to create concentric circles like the rings of a tree. This stone was a special combination of colors and hues Ron had never seen before.

      “Ron, could you set a piece of this stone in each of our wedding rings?” she asked.

      “No problem,” he replied.

      “My students and I go on an agate hunt every year. The agate is said to have great power. It can heal

      inner anger and anxiety. It instills security and safety. Most importantly, it is thought to help strengthen relationships. I think it would be the perfect stone for us,” Julie explained.

      Ron would not show us our rings in progress. One of the women who worked at the store told us he only worked on them after hours when everyone else had gone home.

      “Johnny, I saw you sitting here with Len, and I thought I would catch up with both of you, but I see I missed Len.”

      “He had to get back. He’s trying to tidy things up before the next chief takes over. I’m sure there is plenty to do.”

      Earlier this spring, we interviewed three finalists for the chief’s position. Musky Falls has a population of 2,500, and we didn’t know what kind of applicants we would get. It was amazing to see the quality of the people who applied to a small department. One candidate, a police captain from Ohio, ran a patrol bureau five times the size of our city and county departments combined. He would have taken a sizable pay cut but said he’d always wanted to live up north and loved musky fishing.

      Another was a young, energetic candidate from a small department in Dane County. He had a strong grasp of new technology, which is a bigger part of law enforcement every day, and we would eventually have to adopt advances. The candidate’s tech jargon, however, left our heads spinning.

      The final candidate had been a sheriff’s deputy in Namekagon County for over ten years. By every measure, Mary Delzell was a top-notch officer and knew her way around a computer. The only thing she lacked for this position was supervisory experience. Sheriff Rawsom had suggested several times that she write for promotion, but each time she declined. She was more of a hands-on deputy.

      During her final interview, she took the opportunity to share her version of what the future of Musky Falls PD looked like. She was bold and direct and had obviously given this a great deal of thought.

      “Chief Bork and Sheriff Cabrelli, thank you for allowing me to speak openly about my plans if hired as chief. I have some priorities. First, as you know, I have been working with Becky Chali to develop a crisis intervention team. I would hope that the work we have already done at the sheriff’s office could be combined with efforts at the Musky Falls Police Department, making it a joint team. The situation is critical, so we need to work diligently to get the team operational.”

      “I would also like to talk about filling existing vacancies. I intend to recruit the best, most qualified candidates to fill these law enforcement positions, including women and minorities. In case you haven’t noticed, they are part of our community and clearly underrepresented in law enforcement. When Kristin Smith took the job with Eau Claire PD, Musky Falls lost a top officer. That needs to stop. Please do not be mistaken; I have no intention of hiring someone that is not qualified because of their gender or the color of their skin. We will continue to hire only those who meet our standards. It will require that we all have a long serious talk about the “D” word—discrimination—what it is and what it means.”

      That set us back on our heels, and no one said a word. The word discrimination had been shouted from podiums across the country, but the issue had not come up in our law enforcement community.

      “Deputy Delzell, I object to your inference that we somehow drove her away. As a matter of fact, I personally wrote her a glowing letter of recommendation. I was truly sorry to see her go,” the chief said.

      “I’m sure you were, and she thought the world of you. Chief, with all due respect, that begs the question, what did you do to keep her?”

      The room was quiet. Somebody had to ask the obvious question, and it had to be me. “Deputy Delzell, do you feel you’ve been discriminated against in your time with the sheriff’s department?”

      “Of course. I had to work twice as hard as the men I worked beside to get to the same place. I have done and continue to do everything I can to become proficient in law enforcement skills. During firearms qualifications, I regularly shoot in the upper ten percent. When the tactical unit was being formed, I applied, but three guys were picked because they were deer hunters. When two of them retired, I got another chance, and Sheriff Rawsom selected me. There was a lot of talk among the ranks about whether or not it was a job for a woman. Some of my coworkers questioned it just loud enough for me to hear. I am sure you remember it was not too long after that we were all put to the test. We stood together, gender aside, and prevailed—sometimes I’m not sure how—but we did.”

      No one would ever forget the incident. A wanted fugitive had holed up in Namekagon County. Not just any fugitive, but a professional killer working for an Eastern European organized crime syndicate. A bad man by any measure. We found out where he was and put a plan in motion to take him into custody. The killer knew we were there and came out the front door using a young woman as a shield and putting down a withering field of fire from an AK-47. Officers Malone and Holmes and Sheriff Rawsom were hit. Two were back on duty, but it was doubtful that Rawsom would ever be able to return to law enforcement. Mary Delzell was there that day and saved the sheriff and many other lives. She didn’t have a clear shot on the shooter, but she did on his AK-47, and a perfectly placed bullet knocked it out of his hands.

      At that moment, Deputy Delzell chose to stand up and face us. “Let’s make sure we understand each other. Do not even consider giving me this job because I am the local favorite or a woman. I have earned better than that. I am a law enforcement officer and proud of what I have accomplished. I never wrote for promotion before because I did not feel I was ready. It is easy for some to pin on a new badge and take a new rank. It is not easy to do it well. I was not ready then, but I am ready now.

      “Do you plan to stay with the department if you don’t get the chief’s job?” asked Ron.

      “I will be in my car heading out on patrol tomorrow at three o’clock and will continue to do my job to the best of my ability. Then on my next day off, I will start planning my run for sheriff.” She smiled at me and said, “Just kidding, John. You have to keep a sense of humor in this job.”

      Everyone knew Mary Delzell was the right choice for the job, but the ensuing discussion focused on the choice to hire from within. Would the other officers allow her to lead? In the end, Len was given the honor of making the offer. The citizens of Musky Falls were darn lucky to get her.

      

      I headed out of town to run some of the back roads on the east side of the county. Somebody, most likely local kids, had been playing mailbox baseball. I’d make my presence known and wanted them to know they were on my mind.

      I had just stopped to examine what appeared like a recent home run when dispatch advised me of a call. They gave me the fire number. The place I was going to was no more than a half dozen miles away. The dispatcher advised that the caller was extremely agitated.

      “What’s the caller’s name?” I asked.

      “Hugh Danna.”

      “The sheep farmer?”

      “I believe that’s correct.”

      “What did he say?”

      “Nothing other than he wanted the sheriff out at his place right away. It was an emergency. Then he hung up.”

      “Did you try him back?”

      “Yes, Sheriff. No answer.”

      “I am on it. Send another car.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

        

      

    

    
      I drove as fast as I dared down the back roads of Namekagon County. As is often the case, backup was a long way off.

      Once close to the farm drive, I killed my warning lights and pulled in. I had met the Dannas; they volunteered with the local 4-H, working with some of Julie’s students. Most recently, the local newspaper had run a two-part story about the family who had been raising Icelandic sheep, carefully crossbreeding and managing their flock to raise animals that were second to none in wool production. They had received local and national recognition. Raising sheep is not the road to riches, but a well-managed flock, cost controls, and a careful breeding program can return profits. Predators, however, were a constant threat to the sheep. Coyotes, wolves, bears, and even bobcats were always looking for a meal, especially during lambing.

      I pulled into the yard and was met by two individuals armed with rifles. One carried a well-worn walnut-stocked bolt action, and the other carried a high-tech AR-15 with what looked like a night vision scope. I was not concerned for my safety. Running into someone in the north country with a gun is not uncommon. Running into someone in the north country with a gun who wants to harm others happens, but not very often.

      “Sheriff, you and I have met before over at the school. I am Hugh Danna, and this is my son, Evan.”

      “So, how can I help you, Mr. Danna?” I asked.

      “Call me Hugh, Sheriff,” he said before becoming more agitated. “We got us one big problem here. A big, big problem, and we are going to do something about it, whether the law likes it or not.” Without hesitation, Hugh took off toward one of his pastures. “Follow me.”

      Evan was on full alert as he walked with us. I followed Hugh and stopped where he did. A huge white dog covered in blood and certainly dead lay on the ground.

      “That was our guard dog. A Great Pyrenes, the best one we could find. We were having wolf problems, and once we got him, they stopped. We’d still see the tracks but didn’t lose one sheep. When wolves or coyotes come around, he lets them know he means business, and they don’t want any part of it. He was an all-around good dog, knew his job, and was good with the family too.”

      “How big was he, Hugh?” I asked out of curiosity.

      “Last time we were at the vet, he tipped the scales at one and a quarter.”

      “I’m guessing wolves did this?” I asked.

      “Well, Sheriff, I don’t actually know.”

      “Just hang on a minute, then you can tell me what happened,” I said. I called into dispatch and canceled my backup. “Okay. Go ahead, Hugh.”

      “Although the lambing season is pretty much over, I stayed up to check the sheep once more before bed. Anyways, I was sittin’ by the old stove reading. I must have dozed off for a minute ’cause I bolted up when I heard an incredible commotion, snarling and growling coming from the center pasture, the one we’re in now. I grabbed my rifle, pulled on my boots, and ran out toward the noise, but I was too late. The dog was dead on the ground, blood all over the place. The sheep were all huddled into the corner over there, and that lamb,” he said, pointing to another animal on the ground, “was dead. I figure all the scent from lambing must’ve been too much to resist, and the dog tried to take on the whole wolf pack. I’m guessin’ that dog put up a whale of a fight, but they were just too much for him.

      “Evan sat out all night watching the sheep, but we didn’t have any more trouble. This morning we got to looking around and saw some tracks by the fence, but they were hard to figure. So, I’m telling you right now, Sheriff, and you can let everybody know that thinks this is their business, if I see a wolf on my land, it’s a dead wolf, plain and simple. It’s hard enough to make a living without feeding a pack of wolves. If you want to haul me off to jail, then so be it, but enough already.”

      “Hugh, I’m not taking anybody to jail, so settle down. But I am looking at these tracks here, and I am not sure what they are. I’ve seen wolf tracks, and these are not,” I said.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I think we might want to get an expert over here to take a look. Professor Newlin over at the college is working with a large predator expert. Some instances have happened on the other side of the county that got the local DNR and USDA people concerned.”

      “USDA? You mean the folks down at farm services? What do they have to do with this? Isn’t this a DNR problem?” asked Hugh.

      “I don’t completely understand how this works either. Let me call the professor and see what he can tell us.”

      “I don’t care, Sheriff. Call whoever you want,” said Hugh.

      “Sheriff, I know what you might be thinking. I think getting an expert is a good idea,” Evan said.

      Cell service in Namekagon County is spotty at best, but it was clear as a bell on the top of Dannas’ hill. I called Professor Newlin, head of the wildlife biology program.

      He answered, “Quack. Professor Chuck the Duck here.”

      “Hi, Charlie, it’s John Cabrelli.”

      “Sheriff Cabrelli, I am pleased to hear your voice. I hope you and Julie are doing well. I am looking forward to working with her students next year. I am also looking forward to attending your pending nuptials. How can I help you?”

      “I need to contact that predator specialist you’ve been working with.”

      “You mean Dr. Pederson Kouper? It is your lucky day. He is actually sitting across the table from me at this very moment, drinking my special blend tea and munching on a delicious and delightful cinnamon roll fresh from Tommye’s Bakery. I will put you on speaker.”

      “Thanks, Professor. I need you guys to do me a favor and drive out to the Danna farm on Lang Road. The fire number is W11211.”

      “Okay if we come after lunch?” the professor asked.

      “Well, Charlie, I’m not sure what we have here, but I need you to get here as soon as possible.”

      I gave them a brief description of the situation, and Dr. Kouper stopped me halfway through.

      “We’ve heard enough, Sheriff. We will be on our way as quickly as possible,” said Kouper. “One more thing, a large and potentially dangerous predator may be roaming the area. I strongly recommend that you use caution out there. Most likely, the animal has taken off for parts unknown, but then again, maybe not.’’

      “Thanks for the info, Dr. Kouper. We’ll pay attention.”

      The State of Wisconsin has seventy-two sheriffs, one for each county. The job description, by necessity, changes from county to county. The job of the sheriff and their deputies is much different in an urban county with a population of over a million than it is in a rural county with a population of 16,000.

      Northern Wisconsin is truly wild country. Gravel roads and two-tracks are as common as paved roads. People barely outnumber bears. As a result, the types of calls for service are different and will often involve the wildlife citizens with whom we share the land.

      It’s a beautiful, rugged land of lakes, forests, rivers, and streams supporting wildlife species from mice to the occasional moose. It is also home to some of North America’s top predators: bears, wolves, bobcats, lynxes, and cougars. People that choose to live far off the beaten path quickly find that they are part of a community where humans don’t necessarily reign supreme. Most folks find that respect and coexistence is the easiest path to follow. Making a living hardscrabble farming has its own challenges. It is not uncommon for predators to show up looking for something to eat. Conflicts between wildlife and people are inevitable, whether it is hitting a deer with a car or a bear getting into the trash.

      In recent years a top predator, the gray wolf, has been the focus of vigorous ongoing discussion. Some hunters and livestock producers think there are too many wolves. Some wolf advocates argue they should be on the endangered species list. Folks like the Dannas are on constant watch to keep wolves away from their livestock to prevent incidents like those that had just occurred.

      A national discussion regarding the future of the gray wolf is in and out of federal court. No matter how smart these creatures are, they have no concept of their role in the national debate. It is almost certain the wolf’s future will be decided far from the north country, in urban courtrooms staffed by people who most likely have never heard a wolf howl.

      Wildlife becomes part and parcel of the job if you are a law enforcement officer working in a rural area—whether in the state’s southern cornfields or the Northwoods.

      It was just under an hour before the professor and Dr. Kouper pulled into the Dannas’ farmyard.

      Charlie Newlin got out of the truck and walked over to me.

      “Hello, Sheriff. Let me introduce you to Dr. Pederson Kouper. Dr. Kouper is a veterinarian that specializes in the study of large predators. He is doing cutting-edge research in this field. His most recent book, Predators of the Northern Forests, is a must-read for anyone interested in wildlife and predator-prey relationships. I frankly could hardly put it down,” Charlie said.

      Kouper’s boots, worn and scuffed, told the story of a man who spent his life in the backcountry. He looked fit and able with a knife on his belt and a backpack over his shoulder. He greeted us with a friendly smile and a hearty handshake.

      “I work with the U.S. Department of Agriculture Animal and Plant Health Inspection and Wildlife Services. We pretty much shorten all that up and call it APHIS,” Dr. Kouper began. “I specialize in problems and reoccurring conflicts between large predators and people. It is our goal to resolve conflicts that will allow people and wildlife to coexist. The vast majority of these projects are handled by our local people working in conjunction with state wildlife agencies. Sometimes, however, we have more troublesome conflicts. Then they call in someone like me to try and sort things out. That is the case here. A request for assistance came in from Sande County along the western boundary of Namekagon. There had been several instances of harassment and, eventually, predation on sheep and calves. In both cases, they were farms using rotational large pasture grazing.”

      “Oh yeah, I heard about that on a farm down by the river. The guy and his wife run a bunch of free-range sheep. I think some sort of critter reduced the flock pretty recently,” said Hugh. “You think it was the same critter here, Dr. Kouper?”

      “I have no way of knowing, but we have to consider the possibility. Mr. Danna, how about we start with you telling me what happened in as much detail as possible? Then we’ll take a look around.”

      Evan and Hugh told their story. Kouper and Newlin listened intently.

      “What do you want to do here?” Hugh asked.

      “First, Mr. Danna, could you take us to see the dog?”

      “Sure, he’s right over there.”

      The body of the great white dog lay just where he died.

      “If you don’t mind, Professor Newlin and I would like to examine your dog and survey the site. It is important we collect and preserve any evidence we might find,” said Kouper.

      “Go ahead. We’ll keep out of your way,” Hugh said.

      Dr. Kouper began to gently, almost reverently, examine the deep punctures and lacerations across the dog’s body. “He was a noble beast that put up a good fight,” he remarked.

      After about fifteen minutes, he called us all over. “Would you all please come over here? Stay back out of the blood-stained area but come close enough to hear.”

      We moved in to listen.

      “These wounds are not from wolves; they are typical of injuries administered by a large cat.” He pulled and straightened the dog’s left foreleg and pointed to four lacerations. “These would be from a forepaw. Puma concolor has five toes and claws on its forepaws. One claw is a dewclaw, and the other four are the ones that do the real damage. These others are puncture wounds, and, without a doubt, a bite from the cougar was the end for the dog. The cat leaped on the dog’s back, holding him with its forepaws, then biting into the back of its head, crushing the base of the skull.”

      “Puma concolor? What kind of cat is that?” Hugh asked.

      “It’s a cougar, Dad,” Evan said. “There’s a perfect track over by the fence. I looked it up on the Internet. It’s definitely a cougar.”

      “A mountain lion?” Hugh asked. “I have never heard of mountain lions in Wisconsin. He must have gotten lost to come this way.”

      “Yes, Mr. Danna, a mountain lion,” Dr. Kouper confirmed.

      “Actually, cougars are native to Wisconsin,” Professor Newlin interjected. “They are not all that uncommon. In the last few years, there have been over seventy probable or confirmed sightings from all parts of the state. Just the other day, one was spotted in the far southwest part of the state around Spring Green. With the popularity of trail cameras, we are getting photographic evidence like we never have before. Recently Wisconsin Outdoor News ran a series of trail cam photos of a cougar biting a whitetail deer in the neck and walking away with it in its mouth. The question we should ask is, why aren’t there more cougars in Wisconsin? The habitat is perfect with plenty of food, water, and cover.”

      Dr. Kouper spoke up. “Puma concolor, known by the Ojibwe as mishibizhii, has been here forever. In a country like this, they will dominate a range between fifty and one hundred fifty square miles. They are hard to see. Most cougar encounters are so quick people often ask themselves if they actually saw what they saw. Cougars are reclusive and extremely stealthy, allowing them to move across the land unnoticed.”

      The veterinarian continued his examination. Professor Newlin produced a pack of test tubes and began to capture whatever blood samples he could, carefully labeling each one. Always the teacher, the professor explained what he was doing and why.

      “I am collecting these samples in the hope that we may be able to isolate some DNA from the cougar. Cougar sightings in the state are increasing. Namekagon County is wild country and could easily support a population of breeding cougars. Dr. Kouper has collected samples from several animals over the years, and through DNA testing, he has found animals that had a genetic relationship with South Dakota Black Hills cats.”

      After examining the dog, the two scientists thoroughly searched the ground where the dog and cat battled and found and packaged several tufts of tawny brown hair that likely had been torn from the cat. When they asked Evan about the track, he led them to a perfect pug mark in the soil just outside the pasture. They measured and photographed it before anyone said anything.

      “My, my, my, this is a big fellow. A very large male would be my guess. Probably approaching two hundred pounds. A formidable predator indeed,” Kouper said.

      “What do you think the chances are that this cougar will be back?” asked Hugh.

      “I wish I could tell you that he is long gone,” the doctor began. “An individual animal will need to kill a deer about once a week. Once they make a kill, they drag it to a secluded spot under cover and begin feeding. After eating enough, they will hide the carcass in a shallow overhang or cave and cover it with leaves, grass, or
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