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			Death On Drakes Creek

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			“Sheriff, aliens killed Luther,” Jed Duncan exclaimed, as Sheriff Ray Harris climbed out of his police cruiser in front of the Franklin police station. 

			“Luther?” Ray questioned.

			“Yeah. Aliens killed him.”

			“Jed, who in the hell is Luther?”

			“Luther’s my coonhound,” Jed said, fighting back a sob.

			“I take it you and Luther were close.”

			“Close is not the word for it… Sheriff, I raised him from a pup. He was the runt of the litter, and the best hound a man could ever have. I mean, was the best,” Jed said, turning his head to look at the falling drizzle. Also, to hide a tear. Clearing his throat, he turned back to Ray. “Sheriff, I guess you could say he was my best friend.”

			“I understand where you’re coming from,” Ray remarked gently. “I feel the same about my dog, Roy.” Ray pulled the collar of his coat closer to his face to protect it from the cold and stinging drizzle. But aliens. Really? Welcome home, Ray thought. It hasn’t been two days since I returned from California, and the nuts are falling from the trees. But why are they falling in my yard?

			“Jed, why don’t you and I get out of the cold and rain and get a hot cup of coffee?” Ray said, pointing toward the station’s entrance. “If we’re lucky, Susan stopped and got donuts this morning.”

			   “That sounds good, Sheriff,” Jed said as he fell in line behind Ray.

			Holding the station door open for Jed, Ray continued, “We’ll grab a cup of coffee and a donut and go into my office. We’ll close the door, and you can explain just what happened.”

			“Good morning, Ray,” Susan McCormick said, as they walked past the dispatch desk. “Good having you back.”

			“Thanks, Susan,” Ray said. “I tell you, I didn’t miss this nasty weather out in L.A.”

			“I bet you didn’t… You, by chance, didn’t stop and get donuts this morning, did you?” Susan asked.

			Ray wanted to say. Do you see me carrying a box? Instead, he replied, “I was hoping you did.”

			“Why would I stop and get donuts? It’s not in my job description to bring donuts unless you changed it.”

			“Changed what? Your job description? (Susan nodded) No, I didn’t change your job description,” Ray laughed. 

			“Okay. Here’s another question for you,” she said, as Ray came out of his office with his empty coffee mug. “Is there money in the budget for donuts?”

			“Not that I know of… At least tell me there’s fresh coffee.”

			“Sheriff… Sheriff… Sheriff… As long as you’ve known me, when is the coffee ever fresh?”

			“Good point… Jed and I will be in my office,” Ray said, as he added cream and two Sweet-and-Lows to his cup.

			“Okay?” Susan scoffed.

			“Jed, I’m sorry I can’t offer you a donut to go with your coffee,” Ray said, as he stirred his coffee with a wooden swizzle stick. Susan said something under her breath that Ray couldn’t quite make out, but it sounded like, “We would if you had stopped.” 

			“Coffee’s fine,” Jed replied, showing his cup.

			“Ray, you could always run out and get a dozen from ‘Best Donuts’ on the corner,” Susan suggested. “Mr. Duncan would wait. Wouldn’t you, Mr. Duncan? (Jed nodded) Ray, as you know, I like the white-iced jellies.”

			“I know you do, and if it weren’t cold and raining, maybe I would, but not today.”

			“Damn,” Susan whispered.

			“Susan, hold my calls,” Ray said as he closed his office door.

			Without taking her eyes off her Facebook page on her cell phone, Susan gave him a thumbs-up.

			“She’s something, ain’t she?” Jed replied, as he took one of the two chairs before Ray’s desk.

			“Susan? (Jed nodded) I guess,” Ray laughed as he hung up his hat and coat.

			Susan McCormick was indeed something. She was the office heirloom. She was a full-figured African American in her mid-something. Rumor had it that Susan was born when the city of Franklin was incorporated into the state in 1820. Of course, that was just a rumor. Susan was outspoken and not afraid to say what was on her mind, which was one of the things Ray loved about her.

			“Susan’s something all right,” Ray said proudly as he took his seat. “But I wouldn’t trade her for anything.”

			“I’m surprised she’s still here.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean, still alive,” Jed corrected. “Hell, she must be as old as Methuselah.”

			“Why would you say that?”

			“Methuselah lived to be nine-hundred and sixty-nine years old. I bet Miss McCormick was a nursery buddy.”

			“She’s not that old,” Ray laughed. “Close, maybe, but don’t tell her I said that.”

			“I heard you, Sheriff,” Susan yelled from the dispatch desk in the other room.

			“Jed, explain why you said aliens killed your dog,” Ray said, knowing that would get Susan’s mind off being called old.

			“Aliens,” Susan snickered.

			“Susan, do you have anything better to do besides listening in on our conversation?”

			“Not right now, Sheriff,” Susan replied. “It’s early yet. I tell you the truth – I’m having to concentrate really hard trying to make out most of what you’re saying. Maybe, I can join you while you talk with Mr. Duncan?”

			“No,” Ray replied sharply. “Jed, go on. Why do you think aliens killed your dog.”

			“It’s how I found Luther’s body,” Jed said.

			Ray leaned back in his swivel chair, taking a deep breath. It’s going to be one of those days.  

			“And how was that?” Ray asked.

			“There was no blood, and by the size of the wound, there should have been. Sheriff, I’ve killed many a deer, cow, and hog, and I’ve seen how much they bleed out. But I tell you, there was no blood.”

			“Maybe, the rain washed away the blood.”

			“When I found the body early this morning, it wasn’t raining. Besides, even now, there should still be bloody puddles.”

			“That’s so frickin gross,” Susan exclaimed from the other room.

			“Okay,” Ray said, ignoring Susan’s remarks. “Maybe Luther died somewhere else, and whoever killed him dumped him where you found him.”

			“Why would anyone go to that much trouble for a dog? Also, there’s the missing body parts.”

			Oh, dear.  “Missing body parts?” Ray asked.

			“Missing body parts?” Susan whispered.

			“His belly was sliced open like someone took a scalpel to him.”

			“And you’ve seen someone use a scalpel?”

			“Sure, I watched the vet when she came out last year and castrated four young stallions for me.”

			“O-Okay. What body parts were missing?” Ray asked.

			“As I said, I’ve field-dressed deer, and the best I can tell, Luther’s missing his stomach, liver, and balls.”

			“His balls,” Susan chuckled. “I’m sorry. I know it’s not funny, and how I’d feel if someone took my Chihuahua’s balls.”

			“Sheriff, what kind of weirdo would want his balls?” Jed asked.

			Ray sighed. Did you just hear yourself?

			“You know,” Ray suggested, “coyotes, hawks, and crows will go for the softer parts first.”

			“Yeah, I know that. But Luther’s too big for birds to have killed him. And this here wasn’t any coyote kill. I’ve caught coyotes attacking my sheep. Usually, they grab them by the neck and shake them until they’re unconscious… Yes, they all go for the soft parts, but only after the animal is dead. And they always leave bite and claw marks. There wasn’t any on Luther. And where’s the blood? No sir, Sheriff, these were made by ‒”

			“A scalpel. I know,” Ray finished for him. 

			“I was going to say aliens,” Jed corrected him.

			“Aliens?” Susan exclaimed.

			Ray couldn’t believe where this conversation was going. Ray could tell Jed was being sincere. He truly believed aliens killed his dog. Ray had known Jed for more than twenty years, and he seemed level-headed for the most part. Granted, he’s getting on in years but weren’t we all?

			“Where’s the dog now?” Ray asked.

			“He’s in the back of the pickup.”

			“Out front, where any passersby could see?”

			“Don’t worry. He’s covered in a tarp.

			“Is the tarp waterproof?”

			“Oh. I get it - the rain and all. Yeah, the tarp’s waterproof… Sheriff, I know it sounds way out there.”

			You think, Ray thought. “Jed, why do you think aliens killed Luther?”

			“I’ve seen pictures of cattle mutilations from out there in Oregon and Colorado. People swear aliens did it.”

			“Where did you see those kinds of pictures?”

			“On the TV.”

			“Of course you did. So, you’re saying aliens have now invaded western Kentucky.” 

			“Not just Kentucky. On one show, this paranormal investigator said these ‘mysterious animal deaths’ have occurred in almost every state in the United States and Canada.”

			“I saw that show,” Susan yelled.

			“Paranormal investigator, huh?” Ray asked.

			“Sheriff, believe me, I’m not making this shit up,” Jed stated flatly.

			“Jed, I know you’re not.”

			“So, what are you going to do about it?” Jed asked.

			“Let me call around and see what we can do.”

			“What about Luther’s body?” Jed asked.

			“As cold as it is, waiting a few more hours won’t hurt. Can you put Luther in one of your outbuildings and lock it up so nothing can get to it while we come up with something? I’ll have Norman come out and get him later today. Also, could you stake off the site where you found Luther?”

			“I don’t see why not,” Jed said, “but you’re not going to see much... You know, I could call one of those TV shows.”

			“And why would you want to do that?” Ray asked.

			“I bet they’d pay good money for pictures.”

			“If you don’t mind, let’s not do that right now.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“Well, what do you think?” Susan asked as Ray came back inside after seeing Luther’s body. “Do you think Jed’s nuts?” Susan snickered when she said the word “nuts.”

			“I don’t know about that,” Ray yelled from his office, as he hung his hat and coat on a free-standing coat rack. “Luther was sliced up pretty good,” Ray added, as he exited his office to refill his coffee mug.

			“Was the body, as Jed said, you know, sliced up by aliens?” Susan asked, holding out her cup.

			“It looks like someone did take a scalpel to him,” Ray answered as he filled her cup. “But I wouldn’t put it down to aliens.”

			“So, what are you going to do about it?”

			“That’s what Jed asked,” Ray said.

			“Well?”

			“Where’s Norman this morning?” Ray asked.

			“He’s making rounds. He should be back in (she looked at her watch) half an hour.”

			“When he gets back, have him come and see me,” Ray said, taking a sip.

			“You going to have him search for Luther’s nuts?”

			“No. I want him to run out to Jed’s and take pictures of where the body was found.”

			“And pick up the poor puppy’s body?”

			“Even though I told Jed, Norman would come and get him, I’ve changed my mind.”

			 “Why?” Susan asked.

			 “What would we do with Luther’s body here? No, Luther’s better off where he is right now until we know, for sure, what we’re going to do with him.”

			“You want me to call Norman and relay the message,” Susan offered.

			“No. That’s okay. I haven’t seen him since I’ve been back home. Besides, he’d probably like to warm up and get coffee.”

			“Okay. I’ll send him in when he checks in,” she said, as she emptied the old coffee grounds from the coffee maker.

			“Thanks,” Ray said as he closed his office door.

			A few minutes passed, and the door to Ray’s office opened. “You want a fresh cup?” Susan asked, showing him the full pot.

			“Sure. But I don’t have -”

			Susan held up her free hand showing Ray a swizzle stick, a creamer, and two Sweet-and-Lows.

			“You got a minute?” she asked as she filled his cup.   

			“Sure,” he said as he opened the creamer. “Have a seat. What’s up?”

			“We haven’t talked since you come back from L.A.”

			“No, we haven’t.”

			“I was just wondering, how’s everything with Betty and the new girl?” Susan inquired.

			“You asking about Lucia?”

			“Yeah. Her. Knowing how close Tom was to his daughter, how’s he taking the new girl?”

			“Well, it’s only been a couple of days, so how would you think he’s taking it?”

			“I don’t know. That’s why I’m asking,” Susan remarked.

			“Since Innocence was murdered, Tom hasn’t been the same. Hell, who has?  It’s going to take time. He knows - we all know - Lucia will never replace Innocence. But I think he will eventually come around.”

			“How can you tell that? One of your famous gut feelings?” Susan chuckled.

			“No,” Ray laughed. “You can see it in his eyes and Betty’s as well. Lucia’s papers are in the works, and according to a friend, there shouldn’t be a hold-up in Tom and Betty adopting her.”

			“They say Betty’s mom is living with them now.”

			“Who’s They?” Ray asked.

			“Oh, you know… They.”

			“Well, you can tell They Zoe has retired from the circus and is currently living with Betty and Tom.”

			“She’s retired, huh? I’ll believe that when I see it,” Susan remarked.

			“No. I think she’s tired of living out of an RV. Betty wants her to come and live with them, and Tom says he doesn’t have a problem with that. He’s already looking for a new four-bedroom home.”

			“Why a four-bedroom house? Are Betty and Tom sleeping in different rooms?” Susan asked.

			“Before you go running off to ‘They,’” Ray warned her, “the extra room is for guests.”

			“Oh. That makes sense. So, all around, things are better?”

			“Yes. I think all of them have found some closure.”

			“All of them?”

			“Them? Isn’t that what I just said? Oh, you mean -”

			“Yeah. How’s Frederic taking it?” Susan blurted out.

			“You know, FJ.”

			“You know I do. I bet he headed for the first open strip joint he could find when he got back in town.”

			“Actually, he didn’t. He’s holed up in his camper.”

			“Seriously?” Susan said, disbelievingly. “What’s wrong with him?  He sick or something?”

			“I’d guess the ‘something’ part. You know the death of his granddaughter was as much a strain on him as anyone. (Susan nodded) Now not only does he have to wrap his head around Lucia, Betty, and Tom, but also with Zoe coming back into his life.”

			“You think that’s going to be a problem?”

			“I don’t know. I hope not.”

			“Me too, Ray. Me too. Do you want to freshen up your coffee?’ she asked as she got up to leave.

			“No thanks. I’m good. Maybe later. I’ve got a call to make.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Ray scrolled through the contacts on his phone. “I know you’re in there,” he hissed when he reached the bottom. Scrolling back up the list, he still couldn’t find her. “Damn it all to hell. Where’s a good Rolodex when you need one?”

			“Having problems,” Susan yelled from her desk.

			“Not anymore,” Ray said, putting on his hat and coat.

			“Going out?” Susan asked as he walked past her desk.

			“Yes. And before you ask, I’ll stop and get some donuts.”

			“I wasn’t going to ask, but since you brought it up… White-iced jellies.”

			“I know… White-iced jellies… When Norman gets in, have him wait for me.”

			“Will do, Ray… Ray, where are you going, in case someone asks?”

			Susan didn’t hear Ray’s answer because the front door had already closed behind him.

			“Oh, well,” Susan sighed, as she returned to her Facebook page. “He’ll call if he needs something.”

			***

			“What brings you out on a day like this?” Nicole Goetz asked Ray, as he came through the front door of the Simpson County Medical Examiner’s office.

			“I’ve got a weird request for you, Nicole,” Ray said, as he stomped the snow off his boots.

			“Hell, I wish I had a dime for every time I’ve heard that,” she laughed. “You’re not talking about anything really kinky now, are you, Ray? (Ray frowned) Years ago, I fantasized about a little person, me, a jar of whipped cream, a waterbed, and a goat. In it -”

			“Nicole! Really! Are you talking about FJ?”

			Nicole smiled. “Out of everything I just said – the little person, the whipped cream, the waterbed, the goat – and the only thing you question is FJ? Okay, Ray, from the look on your face, I take it the reason you’re here isn’t about kinky sex.”

			Ray smiled because you wouldn’t expect anyone who looked like Nicole, would think, let alone say something like that. Nicole looked like a little old grandmother’s flowery print dress, knee-high stockings, curly white hair, wrinkles everywhere, and tiny granny specs. But looks can fool you. Nicole loved playing Texas Hold’em, smoking cigars, and drinking Jack Daniels ‒ neat. And, when provoked, she could cuss like a sailor.

			Wanting to change the subject, Nicole pointed. “From what you’re leaving on my newly waxed floor, I guess the sleet has turned to snow.”

			“Yes, it’s now snowing. I hear we might get four to six inches.”

			“That’s just what we need. So, enough of the chitchat. What’s your weird request?”

			“Have you ever performed an autopsy on a dog?”

			 “Holy shit,” she exclaimed. “You’re so frickin funny. I’d expect that out of Frederic, but not you. You’re pulling my leg, of course? (Ray stared at her) You’re not pulling my leg? Ray, I’ve been the county’s medical examiner for thirty-five years, and no one has ever asked me to autopsy an animal. I’m not sure if there’s even a checklist for animal autopsies. Why don’t you take the dog to the vet?”

			“I haven’t known the new vet as long as I’ve known you.”

			“That shouldn’t make a difference.”

			“Nicole, it does to me.”

			“Hell’s bells, Ray, I don’t even know if I can legally perform autopsies on anything other than humans… Wipe that shit-eating grin off your face. I’m serious. I don’t know how much doo-doo I could get myself into.”

			“Nicole, it’s just a dog.”

			“Damn it, Ray, don’t you get it. I’m licensed to work on two-legged critters, not four.”

			“But it’s just a dog.”

			“Can you imagine what my poker buddies would say if I told them?”

			“Then don’t tell them.”

			“Ray, you better believe I’d tell them, but that still doesn’t mean I’m going to do it.”

			“Come on, Nicole, it’s just a dog.”

			“Ray, quit saying that ‘it’s just a dog’ bullshit. What’s so important about this damn dog, and whose dog is it?  The mayor? If it’s his dog, I’m not doing it. Hell, I don’t like the man, and I sure as shit didn’t vote for him.”

			“No. It’s not the mayor. It’s Jed Duncan’s dog, Luther.”

			“Jed’s okay, I guess. But Ray, as you know, dogs die every day, so why does Jed’s dead dog need an autopsy?”

			“I’d like to know what killed him?”

			“Something killed him? (Ray nodded) Why’s that so important? It could have been anything. Is someone holding a grudge against Jed or his wife? Most likely, a coyote killed him.”

			“I thought of that, too, but it’s how Jed found him.”

			“How’s that?”

			“His belly was sliced open like someone took a scalpel to him.”

			“A scalpel?” Nicole exclaimed.

			“I saw the wound, and it wasn’t jagged or chewed up. It does look like a scalpel. But that’s not the strangest part.”

			“There’s more?”

			“He’s missing body parts.”

			“Oh, shit. Should I ask?” Nicole said, rolling her eyes.

			“Luther’s missing his stomach, liver, and testicles.”

			“His balls? Of course, he is.”

			“Nicole, why would anyone do that?”

			“Take his balls? That’s a good question.”

			“Not just those. I mean everything.”

			Nicole walked over to a window and stood there watching giant snowflakes slowly starting to cover the parking lot.

			“So, will you do it?” Ray asked.

			“Ray, you’ve got my curiosity up. I could take a look at the wounds under a microscope. That would help determine the kind of blade that was used. If he was sliced open as you say he was, I guess there was a lot of blood loss. Was there?”

			“None where the body was found. Is that important?”

			“We could have sent samples of his blood off to be tested for toxins. But, depending on his condition, I still might be able to get enough out of his heart and any remaining organs.”

			“Anything else?” Ray asked.

			“I could make tissue slides. They can tell a lot.”

			“So, are you going to do it?” Ray asked.

			“How do you think he died?” Nicole questioned.

			“I’m hoping you can tell me that.”

			“You don’t think aliens had anything to do with it, do you?” Nicole asked.

			“That’s what Jed thinks. Nicole, I’m amazed at you,” Ray exclaimed.

			“Why? You read about it all the time.”

			“I don’t read about it all the time,” Ray said bluntly.

			“You tell me, you’ve never stood in the checkout line at the grocery and skimmed through a National Enquirer?”

			“Never,” Ray replied, “in my life.”

			“Ray, you’ve never lived. There was one story about a woman who says she was Bigfoot’s sex slave.”

			“Well?”

			“Well? No, she did not have Bigfoot’s love child, if that’s what you meant.”

			“That’s not what I meant. Are you going to do the autopsy or not?”

			“Lucky for you, we’re not busy right now. So bring his body in.”

			“That’s great. I’ll run out to Jed’s now and get the body.”

			“And Ray.”

			“What?”

			“Come in the back door. I wouldn’t want anyone seeing you bringing a dead dog in here.”

			Ray turned to leave but stopped. “Nicole, could you do me one last favor?”

			“It depends on what it is.”

			“Here’s my phone.”

			“Okay, Ray? I can see that.” 

			“Could you look and see if you’re in my contact list?”

			“Seriously?” Nicole asked.

			“You’re supposed to be in there. Hell, I’ve called you using my contact list, but I can’t find you today for some reason.”

			Nicole scrolled through Ray’s list. “Nope, I’m not there.”

			“Thank God,” Ray whispered.

			“Just what do you mean by that remark?”

			“What I meant is, I’m not crazy or going blind.”

			Nicole laughed. “Would you like me to put my contact info back in there for you?”

			“If you please. I usually get Margaret or Susan to do that for me.”

			“I take it you’re not tech savvy.”

			“I’m an old dog, for sure. I’m not used to this new stuff,” Ray admitted.

			“Ray, this ‘stuff’ isn’t new,” Nicole said, holding out her hand.

			“It is if you’ve never used it… Thanks, Nicole,” Ray said as he handed her his phone.

			At the exit, Ray turned back.

			“Something else?” Nicole asked.

			“The only thing I can think of why you wouldn’t be in my contacts is my four-year-old granddaughter likes to play on my phone.”

			“What does that have to do with me missing from your contact list?”

			“She’s always adding or deleting stuff. Hell, she’s always pushing buttons. She once called someone in Puerto Rico.”

			“You’re kidding?”

			“Nope. It had to be an accident because we don’t know anyone living in Puerto Rico. I bet she deleted your name.”

			“Whatever. I’m in there now.”

			“Thanks… I’ll head on out and get Luther.”

			“Ray?”

			“Yes, Nicole.”

			“I wouldn’t give up on the alien story.”

			“Jesus,” Ray exclaimed.

			As the door shut behind him, he heard Nicole cracking up.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Brahms, Intermezzo in A was softy playing as Kenneth Frobase CEO and owner of Vortex Manufacturing, stood looking at the snow accumulating in the flower beds outside his office window. The window, as it turns out, was the entire wall of his office. “God, I hate frickin snow and this God-forsaken town,” he said to his empty office. “I’ll be glad when spring comes.” The intercom on his desk buzzed. Pressing the comms button, he asked, “What?”

			“Aaron Buchanan would like a minute.”

			Just what I need, Frobase thought. “Go ahead, send him in.”

			Frobase had just silenced Brahms when his office door opened, and Aaron Buchanan walked in. Aaron stood there for a minute trying to locate his boss in the vast office. Over here, by the frickin window, you moron, Frobase wanted to say, but instead, “Come join me, over by the window.”

			“Mr. Frobase,” Aaron said, slightly bowing his head.

			What a weak piece of shit, Frobase thought as Aaron made his way over. Aaron had been with the company for thirty years when Ken’s father first started the company in Connecticut. From old company photos, Aaron had a full head of dark hair, but today most had been replaced with gray. He was always overweight, but obese would have been a better word. 

			Four years ago, at the age of sixty, Aaron suffered a mild heart attack. Forty years of smoking, no exercise, alcohol, fried foods, and being one-hundred pounds overweight will do that to you. Aaron went through a quadruple bypass, and every day since the operation, he hadn’t felt the same. He couldn’t climb a flight of stairs or walk fifty feet without being out of breath. 

			How could anyone let himself get in that kind of shape?  Frobase thought.  

			Because of Aaron’s looks and his ‘always look at the bright side’ attitude, Frobase would have put him out to pasture long ago if the government had let him. Besides, right now, the company needs Aaron. Aaron was one of the best chemists in the business, and more importantly, he could be controlled.

			Aaron stood looking out the window at the snow – not wanting to look at his boss – always feeling intimidated when he did. It wasn’t funny, but Frobase, without saying a word, had a way of making a person feel daunted. Frobase had a dominating air about him. Frobase’s skinny six-foot-six frame was always looking down at you. He came from money, and he wanted you to know it. He sported thousand-dollar suits and expensive leather shoes. His perfectly trimmed salt-and-pepper hair and clean-shaven face highlighted his dark, burning eyes, and his wickedly twisted smile. In Aaron’s opinion, if the devil had a face - not that Aaron believed in the devil, mind you - the devil would look like Kenneth Frobase.

			“Aaron, do you like snow?” Frobase asked.

			“No, sir. I’m a warm-weather person at heart.”

			“As am I. You know, in a year or two, when we get the new plant up and running here in Franklin, me, you, and your family can leave this God-forsaken town.”

			“Franklin’s not too bad,” Aaron said.

			“Not bad if you like watching chrome rust.”

			“Mr. Frobase, I think you’re exaggerating a little,” Aaron chuckled.

			“Exaggerating, my ass. Hell, they roll the sidewalks up around here when it gets dark. You know, I have to drive fifty miles to Nashville for a decent haircut?”

			“There’s nothing wrong with the barbers around here.”

			“Different taste for different folks, I guess… So, what did you want to see me about?”

			“I noticed the barrels in the waste area aren’t being processed.”

			“How so?”

			“I was looking out my window a few days ago, and I noticed one of the barrels was red in color and the rest green. That’s nothing out of the ordinary, I know, but yesterday, I saw they were still lined up the same. And again this morning, the same. The red barrel should have already been processed and hauled out of here, but it looks like the line hasn’t moved. That’s why I think the barrels aren’t being processed.”

			“You raise a good question,” Frobase admitted. “Let’s check, shall we?”

			Frobase pressed a button on the comms panel.

			“Walt here,” the plant’s environmental specialist, Walter Carter, answered in a low voice.

			“Walt, you’re on speaker.”

			“Okay,” Walt said. “What’s up?”

			“I have Aaron Buchanan here in my office, and he seems to think we have a problem with the waste line.”

			“What kind of problem, Sir?”

			“He feels we’re not processing the waste,” Frobase said, looking at Aaron. Aaron nodded.

			Walt chuckled. “Why does he think that?”

			“He’s noticed the barrels aren’t moving along the line.”

			“And he’d be right,” Walt admitted.

			“Why is that?” Frobase asked, raising an eyebrow.

			“It’s because we don’t have waste to process. With the Number One suction pump down for routine maintenance, Line One is down. We’re currently running on Line Two, and the holding tank is more than enough to handle the waste byproduct from Line One. According to company protocol, when the holding tank is sixty percent full, we’ll start up the waste lines again, and Aaron should see the barrels start moving. Does that answer his question?”

			Frobase looked over at Aaron, who nodded. “Yes, it does,” Frobase replied. “Thanks for clearing that up.”

			“No problem,” Walt said, hanging up.

			“There now, satisfied?” Frobase asked Aaron.

			“Yes, Sir. Thank you, Sir.”

			“Then, you better get back to work.”

			Aaron nodded and left the office, leaving Frobase standing by the window. Starting Brahms again, Frobase returned to the snow. “God, I hate frickin snow and this God-forsaken town,” he said to his empty office.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Snow was starting to accumulate on Uhls Road just north of Franklin. Faron Young’s It’s Four in the Morning had just finished playing on Classic Country when Ray pulled up at the intersection of Uhls and Bunch. At the fork in the road, Ray stopped and pushed the call button on his steering wheel. When prompted, he said, “Call Susan.”

			“All right. Calling Susan at work,” came the reply.

			As the phone went through the “fake” sound of dialing, Ray looked at the fork in the road and smiled. 

			The 21-foot-tall, 680-pound, stainless steel fork was constructed and installed in 2018 by Franklin-Simpson High School’s senior welding class. It was a draw for the tourists traveling on I-65. Ray had taken a picture of each of his children and grandkids at this intersection.

			“Hello,” Susan answered.

			“Susan?” Ray said, speaking through the car’s microphone system.

			“Ray, who else would be answering my cell phone?”

			“The roads are starting to get slick,” Ray said, ignoring her comment. “You need to call Randal and have him get ready with the snowplow.”

			“Already ahead of you, Ray. Norman called him fifteen minutes ago.”

			“Perfect,” Ray said.

			“Where are you?” she asked.

			“I’m at the fork in the road. (Susan snickered) On my way to pick up Luther. If Norman hasn’t already left, have him stay at the station until I get back.”

			“That’s a big ten-four… How about those donuts,” Susan reminded him.

			“Crap. I’m sorry. I forgot all about them. Send Norman to pick up some.”

			“I told him as much,” Susan admitted, “but he said it wasn’t in his job description.”

			“Tell him it is now.”

			“Really?” she asked.

			“Yes, Susan. Really.”

			“Thanks, Ray.”

			Ray turned left at the fork toward the Drakes Creek - Saddler Ford Carrydown Recreation Center on the West Fork of Drakes Creek. Jed’s farm was half a mile up on the left.

			When Ray reached Jed’s mailbox, he saw Jed on his tractor pushing the snow off his gravel drive with an attached front-end blade. The tractor was heading toward Jed’s house, so Ray fell in behind him. At the house, Jed motioned Ray ahead as Jed turned into an open-sided pole barn. 

			“How many inches do you think we’re going to get?” Jed asked as he caught up with Ray.

			“I heard four to six inches,” Ray replied.

			“I bet it’s closer to ten when it’s all done,” Jed said, looking at the falling flakes. “I don’t mind the snow. I just don’t like the cold.”

			“Me either,” Ray said, agreeing. “I love the snow, but not on the highways. Then it becomes a pain for the department.”

			“Crazy drivers?”

			“You better believe it. People just don’t know how to drive in the snow. It’s even worse on ice.”

			“So, Ray, what brings you out?”

			“I came for Luther.”

			“I thought Norman was picking him up later today.”

			“That was the original plan, but I was already out and about.”

			“He’s over there in the stable, in the tack room.”

			“Okay. But first, could I see where you found him?”

			“It’s a ways out there,” Jed pointed. “I found him by the creek. I’d hate to walk over there through the snow and mud.”

			“So would I,” Ray stated.

			“Why don’t we take the tractor out there,” Jed suggested. “You could ride on the fender.”

			“That would work for me, or we could take my cruiser?” Ray offered. “It has four-wheel drive and, right this second, a hell of a lot warmer.”

			“That’s a better idea,” Jed laughed.

			“It might mess up your field with ruts.”

			“No problem. They’ll be gone when I plow in the spring.”

			“So, where are we going?” Ray asked.

			“I drove a tobacco stick with a red ribbon into the ground where I found him, but with the snow, you won’t be able to tell much.”

			“I thought of that,” Ray agreed. “But I’ll get a sense of where it happened.”

			Ray saw the ribbon before the stick. “So, this is the place,” he said as they came to a stop. When Ray turned off the cruiser and had stepped out, they were immediately engulfed in silence. The gentle falling flakes echoed that silence. No wind blew. There was no rustling of barren tree limbs on the maples, pines, and oaks lining the creek bed. They stood there like silent sentinels. There were no signs or sounds of life. No insects trilling. No bird’s cawing. No tracks in the snow. Nothing. To Ray, it was as if he and Jed were stranded and alone in a monochromatic alien world of black, white, and shades of gray. It also felt to Ray that it had gotten colder.

			“Yes, sir, Sheriff, even if the ground weren’t covered in snow, you wouldn’t have seen anything. As I said, there wasn’t any blood, no sign of a struggle, or anything.”

			“I believe you, Jed,” Ray said as he did a three-sixty. “That tree line over there, that’s the creek? (Jed nodded) I guess it’s frozen.”

			“No, not really. Some ice may be forming along the water’s edge, but the creek is spring-fed. So, water is always flowing. Unless we get a heavy freeze, like we did back in seventy-eight, it doesn’t ice over.”

			“When was the last time you saw Luther?”

			“When I put him in the tack room,” Jed answered.

			“I meant alive.”

			“Oh. When I let him out of his pen last night.”

			“You’re telling me he spent the night out of the house?”

			“Sheriff, Luther’s a coonhound. He’s a hunting dog. He’s not a lapdog. He’s used to being out in the elements. I think he likes it.”

			“What does he do when he’s normally out?”

			“He does what all coonhounds do.”

			“And that is?”

			“He hunts.”

			“And you know that how?” Ray asked.

			“When he gets on something, he bays.”

			“And he got on something last night?”

			“Oh, yeah. You should have heard him,” Jed said proudly.

			“And you know it was him?”

			“Of course. All hounds have a distinct voice. Luther’s is deep and booming.”

			A few minutes passed as Ray dug in the snow around the base of the stake. Jed’s right. No Blood.

			“Well, have you seen enough?” Jed asked as he rubbed his hands together. “My fingers and toes are starting to freeze.”

			“I think so,” Ray replied. “If you would, leave the stick in the ground. I may send someone out when the snow melts.”

			“Why’s that?”

			“We might take a soil sample.”

			“Why?” Jed asked.

			“To analyze it for something, anything.”

			“You think aliens zapped him, and the ground is charred?” Jed inquired.

			“Luther didn’t look zapped to me earlier.”

			“No. I guess not,” Jed admitted.

			“Hmmm. So, he stayed out overnight?” Ray said, rubbing his forehead.

			“Sure,” Jed said. “That’s what I’ve already said. He does that all the time. He hunts down something to eat, gets water from the creek, and then finds a place to hold up for the night. He loves it. When I was younger, during the summertime, he and I would spend the weekend camping out along the creek, living off the land.”

			“I have a couple of horses. I don’t know if you knew that,” Ray said, blowing into his hands to warm them. Jed shook his head as they made their way back to the cruiser. Ray continued. “I used to take them on weekend camping trips around Mammoth Cave.”

			“Used to?”

			“I’m getting too old now. It’s harder and harder getting on and off a saddle. So as much as I hate it, I’ll probably put them up for sale this summer.”

			“Why’s that?”

			“The cost for boarding is outrageous for the little use I’m getting out of them… Jed, could we swing by the creek before we head back?”

			“Sure. What do you hope to see?”

			“I don’t know. Probably nothing. Just getting a feel for the land.”

			Ray pulled the cruiser up as close to the tree line as he could. 

			“Well, there’s the creek,” Jed said as he walked in front of the vehicle.

			“Just like you said,” replied Ray, covering his mouth with his glove to block the cold. Today, there was a slow-moving current in the middle of the shallow body of water. It was as if the free-flowing stream was struggling to fight off a freezing death. A thin layer of ice was beginning to develop along the creek edges, but Ray doubted if it would ever freeze over. He remembered being told that water wouldn’t freeze if it was flowing. The surrounding trees and banks were starting to be coated in snow.

			During the summer, the water was two to three feet deep. Perfect for floats, canoes, and kayaks. College kids would come down from Western Kentucky University (WKU) to spend the weekend camping on the sandbars, roasting hot dogs over a campfire, eating chips, and drinking beer. Ray smiled. Sometimes, he made surprise visits along the stream in the evenings to ensure no one needed help with anything. There he would catch kids smoking pot or making out under the stars. He wondered how many babies had been conceived on its sandbars.

			Being spring-fed, year-round, the stream was always ice-cold and crystal clear. It looked like, from a canoe, you could reach down and touch its rock-pebbled bottom. Ray had often dipped a cup into the water for a refreshing sip.

			“What’s that?” Ray asked, pointing at smoke rising from upstream.

			“Oh. That’s a tree-hugger doing some kind of test for the government. She came in right before you got here. She showed me a permit saying she had permission to be on the creek.”

			“Let’s stop over there for a minute,” Ray suggested. “I’ve never met a tree-hugger.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			As Ray and Jed approached the creek bank, they noticed the wet snow thickening even more on the sides of the trees and the boulders and small rocks lining the creek bank. That’s more than any four inches, Ray thought. And it’s still coming down. As much as I hate it, it sure is beautiful. 

			It was indeed a winter wonderland, with the snow covering everything in a mantle of white. Parked up close to the bank was a blue 4x4 Jeep Compass with a black top. They also saw a young lady squatting beside a small campfire, busy adding wood to an already smoky fire.

			“Pardon me,” Ray said, startling the girl.

			“Holy shit, man, you could have given me a warning before barging in.”

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t do it on purpose. The next time I’ll hoot, bark, or something.”

			“Who are you anyway,” she asked.

			“I’m Jed Duncan, the landowner.”

			“I know who you are,” the young lady laughed. “I was asking your friend there.”

			“Oh. I’m sorry. I should have identified myself sooner. I’m -”

			“First,” the girl said, interrupting, “let me ask you, are you in the habit of always starting your conversations with an apology?”

			“I’m sorry… No… I mean… Hell, I was just trying to be polite. The name’s Ray Harris. I’m the Sheriff of Franklin, Kentucky.”

			“Listen, Sheriff. All my permits are in order, as I showed Mr. Duncan earlier. I also have the required copies filed at your courthouse in Franklin.”

			“I bet they are,” Ray laughed. “No, I came by just to introduce myself and say, Hi.”

			“Okay… Hi, Sheriff. I’m Sophie Hayden. Nice meeting you,” she said as she threw another limb on the fire. “Why don’t you guys step up and warm yourselves? I think it’s getting colder.”

			“I think you’re right,” Ray said, agreeing.

			As the girl backed away from the fire and out of the smoke, Ray got a better look at her. To Ray, Sophie looked just like a tree-hugger should look. She had to be in her early to mid-twenties. All tree-huggers are young, he thought. Cute face with very little makeup. With her complexion, she didn’t need makeup. Besides, tree-huggers don’t wear makeup. The way some makeup is made has something to do with dead animals. She was of average height. She had on several layers of clothes, a Nanook of the North winter coat, and heavy gloves, so Ray couldn’t tell if she was slim or full-figured. I bet she’s one of those athletes and probably likes to jog. If she says she’s from California, then she’s a health nut as well. The hood of her coat was down, revealing a ponytail of wavy, long blonde hair.

			“Well, Sophie Hayden, Jed tells me you’re a tree-hugger. (Sophie nodded) So, what brings you out here on a messy day like today?” Ray asked.

			“In my work as an environmentalist, I find myself in various climates, some messy, others divine. For example, I once had to work in Hawaii. We were studying the pollutants of the Pacific Ocean’s effect on the migration habits of Sperm Whales and their newborn calves.”

			“That sounds horrible,” Ray stated.

			“I know. People think the oceans are vast and unpolluted, but that’s not the case.”

			“I was talking about having to work in Paradise,” Ray laughed.

			“Oh… I see… Well, it was better than today for sure,” Sophie laughed, looking around.

			“So, what’s your response to me calling you a tree-hugger?” Ray asked.

			“Was that a test to see if I’d explode?” she asked.

			“Maybe,” Ray admitted.

			“I’m not the kind that usually flies off the handle. Besides, I’ve been called many things: an eagle freak, a climate freak, a greenie, and a tree-hugger… Oh, I can’t forget an earth-hugger. It doesn’t hurt my feelings. No. I’m proud of what I do, and I’m proud to call myself an environmentalist. It will be the environmentalist who saves the planet… Someone, I don’t know who, once said, ‘There is no backup planet for us,’ and Sheriff, all of us need to keep that in mind.” 

			Ray nodded.

			“So, what brings you out to our neck of the woods?” he asked.

			“Currently, I’m working with WKU. They got a government grant to study the hibernation habits
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