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To the far too many who have been murdered or are still missing.

Let them never be forgotten.






Sometimes dreams are wiser than waking.

—Black Elk








CHAPTER 1

She built the fire at twilight, and by the time the sky had filled with stars, a welcome blaze lit the campsite. For a long time, the two young women didn’t talk but sat together, staring into the flames.

“Are you sorry you came back?” This woman had long hair, night-sky black, and spoke with the accent of someone whose first language was Spanish.

“No, but it’s going to be rough.” The second woman, the one who’d built the fire, had red hair cut short, and she spoke with a flat Midwest accent. “My life has been about so much that hasn’t included them.”

“This is your home. They are your family.”

The redhead took her companion’s hand and kissed it gently. “You’re my family now. My home.”

“You need to tell them.”

“I will. When the time is right.” She saw that her companion was hugging herself. “Cold?”

“I am used to hot and humid.”

“This is hot for Minnesota. Here, let me help.” She wrapped her arms tenderly around her companion.

“You told them I was coming?” the black-haired woman asked.

“A friend. That’s all I said.”

“What? Not even ‘a good friend’?”

“This isn’t about me. My brother’s getting married. I don’t want to steal his thunder.”

“We could make it a double wedding ceremony.”

“How many times do I have to tell you no?” the red-haired woman said.

“You don’t love me?”

“You know I do. And you know why we can’t marry.”

“I will love you always.”

“And I you.”

Again they were quiet.

“What did you call this place?” the black-haired woman asked.

“Bizaan. It’s an Ojibwe word that means at peace. The white folks call it Still Island. I used to come here whenever I needed to figure things out.”

“And the lake?”

“Iron Lake.”

“When we went swimming today, it didn’t feel like hard water.” The black-haired woman smiled. “When will we go to your family?”

“Tomorrow. I wanted today to be just for us. After this, things could get complicated.”

“They are your family. They will understand.”

“In time.”

As the fire died, they laid out the blankets they’d brought on a bed of soft pine needles. The red-haired young woman stared up at the sky. Although the night was warm, the stars seemed to shiver. She’d known the night skies in Minnesota well as a child. In Guatemala, there were constellations and stars she’d never seen before. In the years since she’d left Tamarack County, Annie O’Connor’s world had expanded in ways she’d never dreamed possible. But now she was back, and although she knew she would be welcomed with open arms, there was something inside her that was alien, that would hurt the people she loved, that would, in its way, come to threaten them all.






CHAPTER 2

“Can I eat some while I fill my bucket?” Waaboo asked.

“A few,” his father, Daniel, said. “But leave some for the rest of us.”

“And for the animals,” his uncle Stephen added.

Waaboo looked confused.

“Always leave plenty of blueberries on the bushes for the other creatures we share the forest with,” Cork, who was his grandfather, explained.

They were driving down an old logging road just south of the Iron Lake Reservation, heading toward the patch that had been the locale of wild blueberry picking for the O’Connor family since before Cork was born. Many families in Tamarack County, Minnesota, had secret places for picking, patches whose locations were passed down as part of the heritage from one generation to the next. This outing was for the men of the O’Connor clan: Cork, the patriarch; Stephen, his twenty-three-old son; Daniel English, Cork’s son-in-law; and Waaboo, Cork’s seven-year-old grandson. The little boy’s real name was Aaron Smalldog O’Connor. It was Stephen who, long ago, had given him the nickname Waaboo, which in the language of the Ojibwe people meant little rabbit.

“What eats blueberries besides us?” Waaboo asked.

“Bears and skunks and deer. And other waaboos,” Daniel said, ruffling his son’s hair.

“And lots of birds,” Stephen said.

Waaboo’s little brow furrowed in concern. “Maybe they’ve eaten them all by now.”

“Don’t worry,” Cork assured him. “Our blueberry patch has always produced enough for the animals and for us.”

It was mid-July of a summer that had so far been ideal. The morning air was sharp with the clean scent of pine. The sky was an arch of pure blue. Cork’s heart was full of gratitude. Stephen had been gone for two years, or mostly gone, finishing his degree at the University of Minnesota. Although he’d returned for brief visits, his focus was on his education. And on his girlfriend, now fiancée.

“Nervous at all about the wedding?” Daniel asked. “Still six weeks to change your mind.”

“Belle’s the best thing that ever happened to me,” Stephen said. “Besides, all the arrangements have been made.”

“If you ever decide to leave this family,” Cork said, “we keep Belle.”

“Leave?” Waaboo said.

“Just kidding, little guy,” Cork said. “And here we are.”

They’d circumnavigated a bog area and Cork parked on solid ground among a stand of birch. The men and the boy got out and grabbed their pails from the back of Cork’s Expedition.

“Where are the blueberries?” Waaboo said. “I don’t see any.”

“We have to walk a little,” Cork told him. “We don’t want anybody passing by to see where our patch is.”

“Nobody’s here,” Waaboo pointed out.

“You never know who might be watching,” Daniel said with a wink. “A good blueberry patch is worth more than gold.”

They skirted the bog, following a path almost impossible to see because it was trod only in July, when the blueberries of the North Country had ripened. As they walked, Cork studied the ground with growing concern.

“Somebody’s been here,” he said quietly.

“How do you know?” Waaboo asked.

“See all those broken plants?” Cork pointed toward a growth of rattlesnake ferns in front of them. “Somebody’s trampled their way through. And there.” He pointed toward a footprint in soft dirt.

Waaboo looked up at his grandfather. “Were they after our blueberries?”

“We’ll know soon enough,” Cork said.

The patch lay on the far side of the bog. When they arrived, Cork and the others stood staring at the ravaged bushes.

“They picked everything,” Stephen said.

“Didn’t even leave something for the animals,” Daniel said.

Waaboo looked devastated. “Who were they?”

“Hard to say,” Cork replied. “Six-one-twoers, I’m guessing. Folks from around here would be more respectful.”

“Six-one-twoers?” Waaboo asked.

“It used to be the only area code for the Twin Cities,” Cork explained. “Not true anymore, little guy, but up here we still call them that, the people who come up from the Cities and trample everything.”

“No blueberries,” Waaboo said, clearly distraught.

“We’ll get blueberries, don’t worry,” Cork assured him. “I know another place.”

In dismal silence, they returned to the Expedition and Cork started back toward Iron Lake.

“Where to now, Dad?” Stephen asked.

“You remember an old Finn named Erno Paavola?”

“Not well.”

“I did a little bit of PI work for him, three or four years ago. He couldn’t pay in money, so he brought me three full buckets of blueberries, the biggest I’ve seen around here. He was a man who liked his liquor, and he was a little drunk when he gave me the buckets. He told me they’d come from his own private blueberry patch near his cabin. He passed away not long after I did the work for him. He had no family left around here, so I figure it’s up for grabs.”

“Where is it?” Daniel asked.

“A few miles southeast.”

“What if somebody already picked everything?” Waaboo said.

“Don’t worry,” Cork assured him. “Erno told me his patch was protected by gnomes.”

“Gnomes?” Waaboo said.

“You know about Irish leprechauns, right? Gnomes are kind of like Scandinavian leprechauns.”

Cork drove the county road south, then east two miles on gravel, and finally turned in to the ruts of a dirt lane that cut through a stand of mixed pine and spruce as it mounted a hill. In a clearing near the top of the rise, a cabin stood amid tall wild grass.

“Paavola’s place,” Cork said.

“Looks run-down,” Daniel said. “Abandoned?”

“As far as I know. But it looked pretty run-down when Erno lived here.”

Daniel nodded toward a little structure off to the side of the cabin. “An outhouse?”

“Erno lived off the grid,” Cork said. “Kept things primitive. He was sure the end of the world was just around the corner, and only those who were prepared to live without all the modern crap, as he put it, would survive.”

“Where are the blueberries?” Waaboo asked.

“I’m guessing we might have to walk a bit,” Cork said.

“There better be blueberries,” Waaboo warned.

Cork led the way to the rear of the cabin, where the wild grass ran another thirty yards to the forest edge. He stood a moment, scanning the trees.

“What are you looking for?” Stephen asked.

“The gnomes,” Cork said.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Daniel said.

“Erno seemed pretty serious.”

“I’ll find them.” Waaboo ran ahead, bounding through the tall grass.

“Spread out,” Cork said.

The men fanned out, but before they’d taken more than a few steps, Waaboo cried, “Here they are!”

At the edge of the tree line stood two little gnomes, each four feet high, carved from the stumps of a couple of hardwood trees cut down long ago. They’d been brightly painted at one time but now wore only the faintest tatters of color.

“And there’s the path,” Cork said.

“Not much of a path,” Stephen noted.

“Let’s go.” Waaboo started quickly ahead.

They followed the little boy along the faint trace of a trail through the evergreens. A few minutes later, they came to another clearing, where the sun smiled down on a field of scrub undergrowth, a mix of pine seedlings and June grass and lupines. Among the other wild flora were squat green bushes on which berries hung like tiny bulbs on Christmas trees.

“Blueberries!” Waaboo said.

“Move carefully,” Daniel cautioned. “We don’t want to destroy any of the plants.”

“I’ll be careful,” Waaboo promised and wandered into the patch.

“Quite a find,” Stephen noted.

Cork grinned. “Wouldn’t have known where to look except for those gnomes.”

“And a drunk and cash-strapped Finn,” Stephen said.

They’d picked for a few minutes when Cork noticed Waaboo, who was a dozen yards away, kneeling on the ground beside his bucket, staring straight ahead, his lips moving as if he were talking with someone. Then the little boy stood and came to his father, who was not far from Cork.

“Daddy, she’s lost,” Waaboo said.

“Who?” Daniel replied.

Waaboo pointed to where he’d been picking. “The lady. She’s lost and she’s sad.”

They were alone in the clearing, the men and the boy.

“Wait here.” Daniel walked to where Waaboo had left his bucket, looked around a bit, then down at the ground. In a voice that spoke trouble, he said, “Cork, you need to see this.”

Cork joined him, and Stephen came, too. The men stood at the edge of a small, mounded area that was almost clean of vegetation. The mound was five feet long and a couple of feet wide.

“Is that what I think it is?” Daniel said.

A few moments of silence passed, then Stephen ventured, “Olivia Hamilton?”

Cork slowly scanned the blueberry patch and the clearing, then the azure arch of the sky above. It was such a lovely scene, so peaceful, at least on the surface. He forced himself to look again at the mounding of earth at his feet.

“We won’t know until we dig,” he said. “I’d best call our sheriff.”






CHAPTER 3

Olivia Hamilton came from money. Her father was a state senator, a politician in a long line of Minnesota legislators. His family’s wealth originated in the early days of mining as a result of shipping ore from the Iron Range across Lake Superior on carriers out of Two Harbors or Duluth. Olivia had grown up with money. Spoiled, most folks would have called it, but because she was a Hamilton, they more often used the less pejorative term, privileged. By the time she entered her teens, she’d been expelled from a number of private schools, both in the Twin Cities and out of state. In the spring, she’d gotten into some trouble driving with a suspended license and while intoxicated. A deal had been struck that forced her to spend the summer as a counselor at a youth camp near Aurora, the hope being that time in the great Northwoods and responsibility for others might shape her a bit more into the good girl her family, particularly her father, needed her to be.

But a few weeks into her “sentence,” as she termed it in text messages to her friends, she had sneaked away from the camp one night with another counselor, a kid named Harvey Green, who had a motorcycle. They’d gone to Yellow Lake, a community south of Aurora with a reputation for being on the rough side. Using fake IDs, they settled into a bar there, a place called the Howling Wolf, which was a notorious gathering spot for hard-drinking men—bikers, loggers, construction workers, and often the kinds of individuals who, except for their need to drink and carouse, typically opted to remain off the grid.

That night, there’d been a bunch of bikers hanging out at the Howling Wolf, the Kings, a group out of Fargo, on their way to a motorcycle rally in Duluth. There was also a local biker club, the Axemen, all of them loggers. In the course of a night of drinking, things got said and a fight broke out in the street in front of the bar. The Tamarack County Sheriff’s Department responded. No serious injuries were reported, and no one was arrested. But a lot of names were taken.

Because of his own drinking, which, he claimed, had put him in a bit of an alcoholic haze, Harvey Green lost track of Olivia when the fight broke out. When he decided it was time to head back to the camp, she was nowhere to be found.

The next day, camp authorities reported her disappearance. A huge hunt was launched, involving Tamarack County Sheriff’s personnel, the state patrol, Minnesota’s Bureau of Criminal Apprehension, and, because of the Kings’ Fargo connection and the possibility that the girl had been abducted and taken out of state, the FBI. Everyone who could be identified in the bar the night the girl went missing, particularly the members of the two gangs, was hauled in and relentlessly questioned, to no avail. The bar had no security cameras, so no record of comings and goings. The town of Yellow Lake was turned upside down in the search for clues, evidence of what might have occurred.

There was hope of a ransom demand, but when nothing materialized, the family offered a reward of $50,000 for information that led to finding their daughter. Every call that resulted, and there were hundreds, was followed up but led nowhere.

The search had been ongoing for two weeks. They’d pinged her cell phone location, checked phone records, her text messages, social media posts. Everything ended the night she’d disappeared. They’d grilled Harvey Green and once again grilled everyone they could identify as having been in the bar that night. But until Waaboo stumbled upon a grave as he picked blueberries, there’d been no progress.

While Cork remained in the clearing, Daniel English took Waaboo and Stephen home, where he planned to call the situation in to the Tamarack County Sheriff’s Department. The drive took only half an hour, but because his son was unusually quiet, it felt like forever to Daniel.

“She must have been looking at the sun,” Waaboo finally said. “Her eyes looked hurt.”

“Nothing hurts her now,” Stephen said. “She’s walking the Path of Souls.”

Waaboo shook his head. “Not yet. She’s still lost.” And he was quiet again.

“What did she look like?” Daniel asked.

“Like you and me.”

“Ojibwe?”

Waaboo nodded.

At the house on Gooseberry Lane, Jenny O’Connor and Rainy Bisonette were painting the railing and front porch posts. Jenny was Waaboo’s mother, Rainy his grandmother. They waved as Daniel pulled into the drive, but when they saw the empty hands of the men and the boy, who approached them across the lawn, Jenny said, “No blueberries? What happened?”

Before Daniel could respond, Waaboo said, “I saw a dead woman.”

Jenny had been holding a brush filled with paint. Daniel saw that her clothes and her face were spattered with spots like white freckles. She gave him a dark look of concern and puzzlement.

“Waaboo, I think your grandma has some cold lemonade for you inside.” Daniel looked hopefully at Rainy, his aunt.

“Of course,” Rainy said. “And there are fresh chocolate chip cookies in the jar.”

“She can’t find the Path of Souls,” Waaboo said.

Rainy held out her hand to the boy. “Ondaas,” she said, using the Anishinaabe word that meant Come. Waaboo went with his grandmother into the house.

Jenny set the brush in the pan of white paint. “A dead woman?”

“What we believe is a grave,” Daniel said. “But our son saw her spirit.”

“Oh, god. Where?”

“In a blueberry patch.”

“Ours?” She looked doubly horrified.

“No,” Stephen put in quickly. “Somebody picked our patch clean. This one belonged to an old Finn Dad did some PI work for a while back, a guy named Erno Paavola. He paid in blueberries, and Dad had an idea about where the patch might be. We found it. And then Waaboo found the grave.”

“And saw her spirit?” Jenny put paint-stained fingers to her forehead as if trying to press an understanding into her brain. “He said she couldn’t find the Path of Souls.”

“We’ll figure out what he meant,” Daniel said. “Right now, I need to call the sheriff’s department. Then I’ll go back and guide them down to the patch. Your dad’s waiting there.”

“I’ll come, too,” Stephen said.

“No,” Jenny said. “I need you here, Stephen. I have so many questions.”

“Stay,” Daniel told his brother-in-law. “Cork and I have got this.”



It was noon now. Daniel stood with Cork and Sheriff Marsha Dross beside the grave Waaboo had found. The sun was directly overhead, creating dark pools of shadow under Daniel and the other two. Daniel stared at his own shadow, wondering how the day, which had begun with his son on such a bright note, could end so darkly.

“It might be Olivia Hamilton,” Dross said. “We can’t really say how old this grave is.”

“To me, those shoots coming up look like they might be thimbleweed,” Cork said, nodding toward a bit of green showing through the dirt on the mounding. “It would take more than a couple of weeks for seed to have taken root.”

“You’re not an expert on burials,” Dross said. “Or thimbleweed.”

“No,” Cork admitted.

Dross looked down at the grave. “I’d hoped she would call home, or just show up, maybe ashamed, or full of guilt and scared of what her parents might say. Something befitting a teenager who simply made a bad choice.”

“Two weeks is a long time for shame or guilt to keep her disappeared,” Cork said.

“She’d run away before and had come back. I was hoping it might be how this played out.” Dross gave her head a single, hopeless shake.

“She had a wild streak, Marsha, that was clear.”

“What teenager doesn’t rebel a bit?”

“You sound like you’re making excuses for her.”

“I was kind of wild as a teenager,” Dross said.

Daniel asked. “Did you ever run away?”

“Threatened it a few times.”

“Olivia Hamilton was last seen drinking with a bunch of bikers and loggers. Did you go out drinking with bikers and loggers?”

“Some lumberjacks. But I knew them.”

Cork said, “This girl, if it is Olivia Hamilton, didn’t know those loggers and bikers.”

“It’s not Olivia Hamilton,” Daniel said.

Cork and Dross both gave him a puzzled look.

“Waaboo told me she looked Ojibwe. It could be Crystal Two Knives. She’s still missing.”

Dross’s puzzled look morphed into one of deep skepticism. “I’m not basing any assumptions on what a seven-year-old boy believes he’s seen in a vision.”

“Stephen had visions when he was that young,” Cork reminded her. “There have been times when those visions have proved very helpful to you. There’s a whole lot more to this world than you’ll find in a textbook on law enforcement, Marsha. And like I said, the grave does look older than two weeks.”

“Doesn’t do any good speculating,” Dross said. “We won’t know a thing until we exhume a body.”

Deputy George Azevedo came down the trail that led from Erno Paavola’s cabin to the clearing and the blueberry patch. “BCA is on their way. They want us to make sure nothing’s disturbed.”

“Of course nothing’s being disturbed,” Dross shot back. “Do they think we’re rubes?”

“Just telling you what they said, Sheriff.”

“Go on back to the road. When they arrive, show them the way down here.”

“Sure thing, Sheriff.” Azevedo headed away.

Dross took a deep breath and let out a long sigh. “This is going to be a shitstorm.”

“Everybody cares about Olivia Hamilton,” Daniel said. “There was no shitstorm when Crystal Two Knives went missing.”

“That was different.”

“Because she’s Indian?” Daniel’s words fell like stones from his mouth.

“Because Crystal is a troubled kid with a long history of running away. We’ve picked her up a number of times for underage drinking, shoplifting, driving without a license, you name it.”

Daniel felt his blood begin to rise. “So, when she went missing it was easy just to blame it on her own reckless behavior?”

“On a history that told me she’d show up again. She owned a vehicle, Daniel. She just drove away one day. There’s been no report of her car being found anywhere. At the moment, there’s no reason to believe that she’s been the victim of any kind of violence, no reason to pursue an investigation any further than we have already,” Dross said sharply.

“No reason except a grandmother who worries herself sick every night.”

“Let it go, Daniel,” Cork said.

Daniel’s jaw went tight as he bit back the words of an old argument born from an old inequity. He understood Cork’s quiet advice. If this was a grave—and he was almost certain it was—it didn’t matter who was buried here. This wasn’t the time or place to argue the issue. Instead, he looked at the pines that walled off the clearing. “Somebody knew about this blueberry patch but must have figured that no one else did. Burying a body here probably seemed safe.”

“What do you know about Erno Paavola, Cork?” Dross asked.

“That he was dead long before this grave was dug.”

“I mean, any relatives that you’re aware of, someone who might know this place?”

“The PI work I did for him was to track down a niece and a nephew.”

“Where?”

“Cloquet.”

“Why?”

“Erno didn’t say.”

“You didn’t ask?”

“He hired me to find them, that was all. He paid me in blueberries. Told me they came from his secret patch, which was guarded by gnomes. You saw them.”

“I wonder who else he might have told,” Daniel said.

“You’ve got your work cut out for you, Marsha,” Cork said, then added, “I don’t envy you. A lot of press coverage already around Olivia Hamilton. Until we know who’s buried here, the media’ll be dogging you every step of the way.”

Another deputy approached from the direction of Paavola’s cabin.

“What is it, Foster?” Dross said.

“New communication from BCA. The Feds are on their way, too. And they don’t want you making any statements to the press before they have a chance to work the scene.”

Daniel eyed Dross, whose face seemed to have grown a decade older in the past half hour. “And so the shitstorm begins,” he said.






CHAPTER 4

Cork and Daniel left before the other agencies descended. They would want to interview him, Cork knew, and Stephen and Daniel, and even little Waaboo. But he would make them come to him. In his time as sheriff of Tamarack County years ago, Cork had worked with every possible iteration of law enforcement. Although things could sometimes progress smoothly, more often, toes were stepped on and jurisdictional issues created a good deal of tension, especially in a high-profile case like the disappearance of Olivia Hamilton.

Since leaving the blueberry patch, Daniel had been particularly quiet.

“Sorry I cut you off back there,” Cork said.

Daniel let a moment pass, then said, “I get it. Wasn’t the time or place to argue about a missing Ojibwe girl. Still…” He shook his head. “It’s not right.”

“Crystal Two Knives is still missing,” Cork said. “There’s still hope.”

“Maybe not. If what Waaboo told us is true, that the girl in the grave looks Ojibwe, it could be Crystal. And even if it’s not, there will still be nobody looking for her. Not like Olivia Hamilton. She’s white and her parents are rich. So, everybody’s looking.”

He was right, Cork knew, and he understood the bitterness that spilled from his full-blood Ojibwe son-in-law.

They reached home and went into the house through the front door, crossing the porch where the paint job Jenny and Rainy had started that morning was still unfinished. Inside, Cork heard voices coming from the kitchen, and he and Daniel headed that way.

The moment Cork stepped into the kitchen, his eyes lit on Annie, who was sitting at the table. He’d been expecting his beloved daughter home sometime before the wedding, though not quite this soon. Although she’d been working in Guatemala for almost seven years, she’s been back several times, usually for Christmas. But her last visit was more than two years ago.

“Hey, kiddo!” he cried. Annie stood, and he took her into his arms and held her a long time. “God, it’s good to see you.”

“Good to be home, Dad.”

He released her, stepped back, and looked at her companion, who, along with Rainy and Jenny, was sitting at the kitchen table. She was about Annie’s age, thirtyish, with long hair black and shiny as a raven’s wing, a broad, calm face, and dark eyes that, as she regarded him, seemed inviting rather than mysterious.

Cork smiled at her. “You must be Maria.”

“Maria Cocum Lopez,” Annie said, casting a sweet smile toward her companion. “Cocum is Mayan for listener. It fits her perfectly.”

“I’m Cork O’Connor,” he said and took Maria’s hand warmly in his. “Annie’s father.”

“I know,” she replied with a Spanish accent. “Annie has told me all about you.”

“And Annie talks about you all the time in her emails. Boozhoo,” he said.

“Miigwech,” she replied, offering an Ojibwe thank-you to his Ojibwe greeting, which impressed Cork. “Annie’s taught me a little,” she explained.

“I’m so happy you’re here. It just adds more joy to the wedding.” As he looked at the others around the table, however, joy wasn’t what Cork saw on their faces. “What’s wrong?”

Rainy said, “We’ve been talking about the grave Waaboo found.”

“Where is Waaboo?” Daniel asked.

“Stephen took him to the lake for a swim,” Jenny said. “It was what Waaboo wanted. You know him and the lake. He’s like an otter. I think he needed to process things and wanted to do it in the water. And Stephen wanted to talk to him about his visions, give him some comfort and guidance. If there’s anybody who understands, it’s Stephen. Or,” she added, “Henry Meloux.”

“Maybe I should go,” Daniel said.

“He’ll be fine with Stephen,” Jenny said. “We’ll talk to him later.”

“I am so sorry for the woman in that grave,” Maria said.

“We’re not entirely certain it is a grave,” Cork said.

“Waaboo saw her spirit,” Daniel said firmly.

“And I am sorry for your little boy, to see such a thing,” Maria said.

“Waaboo is nothing if not resilient,” Jenny said. “Remember, when he was just a baby, I found him under a rock.”

Which was a long story, and true. And after she’d found the child, Jenny had adopted him.

“So Annie has told me,” Maria said. “Scary, but beautiful in the end.”

“Sit,” Rainy said to the two men and lifted a pitcher from the middle of the table. “Some ice water? It’s hot out there.”

Cork and Daniel joined the women, accepting the offer of water and taking the last of the empty chairs.

“You flew into Duluth?” Cork asked.

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you call us? We’d have come down to get you.”

“It was easier to Uber here,” Annie told him.

Cork sipped his ice water. He hadn’t realized how thirsty he’d become, and the water ran down his throat in a long, cooling stream. “So, you got in this morning?”

Annie exchanged a look with her companion. “Actually, yesterday. I rented a canoe from Sorley’s Outfitters, and Maria and I spent the night on Still Island. I wanted it to be her introduction to Minnesota.”

“It was a very beautiful place,” Maria said. “Very calming.”

“You’re Guatemalan, yes?” Cork said.

“My people are Mayan,” Maria replied with a note of pride.

“And how did you two become friends?”

It wasn’t the question Cork really wanted to ask. Growing up, Annie O’Connor had aspired to be two things: (1) the first female pitcher starting for a professional baseball team and (2) a nun. She’d been a star athlete in high school and after that had become a postulant with the Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur. In a period of personal and spiritual crisis, she’d stepped away from the formal pathway to becoming a part of the order and had gone to Guatemala to work in a school run by the Sisters there. Cork had thought at first that it was a form of running away. He knew his daughter was struggling to accept that she was what the Ojibwe called a two-spirit person. She’d fallen in love with another young woman, and it had ended badly. But as Annie had continued to communicate from a distance, it had become obvious that in Guatemala she’d found two significant things—purpose in her service to the poor there and a special person. Still, she’d always been a little circumspect when she mentioned Maria. Although he wondered about the depth of his daughter’s relationship, Cork wasn’t about to pry.

“I met Maria at a clinic where I’d taken an injured child. Maria’s a nurse.”

Cork said to Maria, “Rainy’s also a nurse.”

“Yes, and a Mide, as well, I understand,” Maria added. “An Ojibwe healer.” She smiled at Rainy. “We have healers in the Mayan culture. We call them curanderos.”

“We also have missing women in Guatemala,” Annie said, shifting the timbre of the conversation with dramatic suddenness. “And we also have buried bodies, so many of them.”

“Annie,” Maria said. “Este no es el momento ni el lugar.”

“She’s telling me this isn’t the time or place for this discussion.”

“Perhaps she’s right,” Rainy said.

“We keep talking about Olivia Hamilton,” Daniel said. “Have we already forgotten Crystal Two Knives?”

“Crystal Two Knives?” Annie said. “Is she any relation to Cece Two Knives?”

“Her granddaughter,” Daniel said.

“How long has she been missing?”

“Almost six months.”

Annie considered that, then asked, “How about Olivia Hamilton?”

“Two weeks. The search has been pretty intensive.”

“The authorities in Guatemala don’t do much searching when a Mayan woman is reported missing,” Annie said.

“It’s the same here with Ojibwe women.” Daniel’s words carried the identical acid note Cork had heard in Annie’s voice.

“Could we talk about something else?” Jenny said. “Like maybe Stephen and Belle’s wedding. That’s what’s brought Annie and Maria here.”

Cork saw a look pass between his daughter and her friend, the kind of look that made him wonder if the wedding was the only reason they’d come.






CHAPTER 5

Two agents showed up that evening. One was federal, FBI. The other was state, Bureau of Criminal Apprehension. They were hard to distinguish from one another. White shirts, ties, dark suits, shiny shoes. Cork figured they hadn’t been to the blueberry patch. They were just grunts with names of people to question. In his time as sheriff, Cork had worked significantly with both agencies, and he’d come to know men he respected. These two were new to him and seemed too young and too officious. And they didn’t play well together either. They stumbled over each other in their questioning, and the looks that often passed between them were less than collegial. Mostly they were interested in Cork’s knowledge about the location of the blueberry patch. He explained about Paavola and being hired to find his niece and nephew. Then he explained about the payment in blueberries.

“Blueberries?” the FBI agent said. “Seriously?” He gave a chuckle, not humorously but derisively, as if this kind of rural barter was unbelievably backward.

The BCA agent asked about the niece and nephew.

“I have their information at my office,” Cork said.

“And where would that be?”

He told them that he operated out of Sam’s Place.

“Sam’s Place?”

He explained about the hamburger joint he owned, which was housed in an old Quonset hut in Aurora. That brought smirks to both agents’ faces. He offered to supply them with the information, but they assured him they would find it on their own. Stephen and Daniel couldn’t add much. In the end, the agents asked for the shoes the men and boy had been wearing that morning in order to use Sirchie impression cards to help eliminate them from consideration of any prints found at the scene. Cork and Daniel had already anticipated this and had the shoes ready.

“Have they exhumed a body?” Cork asked.

“They’re excavating the site now,” the BCA agent said. “That’s all we know.”

Cork saw them to the door. As the agents descended the porch steps, he heard one of them say, “Blueberries.” And both men laughed.

After they’d gone, Rainy said, “That didn’t seem to get us anywhere. Anyone want coffee, decaf?”

Cork said, “I think I’ll have a beer. We got any Leinie’s?”



Shortly after the agents had arrived and it had become obvious that they considered the possibility of a vision unlikely, if not downright ridiculous, Jenny had taken Waaboo upstairs. After the men had gone, Daniel headed up to join her in Waaboo’s bedroom. From the hallway, he could hear his son’s laughter. Daniel thought it odd that his son should be so lighthearted after what he’d discovered in the blueberry patch that day. But he knew that Stephen had talked to Waaboo about visions and had, perhaps, helped the little boy understand what he’d seen.

“Everything okay?” he asked, stepping through the door.

Jenny and Waaboo sat together on the bed, their backs against the headboard. Waaboo was smiling broadly. In her hands Jenny held a book, James and the Giant Peach.

“The giant peach just squashed the mean aunts’ house,” Waaboo said with delight. “Now it’s rolling away.”

“Have they gone?” Jenny asked.

Daniel nodded. “If there’d been one more of them, they could have done a pretty good imitation of the Three Stooges.”

“Just doing their jobs, I suppose,” Jenny said. Then she asked Waaboo, “What did she look like? The woman you saw in the patch.”

“Not like you. Her hair was black. And she wasn’t old.”

Daniel couldn’t help smiling. “Your mother is young, little rabbit. And beautiful.”

Jenny nodded her thanks.

“She looked like you and me,” Waaboo said to his father.

“Ojibwe,” Daniel said. “Did she say anything?”

“Only that she was lost, too. She wanted us to find her. And she wanted to walk the Path of Souls. She said the other spirit did, too.”

“Other spirit?” Daniel sat on the bed beside his son. “What other spirit?”

Waaboo shrugged.

That day wasn’t the first time Waaboo had seen things others could not. In that way he was like Stephen, who’d had visions all his life. Daniel English was full-blood Anishinaabe. That some people were given visions was a truth he accepted easily. He himself had never had what he identified as visions. And before he married Jenny and settled in Aurora, he’d never known another person who claimed to have had them. But he knew about Stephen’s visions, and those of the old Mide Henry Meloux as well. And now little Waaboo. Stephen, when he talked about his own ability, spoke as if it was a burden, an onerous responsibility, one that, if he could, he would gladly relinquish. “But,” he would always say, “these things are up to the Creator.”

Waaboo saw dead people. And Daniel couldn’t help wondering what in the hell the Creator was thinking, saddling a child with a thing like that.

“Were you afraid?” Jenny asked.

Waaboo shook his head. “I just felt bad for her. Her eyes looked hurt, like she was staring at the sun.”

Jenny glanced at Daniel for an explanation.

Because he didn’t want to go into gruesome details, he said simply, “May point to cause of death.” Then he asked Waaboo, “Was she afraid?”

Again the boy shook his head. “She was just lost. I told her we would find her. Well, I told her that Daddy would. It’s what he does.”

Daniel had a thought and took out his cell phone. He tapped on the photo app, scrolled through the pictures, found the photo he was looking for, and held it out for his son to see.

“Was that the woman you saw in the blueberry patch?”

Waaboo looked at the photograph, then shook his head.

Jenny turned the phone so that she could see the photo as well. “Crystal?”

Daniel nodded. “Worth a try. But maybe she’s the other spirit.”



That night as he lay in bed beside Rainy, Cork stared up at the dark ceiling. A light breeze came through the window, cooler than anything that had blown across Tamarack County all day.

“Trouble sleeping?” Rainy finally asked.

“A lot on my mind.”

“Thinking about Waaboo and his vision?”

“Thinking how hard it’s been on Stephen all his life. I know he’s talked to Waaboo, and maybe that’s helped some, but I can’t help wondering why God settles this kind of burden on any child’s shoulders.”

“Maybe Uncle Henry could offer some insight,” Rainy suggested. “Maybe he should talk to Waaboo.”

Cork liked the idea. “Couldn’t hurt. And Henry might be able to help him understand more about the vision, everything that passed between him and the spirit he saw. Waaboo said she was Native. If that’s true, then it’s not Olivia Hamilton in that grave. Maybe there’s more to Waaboo’s vision that might help us understand who she is.”

“So, anything else troubling you?”

Cork hesitated, then confessed, “Annie.”

“It’s good to have her home, even if it’s just for a little while, for the wedding. And Maria’s such a nice surprise.”

Cork made a sound in his throat that was meant to convey his agreement, but it came out as more of a growl.

“What?”

“It’s clear they’re a couple, so why doesn’t she just say that? Does she think we won’t understand or accept?”

“I’m sure she has her reasons. Is that really what’s troubling you?”

“I get the feeling she’s not really here. Not that she doesn’t want to be here, but there’s something holding her back.”

“Any ideas?”

He shook his head, even though in the dark it was a gesture Rainy couldn’t see. After another long period of silence, he said, “She feels haunted to me.”

“What do you mean?”

“Like something’s happened that she can’t let go of. Maybe something in Guatemala.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. But whatever it is, maybe it’s so awful she can’t share it.”

“You could always ask her.”

“I’d rather she tell me in her own time and in her own way.”

“Whatever you think is best.”

Cork wished he were certain what that was. But like so much in his life, past and present, he was just stumbling along, worrying, hoping, praying that somehow in the end, in the darkness of all his self-doubt and concern, a light would shine and illuminate the right path.



Annie couldn’t sleep either. She and Maria had been given the attic room. When Annie was growing up, this had been the bedroom of Aunt Rose, her mother’s sister. Aunt Rose had helped raise all the O’Connor children, then had fallen in love, married, and gone off to begin a family of her own.

Annie stood at the attic window, staring at the elm in the front yard, which was dimly illuminated by a streetlamp. That tree, like so much about the house on Gooseberry Lane, was woven into all her memories. The night before, while Maria slept, Annie had stood at the edge of the island, staring across the dark water of Iron Lake at the distant lights of town, knowing that she should feel pleasure in coming home but feeling instead apprehension. Could they understand? Could they accept?

She’d almost told Jenny the truth that day. They’d finally had a moment alone, sitting on the front porch swing, and despite the dramatic events of the morning, they’d shared memories in the way of sisters.

“I’ve missed you so much,” Jenny had said. “But I’m proud of what you’re doing in Guatemala, what you’ve become. I always thought you’d be the first woman to pitch for the Twins. Instead, you’ve become our own Mother Teresa.”

“Give me a break, I’m no saint.”

“True. I can remember lots of times that Irish temper of yours got you into trouble.”

She’d taken Annie’s hand. “I like Maria. She’s a good soul. You make a good couple. We all think so.”

“I should have come right out and told everyone.”

“No need. It’s pretty clear.”

“She’s been a gift. We’ve done so much together. I hate thinking I won’t be able…”

She’d stopped herself before the revelation spilled from her.

“Won’t be able?”

“Able to help for a while, I mean,” she’d stumbled. “In Guatemala. I’m not sure when I’ll go back.”

“You might stick around after the wedding? That’s terrific news.”

Jenny had given her sister a hug from the heart. It felt wonderful, but it also brought on a wave of guilt for holding back a truth she could not share, not even with her beloved sister.

Now, in the night, she felt Maria’s hand on her shoulder. “We cannot control what life delivers to us. It does no good to worry.”

“How do I tell them?”

“You will find a way,” Maria said.

Annie hoped she was right. Together they returned to bed.






CHAPTER 6

Henry Meloux had lived in his cabin on Crow Point for nearly a century. It was rustic by any standard. His water was hand-pumped. His cabin was heated in winter with an old potbellied stove. He did his bodily business in an outhouse.

There was another, newer cabin only steps away from Meloux’s. It had been built to house a woman named Leah Duhling, a Lac Courte Oreilles Anishinaabe elder who, several years earlier, had come to live on Crow Point to help care for the old man. Leah had passed away peacefully almost two years earlier. Now the cabin was occupied by a man who called himself Prophet. Although Meloux was past his century mark, he still walked a good deal in his beloved wilderness, still dipped his ancient body in the cold water of Iron Lake when it wasn’t frozen over, and still never turned away anyone who made the trek to Crow Point seeking his advice or help.

On this morning, it was Daniel, Jenny, and Waaboo who came. They’d left the house early and had driven the graveled county road northeast to the place where a double-trunk birch marked the beginning of the two-mile path that led to Crow Point. Waaboo danced ahead of them. The moment they left the cover of the trees and entered the clearing on the point where the cabins stood, the little boy broke into a run. When Daniel and Jenny reached Meloux’s cabin, Waaboo was already seated beside the old man on the wooden bench outside the front door.

The ancient Mide smiled at them and tousled the hair on the little boy’s head. “Nigigwaadizi,” he said. It meant “acts like an otter” and was the spirit name the old man had given the boy in the naming ceremony.

“Look!” Waaboo said, opening his palm toward his parents. A dozen wild blueberries were nestled there. Waaboo popped the berries into his mouth.

“Prophet and I picked them yesterday,” Meloux said.

“We tried to pick some,” Waaboo told him through blue-stained lips.

“So I heard,” the old man said and eyed Daniel.

Prophet stepped from the newer cabin, where white smoke poured out of the stove pipe jutting from the roof. He was in his midthirties, tall and lean. There was something about him that was like a wolf, watchful and powerful. And dangerous if threatened. But he held a broad smile on his lips that morning, and he called out, “I’m making blueberry pancakes if anyone is interested.”

“Me!” Waaboo jumped up from the bench, then hesitated a moment, glancing at his mother.

“Go on,” Jenny said. “But don’t be greedy.”

Meloux sat in full morning sunlight, his long hair aglow as if it were a flow of white fire. Beneath a multitude of wrinkles, his face was a landscape of calm. His eyes were heavy-lidded, his irises dark almond. He regarded the two people who stood before him.

“Sit,” he finally said.

Jenny seated herself on one side of Meloux, Daniel on the other.

“I have been told that the boy found more than blueberries yesterday,” Meloux said.

Daniel wasn’t surprised that Meloux knew about the incident. The rez telegraph.

“He found a lost soul,” Daniel said.

“Tell me about that.”

Daniel described how he’d seen Waaboo kneeling on the ground and talking as if to someone who stood before him.

“He said she was lost and sad and that she was Ojibwe.”

“Crystal Two Knives?” the old man asked.

“I showed him a photo of Crystal,” Daniel said. “It wasn’t her.”

“There’s something else,” Jenny said. “This woman spirit told him there was another lost soul.”

“The missing white girl?”

“He didn’t know,” Daniel said.

“What else did he say?”

“Not much. But he told us he wasn’t afraid.”

The old man thought awhile, then said, “What is it that you need?”

“Would you talk to him, help him see if there’s more to his vision?” Daniel said. “If it wasn’t Crystal Two Knives he saw in the blueberry patch, then who was it? And who is this other lost soul?”

Meloux considered the request and gave a single nod. “I will spend the morning with him. We will pick blueberries and we will talk.”

“Chi miigwech,” Jenny said. She stood up and Daniel stood with her.

“One thing,” the old man said before they turned to leave.

“Yes?” Jenny said.

“When you return, bring your sister.”



Daniel dropped Jenny off at the house on Gooseberry Lane, then headed to work.

The Iron Lake Ojibwe Tribal Police Department was located in a structure newly built in anticipation of the reservation receiving final approval to begin its law enforcement operation. In 1953, with the passage of a piece of legislation titled Public Law 280, criminal jurisdiction on the reservation had been transferred from the federal level to the state, and the Tamarack County Sheriff’s Department had begun offering its services to the reservation. The result had always been questionable. Cork, when he’d been hired as a deputy, was the first officer on the force with any Native American blood in him. Which had helped some. But because he was of mixed heritage, he was still viewed with skepticism by many on the rez. Things didn’t improve much after he’d been elected sheriff. For years the tribal council had discussed creating its own policing body. As with all things bureaucratic, the process had taken time. But the Ojibwe knew how to be patient and persistent.
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