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For Randalyn Nickelsen Clark, whose beautiful spirit is with us always






AUTHOR’S NOTE


Many years ago, in a stand-alone thriller titled The Devil’s Bed, I first introduced readers to the character of Bo Thorson, who plays a significant role in the following story. Over the fifteen years since that book’s publication, I’ve received a consistent flow of requests from readers to bring Bo back. It wasn’t until I conceived of the plot for this current novel that I saw a way to resurrect him. I always thought that Bo Thorson and Cork O’Connor were the kind of men who would appreciate each other and might look forward to cracking open a couple of brews and trading tales. I hope you enjoy his presence, and if he intrigues you, I encourage you to pick up The Devil’s Bed, in which his full history is made clear.






CHAPTER 1

He watches the boy on the steep rise above him. He is that boy and he is not. The boy is intent on the sky, a witch’s brew of swirling gray clouds. He is anxious, waiting. The boy. And him. For what, neither of them knows. The air smells not of the evergreen all around but of something foul. Diesel. Fire. A breeze blows across his face carrying a different smell, even more foul. Burning flesh. The boy holds a compound bow, complicated, powerful. An arrow is notched. The boy’s stomach is taut. His body knows something his mind does not, something terrible. The boy watches the sky, and he watches the boy.

The bird appears out of the dark boil of clouds. Wings spread broad, catching the wind. Curling in a wide arc above the hill. The bird—clearly an eagle now—lets out a screech. High-pitched. Then another.

The boy raises his bow.

The eagle circles, near enough that the boy can see details. Golden irises, saffron beak, long, dangerous talons. The eagle cries again.

The boy draws back the bowstring. Calculates trajectory, wind speed. Leads the bird. Takes a breath. Eases it out. Lets the arrow fly.

The great bird twists in an explosion of feathers. Tries to right itself. Begins to plummet.

The boy lowers the bow. Watches an egg drop from the eagle. Watches the eagle in its fall, lost among the evergreens. The boy stands still as death. He feels uncertain, as if there is still more to be done, but what that is he doesn’t know. He turns and stares down the hillside. At the young man who stares back. Him. And not him.

Neither of them understands.

Then the boy on the rise above him sees something, which he senses now at his own back. From the look on the boy’s face, from the way his eyes grow huge, he understands that what is behind him is enormous and terrifying and threatens them both. He feels its breath break against him, hot and hungry. He should turn, face this beast whatever it is, but he’s paralyzed with fear. The boy on the hill opens his mouth to cry out. At the same moment, he opens his.

The sound of their one scream wakes him.



The old man sat on the other side of the fire, listening. Old? He was ancient, with more years behind him than any living thing in the dark of that great forest—turtle, owl, deer, wolf, bear, all were children in comparison. The years, kind to no one, had done their best to weather his flesh, weaken his muscle, erode his bone. His body displayed none of the power and comeliness that had so marked it when the twentieth century was young. Time had etched lines long and deep into his face. His white hair hung over his shoulders in spidery wisps. The weight of ten decades of living had bent his spine, but only slightly. In the firelight, he appeared to be the ghost of a thing, not the thing itself.

And yet the young man who stared at him across the fire perceived only wisdom, only possibility.

“Many times you have seen this vision?” the old man asked.

“Many times,” the young man answered.

“That is all of it?”

The young man nodded. “All of it.”

“The eagle is sacred. Killing an eagle, that is a terrible thing.”

The fire popped. An ember leapt from the flames, landed on the jeans the old man was wearing. The old man gazed up at the stars and didn’t seem to notice.

“Your leg, Henry,” the young man said.

But the ember had burned itself out.

“And so,” the old man finally said, as if speaking to the stars. “Why now?”

The young man didn’t understand the question. “Why now what?”

The old man’s eyes came back to earth. “You tell me.”

The young man knew better than to press this elder, his mentor. He considered his reply.

“Now, because it worries me. It’s a portent, Henry. Something terrible is going to happen. My visions are always about terrible things. I’ve never had one that’s hopeful.”

“They have proven helpful,” the old man pointed out. Then he asked again, as if it were a new question, “Why now?”

“If you mean why have I come to you only now, it’s because I thought I could figure this out on my own. But I don’t have a clue. I need help, before it’s too late.”

The old man closed his eyes, looked as if he were about to sleep. Then, “Too late for what?”

“If I understood the vision, I would understand that.”

“Maybe so. Maybe not. Visions are tricky. They can be the thing itself, or the shadow of the thing.”

“If it’s only a shadow, why does it scare me so much?”

The old man took a stick from the fire, the end still licked by tongues of flame. He moved it toward the young man’s face. The flames came nearer and nearer, until the young man could feel the heat on his cheek, the fire only inches from his flesh. But he didn’t flinch.

“You are not afraid?” the old man asked.

“I believe you won’t burn me. Or if you do, there’s purpose in it.”

“A vision is like that.” The old man returned the stick to the fire. He stared deeply into the young man’s face, his eyes dark, hard, gleaming in the flickering light. “Who is the boy?”

“I’m the boy,” the young man answered. “And I’m not.”

“What is this beast that frightens you?”

“I don’t know. It’s behind me. I never see it.”

“And who is it you are afraid for, Stephen O’Connor?”

“For the boy,” Stephen answered. “And for me.” He leaned toward the old man. “And I don’t know why, Henry, but for you, too.”






CHAPTER 2

Anyone who knew Tamarack County, Minnesota, and the town of Aurora, in particular, knew Sam’s Place. The old Quonset hut turned burger joint sat on the shoreline of Iron Lake. Behind it was blue water, a vast expanse. South rose a copse of poplar trees at whose center lay the ruins of an old ironworks. Aurora itself was a stone’s throw west, just beyond the raised bed of the BNSF railroad tracks. A short, unpaved road crossed the tracks, connecting Sam’s Place with civilization.

Corcoran Liam O’Connor stood in the parking lot, appraising the sign he had just affixed with sheet metal screws to the side of the Quonset hut. The sign read: TRY OUR NEW WAABOO BURGER! Cork had made the sign himself, at the workbench in his garage, with the help of his five-year-old grandson, Waaboo—legally, Aaron Smalldog O’Connor. The family nickname for the little guy was Waaboozoons, which, in the language of the Ojibwe, meant “little rabbit.” It had been shortened to simply Waaboo. The exclamation point was entirely little Waaboo’s handiwork.

It was late afternoon, late September. The leaves of the poplar trees were like gold doubloons. The air was cool, the sun a lazy yellow. There were no customers lined up at the serving windows. They would arrive eventually, Cork knew, closer to suppertime. He appreciated this quiet period, between the hustle of the lunch crowd and what would come.

A green Forester turned up the road, bounced over the tracks and into the lot. The driver parked and got out. She was tall, pretty, with hair the color of corn silk. She opened the back door and helped a child from his seat. They stood with Cork, looking at the sign.

“Me,” little Waaboo said with great pride, pointing toward his name.

“A hundred people are going to eat you up tonight.” Cork opened his mouth wide as if to take a bite out of his grandson. Waaboo danced back, happily.

“Any sign of Stephen yet?” Jenny asked. She was Cork’s daughter, Waaboo’s mother.

Cork shook his head. “He’s with Henry. So who knows?”

“Has he said anything to you yet?” Concern shaded her words.

“Whatever it is, I’m sure he’s sharing it with Henry.” Cork stepped to the sign, brushed at a spot of what looked like dripped black paint but turned out to be a spider. “When he’s ready, he’ll tell us.”

“He’s a darkpoople,” Waaboo said.

“Darkpoople?”

“We’ve been reading The BFG,” Jenny explained. “Roald Dahl. Waaboo’s creating his own dictionary of words.”

Cork laughed. “Darkpoople. You nailed him, little guy.”

“Waaboo and I can stick around until he shows,” Jenny offered.

“Rainy’s going to cover, if necessary.”

“I want to stay,” Waaboo said. “I want to help Baa-baa.” His name for Cork. Not one of his new, made-up Roald Dahlish words. It was what he had always called his grandfather.

“For a while, then,” she agreed.

Inside, the place smelled of deep-fry oil and of the meats that had sizzled on the griddle, decades of aromas soaked into the walls. The Quonset hut was divided into two parts. The front was Sam’s Place, with all the food prep equipment, big freezer, storage shelves, stainless-steel sink. The back was an office Cork used for both the business of Sam’s Place and his own work as a private investigator. There was a round table and four chairs, all of sturdy maple, old and worn. A little kitchenette with a small refrigerator, a microwave, a coffeemaker, counter space, sink. A couple of tall, gray file cabinets stood against the wall, one for documents pertaining to Sam’s Place, the other for the files related to Cork’s investigations. He didn’t advertise that side of his business doings anymore. He had a reputation. Those who needed him found their way.

“Can I have an ice cream cone?” Waaboo asked, addressing his grandfather, not his mother.

“Whoa,” Jenny said. “I thought you just wanted to help.”

“Yes. But I’m hungry.”

“Just a cone, Jenny,” Cork said. “Won’t spoil his dinner.”

“A small one.”

Waaboo sat on a chair at the serving window, licking his cone, a chocolate and vanilla twist. Cork scraped the griddle. Jenny sliced tomatoes.

“Are you going to the town meeting tomorrow night?” Jenny asked.

“I’m working here, remember? You put together this week’s schedule.”

“I’ll get one of the kids to cover.”

Cork had always hired high school students to staff Sam’s Place in season. For many, it was their introduction to the working world. He tried to be firm in what he asked of them but patient in his oversight.

“That’s okay. There’ll be plenty of people attending. Senator McCarthy will get an earful without me.”

Jenny said, “It’s a chance to see the senator up close.”

“I’ve seen Olympia McCarthy up close. She’s a fine woman, but still just a woman.”

“A lot of people are pinning a lot of hope on her. Daniel’s agreed to put Waaboo to bed. Rainy’s going with me.”

“Then you two make plenty of noise for the rest of us.”

An old Jeep rattled over the railroad tracks.

“The prodigal son,” Cork said. “You and Waaboo are free.”

A few minutes later, Cork heard the Quonset hut door open and Stephen appeared. He smelled of woodsmoke and evergreen sap. He shed his gray hoodie, hung his backpack on a hook. The backpack looked heavy, and Cork knew it was full of college textbooks.

“Sorry I’m late. Hey, Waaboo!” He tousled the boy’s hair. In appearance, Stephen more resembled his nephew than his father or sister. His Anishinaabe genes dominated—dark hair, almond eyes, broad, bold facial bones. He was twenty years old and walked with a limp that was becoming less and less noticeable with time.

“How’s Henry?” Cork asked.

“Old.” Stephen bent toward Waaboo. “You gonna eat that whole thing?”

“Yes.”

“I haven’t eaten all day. I could sure use a lick.”

“Uh-uh.”

“Come on.” Stephen lunged toward the cone.

Waaboo swung away, protecting the treat with his free hand. “No-o-o-o.”

“Grinch.”

“Darkpoople.”

“Darkpoople?”

“Grab…” Waaboo hesitated. “Grabgrubber.”

“Don’t know what you’re saying, but it doesn’t sound good.”

“How about a Waaboo Burger?” Cork suggested.

“Waaboo Burger? I saw the sign. What is it?”

“Patty made of ground bison instead of hamburger.”

“Named after me,” Cork’s grandson said proudly.

“When did we start offering that?”

“Today. Jenny and I have been talking about it for a while. Being a college man now, you’ve just had other things on your mind. What do you say? You can’t sell customers on it until you’re sold on it yourself.”

“Sure.”

Cork dropped a patty on the griddle, buttered two bun halves.

“We’re out of here,” Jenny said. “Come on, kiddo. You can finish that cone on the way home. I’ve got to get dinner going. Joining us, Dad?”

“No, I’ll stay here and close tonight.”

“I think I’m supposed to close,” Stephen said.

“I’ll take it.”

Stephen didn’t argue.

When the others had gone, Stephen stood at an empty serving window, staring toward the copse of poplars to the south. Stephen had been doing a lot of staring lately. Something had set a hook in him, snagged his senses. College, perhaps. Stephen was in his first semester at Aurora Community College, taking classes to fulfill his general requirements in preparation for an eventual degree in criminal justice studies. The same route Cork had taken long ago when he started on the road to becoming a cop. But he hadn’t seen any real enthusiasm for the coursework, and in truth, he wasn’t at all certain his son was cut out to wear a badge. So was it a girl, maybe? For a couple of years, Stephen had been in an on-again, off-again relationship with a young woman on the rez, Marlee Daychild. During the past month or so, it had been in the off mode. Cork didn’t know if this was Stephen’s doing or Marlee’s. His son had always been private, hesitant to reveal a lot about himself, and that had been especially true lately. What Cork had sensed, what all the O’Connors had sensed, was a growing restlessness in Stephen, which Cork told himself was natural in a young man. One of the thoughts he’d had was that maybe it was time for Stephen to leave Aurora. Maybe if he was away from all that was familiar, at least for a while, it might be easier for him to see the path he needed to travel. It was possible this was what Stephen had been discussing with Meloux, seeking the old man’s advice.

But there was another possibility. Stephen saw things others did not. He had visions. And so Cork understood that what was weighing on his son, what held Stephen’s attention while he stared at what appeared to be nothing, might well be something his eye couldn’t see.






CHAPTER 3

“All the buzz on the rez is about the town meeting tomorrow night,” Rainy said as she undressed. “Everyone at the clinic, everyone who comes in, Senator McCarthy is all they’re talking about.”

Rainy Bisonette, Cork’s wife, worked at the tribal clinic in the town of Allouette on the Iron Lake Reservation. Trained as a public health nurse, she was also a member of the Grand Medicine Society, a Mide, a healer in the traditional way. They’d been married only since the previous April, not even six months. Still on honeymoon, Cork often thought, especially whenever he watched her shed her clothing.

“She’s a safe raft in a stormy sea,” Cork said. He was already in bed, his back against the headboard.

Rainy stepped out of her jeans and unbuttoned her blue work shirt. She was full-bodied, but not heavy, having spent the last several years before her marriage seeing to the needs of her great-uncle, Henry Meloux, living in a cabin without running water or electricity, with only a wood-burning stove for heat, fed with wood she’d chopped herself. She knew hard work. When she drifted her hands across Cork’s body, he could still feel the calluses.

“She’ll listen,” Rainy said. “Everyone believes we’ll be heard.”

“And that she’ll carry that message forward. Good thing to believe.”

She’d slipped off her bra and had reached for her nightshirt, but she paused and studied him in the light of the lamp on the nightstand. “You don’t?”

“I believe she’ll listen. I’m not sure I believe it’ll do any good.”

“She’s a U.S. senator. She has influence.”

“The other side has more. And they hit harder and they don’t play fair.”

She slipped the long nightshirt over her head and down her body, then joined him in bed, where she leaned against him. “You sound like you believe the battle is already lost.”

“Not lost. But I’ve been in battles like these before. There are always casualties.” He changed the subject abruptly. “Talked to Stephen lately?”

“I’ve tried. He’s burrowed deep inside himself.”

“He’s like a sleepwalker. I tell him something, and, poof, it’s gone from his head.”

Rainy flipped her long black braid so that it hung at an angle between her breasts. Her fingers slowly traced the strands of the plaiting, in a way that made Cork think of rosary beads. “I’m wondering if he’s seen something.”

“I’ve wondered that, too. But it could be just that he’s getting used to college. Or maybe it’s Marlee. There’s nothing like a woman to addle a guy’s brain.”

“I’m going to ignore that remark,” Rainy said. “He hasn’t gone out with Marlee Daychild in weeks. And he just seems so unsettled. More and more I’m thinking he’s had another vision, Cork. And I think this one scares him.”

They both knew Stephen had a right to be afraid. Before the bullet that caused his limp was fired, Stephen saw the man who would shoot him in a vision. He saw his mother’s death years before it happened. He saw the threat from a monster, a murderer of young women who’d called himself Windigo and who’d tried to kill Cork and Jenny. It hadn’t escaped their notice that Stephen’s visions had always foreshadowed terrible things.

Cork said, “I wish he’d share what he’s seen.”

“It would be an unburdening,” Rainy said.

“Practically speaking, it might help us get ready for whatever’s coming.”

“Something to do with the proposed pit mine, you think?”

For years, a large corporation had been at work to secure the permits necessary to begin a huge open-pit mining operation that would extract copper, nickel, and a number of heavy metals from an area adjacent to both the Iron Lake Reservation and the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness. In Tamarack County, a region once wealthy because of the iron ore that underlay everything, the issue had been divisive. With the iron mines having closed or closing and good-paying jobs evaporated, there was a considerable element applauding the possibility of the return of industry. On the other side were the Iron Lake Ojibwe and many other groups who feared that the mine would ruin the pristine wilderness and the clean water. Their fears weren’t unfounded. While iron mining had brought wealth, at least for a time, it had made much of the North Country resemble the barren surface of the moon.

“I’m thinking something more personal.” Cork put his hand over hers as she worked her braid, stilled it. “He talks to Henry. Could you talk to Henry?”

“I can try. But what’s between Uncle Henry and Stephen will probably stay between them, unless Stephen indicates otherwise.”

“Maybe a sweat?”

“Until Stephen is ready to share, he’ll be as hard to crack as a walnut.”

“A sweat couldn’t hurt.”

“I’ll suggest it. You smell good, by the way. Like French fries. How’d the new Waaboo Burger do?”

“A winner. Everybody loved the bison patty, and everyone who knows our grandson loved the name.”

“Doesn’t surprise me a bit. The world loves Waaboo.”

Rainy picked up a book from the nightstand and prepared to read. It was a novel titled Downwind of the Devil. The author was Jennifer O’Connor. When she wasn’t helping run Sam’s Place or involved in all she did as mother and wife, Jenny wrote stories. Downwind of the Devil was her first published novel, a fictionalized account of the hunt for a missing Ojibwe girl, in which she and her father and the monster who called himself Windigo were deeply involved. It had done well enough that Jenny was under contract for a second novel. She wouldn’t tell her family what it was about, but they all suspected it would be another telling of a story in which some of them played a part.

Cork picked up the book he’d been reading every night for a week, To Kill a Mockingbird, one of the many American classics he’d never read, but one that both Jenny and Rainy had insisted he should. Within ten minutes, his eyes fluttered closed. He felt Rainy slip the book from his hands, turn out the light, and he was wrapped in a blanket of sleep.






CHAPTER 4

Next morning, well before sunrise, Cork heard Stephen leave the house. He slid from bed and stood at the window, watching Stephen walk away in the blue, early light, and his heart twisted. His son was struggling and Cork didn’t know how to help. Rainy had advised patience. Which was the same advice her great-uncle Henry Meloux might have offered. Good advice, Cork knew, but it didn’t mean he wouldn’t suffer along with his son. He dressed quietly, hit the bathroom, went downstairs to make coffee. A few minutes later, he stood on the front porch, sipping from the steaming mug in his hand and breathing in the cool air of approaching dawn. Gooseberry Lane was quiet, the neighbors still abed.

With the exception of a few years as a cop in Chicago, he’d lived in Aurora, Minnesota, his whole life. His roots on his mother’s side went back to a time long before white men muscled their way into the North Country and began the destruction of the natural order, a ravaging that had never really ended. His Anishinaabe heritage might not show on his face, but it shaped his conscience. As he stood in the cool, evergreen-scented air, in the fresh feel of that fall morning, he understood the calm probably wouldn’t last. He was more and more certain that Stephen had had a vision, seen something, and the things that Stephen saw had always been monstrous.

He picked up the morning paper from where it had been thrown under the porch swing and headed back inside. Rainy was awake and up, pouring coffee from the pot he’d made. He heard footsteps coming downstairs, heavy, probably Daniel English, his son-in-law, ready for work. Daniel was an officer with the Iron Lake Ojibwe Department of Conservation Enforcement. When explaining, he generally referred to himself as a game warden. Like Jenny, he was a writer, a poet. Like his aunt Rainy, he was full-blood Ojibwe, an enrolled member of the Lac Courte Oreilles Band of Lake Superior Chippewa.

“That coffee smells good,” he said as he entered the kitchen. He wore his willow-green uniform. Rainy poured him a cup of the brew.

“You’re up early,” Cork noted.

“A lot on the agenda today. We’ve had reports of a couple of poachers on the rez. We’ve tried tracking them, but they keep slipping away.”

“Jenny tells me you won’t be going to the town meeting tonight,” Cork said.

“I’m on Waaboo duty. Putting our little guy down for the night.” Daniel sipped his coffee and looked satisfied. “You’re not going either, I understand.”

“Somebody’s got to sell the new Waaboo Burger.”

Daniel dropped a couple of slices of bread in the toaster. “How’d it go yesterday?”

“Sold like hotcakes.”

“Waaboo was excited last night. He kept saying, ‘People are eating me.’ ”

Rainy laughed. “Everybody could use a little Waaboo in them.”

After Daniel had gone, Cork put on his jacket and kissed Rainy.

“You haven’t had breakfast yet,” she said. “Where are you off to?”

“To talk to Henry.”

“About Stephen? I’m not sure he’ll tell you much.”

“Can’t hurt to ask.”

“I told you I’d talk to Uncle Henry myself.”

“When will you see him next? Between your clinic work and the town meeting with the senator, your schedule’s packed.” He kissed her again. “Meet you in bed tonight.”

He drove north out of Aurora, along a graveled county road that followed the shoreline of Iron Lake. The woods were a mix of broadleaf and needle in which autumn had created great islands of gold and red among the evergreens. The cabins along the lake, mostly resorts and summer homes, looked deserted now, but on weekends they were still alive with activity and would continue that way until the leaves had been stripped from the trees and the color was gone. Come winter, the population of Tamarack County would shrink significantly.

He parked at a double-trunk birch several miles north of town, locked his Expedition, and began the long walk through the forest, following a path familiar to him since childhood. The sun was just about to rise, and the strip of clear sky above the path was a pale red, the color of water mixed with blood. On either side of him, the birds, those who had not yet wisely headed south, cried to one another with harsh, territorial challenges. Squirrels chattered at his intrusion. He startled a doe and her two fawns, who bounded away and disappeared among the trees. Everything about the morning and the walk along this familiar path, which normally would have calmed him, felt unsettling. The blood-colored sky, the contentious birds, the angry squirrels, the startled deer, all seemed to signal threat. He thought maybe this was a glimpse of what Stephen must feel when he’d had one of his ominous visions.

A mile in, he crossed onto rez land. A mile farther, he broke from the trees onto Crow Point. He stood at the beginning of a broad meadow filled with tall grass and with wildflowers still blooming—marigolds and oxeyes and asters and Canadian horseweed. On the far side rose two simple cabins, between them an outhouse. The nearer cabin had been Rainy’s for many years. Now its sole occupant was Rainy’s aunt by marriage, a septuagenarian named Leah Duling. The far cabin had been on Crow Point for more than eight decades and during all that time occupied by Henry Meloux, who was Rainy’s maternal great-uncle and more than a hundred years old.

Smoke came from the stovepipes on both cabins, but Cork headed toward Meloux’s place. Before he arrived, the door opened.

“I’ve got oatmeal with walnuts and dried blueberries ready,” Leah said from the threshold. “Henry told me you won’t have eaten.”

Without any forewarning, Meloux was expecting him, one of the many mysteries of the ancient Mide. Cork found the old man at his small table, a book opened before him. When he was young and a renowned hunter, Meloux’s eyes were like those of an eagle. His vision, though no longer eagle-sharp, was still good enough that he didn’t require glasses. Cork saw that the book was Downwind of the Devil.

“She tells a good tale, your Jennifer,” Meloux said, looking up. He was a part of the events at the heart of the story. “But she has simplified much.”

“Most readers aren’t as astute as you, Henry.” Cork removed his jacket and sat with the old man. “I want to talk to you about Stephen. I think he’s had a vision, and I think he’s shared it with you.”

“First, we have some breakfast,” Meloux said.

Leah dished up oatmeal for them all and joined them at the table. Meloux gave a blessing in Ojibwemowin, most of which Cork didn’t understand.

“Maple syrup?” Leah offered.

Cork knew she’d tapped the trees and boiled down the sap herself. She was well into her seventies, but seemed younger, the effect, Cork suspected, of life on Crow Point in the company of Meloux.

They ate in silence. The hot oatmeal sat well on Cork’s empty stomach. When the meal was finished, Meloux said, “Let us build a fire, Corcoran O’Connor. We will smoke and talk.”

Leah wasn’t invited to join them, and she made no comment as Meloux gathered his tobacco pouch and pipe, eased on his old plaid mackinaw, and walked out the door.

“Migwech, Leah,” Cork said in thanks.

She glanced where Meloux had gone. “He probably won’t say anything to you, but he’s worried.”

“About what?”

Leah shrugged. “He doesn’t say anything to me either.”

Cork followed Meloux across the meadow along a path that ran between two rock outcrops. On the far side, Iron Lake stretched away, mirroring the morning sky, and near the shoreline was a stone fire ring. Sawed sections of hardwood had been spaced around the ring for sitting, and cut firewood was laid up against one of the outcrops. Cork had helped Meloux build more fires here than he could remember. He gathered wood and kindling, used his pocketknife to curl off dry tinder, built a small tepee at the charred center of the fire ring. Meloux handed him a wooden match, and Cork struck a flame.

While Cork fed the growing fire, the old man took pinches of the mixture—tobacco and red willow—from his beaded pouch. He offered these to the four directions of the earth, and to the center, then put a bit into the pipe bowl. Cork sat with him. Meloux lit the tobacco mixture and they smoked together, while the fire crackled before them.

“Something’s coming, Henry,” Cork finally said.

The old man replied, “You have visions now?”

“I feel it.”

“What do you feel?”

“Unsettled. Watchful.”

“Afraid?”

“That, too. Stephen has had a vision.”

“He told you this?”

“No, but he’s clearly troubled, and he won’t talk about it. Except to you. He’s shared the vision with you, hasn’t he?”

“You ask a question I cannot answer.”

Which Cork took as an answer. He leaned toward the old man. “It must be a frightening vision, because it worries you, too.”

Meloux’s eyes were soft brown and unreadable. “You see into my heart now?”

“Leah told me. What is it that you know?”

“Not the answer you are looking for. But I will tell you this. These woods are alive, and all that is living speaks. To a human who listens, knowledge is given. Stephen listens. Maybe the spirit of what is alive here has spoken to him. Maybe if any man quiets himself enough, he also can hear what is being said.”

“You’ve listened, Henry. What have you heard?”

“I was talking about you, Corcoran O’Connor. I believe if you quiet yourself, what it is that you are looking for will become known to you.”

“I’ve never had a vision.” Cork heard the brusqueness in his voice and tried to calm himself, tamp down his frustration. “I doubt I ever will.”

“A vision is not everything.” Meloux’s face took on a soft cast. “You have a keen mind, Corcoran O’Connor, and a warrior’s heart. You also have a warrior’s impatience. Quiet yourself. Use your head and your experience and the quiet, and perhaps you will not need a vision.”

“You listen, Henry, better than Stephen, better than anyone. Can’t you just tell me what you know?”

Meloux took a good while to answer. The wind shifted. The smoke from the fire drifted across Iron Lake, casting a dark, gray shadow over the blue surface.

“There is a beast in these woods that does not belong here,” Meloux finally said. “What exactly, I do not know. But it is huge and it is evil. And that is all I can say.”






CHAPTER 5

At a quarter to three that afternoon, Stephen turned his steps toward Sam’s Place. He was scheduled to work until closing with his father and with a high school senior named Naomi Burns. The day was warm but overcast, thin clouds muddling the sky. He walked along the streets of Aurora with his hands in his pockets, his shoulders slumped. Fallen leaves as colorful as pieces torn from a Mediterranean tapestry littered the sidewalks. Over the course of his twenty years, he’d been down these streets a thousand times, knew them like he knew the lines that crossed his palms. They were part of who he was and also part of what he struggled against. It was comfortable, this small, familiar town, this isolated county. Every day he slid into life there like a finger into a glove. More and more, he’d begun to think that to understand the man he was at heart, he would have to separate himself from all that was familiar.

His father had abandoned Aurora when he was a young man and spent nearly a decade in Chicago before returning. His sisters, too, had left. College took Jenny away for a long time before she returned and settled down to family life in Aurora. Annie had been gone forever—in Iowa and New Mexico and California and now in South America, for a second time. Stephen had seen only a little of the world, and he’d begun to hunger for more. He’d also started to wonder, if he were far away, would the terrible things he sometimes saw not be able to find him?

His father was inside Sam’s Place, preparing for the dinner crowd, which would begin arriving in an hour or so. Naomi was there, small and quiet, with streaks of color like cotton candy in her hair. She stood at the prep table, tossing coleslaw in a big stainless-steel bowl. His father looked up from the burger patties he’d been preparing next to the grill.

“Where’ve you been?”

“Around,” Stephen replied.

“I tried to call.”

“I didn’t feel like talking.”

Cork wiped his hands on some paper toweling. “How about we talk now?” He led the way into the back of the Quonset hut, poured himself some coffee from the pot he’d made earlier, held the mug out in offering to Stephen, who shook his head.

“I went to see Henry,” his father told him. “I figure you’ve had a vision, and since you won’t talk about it to anyone except maybe him, I went to find out what he knows.”

Stephen’s first thought was that this was a trespass, that his father had stepped across a line. Then he realized that, in its way, it might be an unshackling. He couldn’t share the vision himself because it felt too personal, too close, and was still too indecipherable. What good would it do to bring others in if it accomplished nothing except to make them as afraid as he was? Now that what he’d seen was in the open, he thought differently. He had no illusions that his father, who could sometimes be a stump when it came to sharing his own emotions, could help him understand the meaning and purpose of the vision. Even Henry had been unable to do that. But he felt as if a weight had been lifted from him, and now his father might help to shoulder some of the burden.

“So he told you?” Stephen said.

Cork shook his head. “But he admitted that he believes something bad is out there in the woods, and he doesn’t know what it is. Look, Stephen, I don’t want to intrude on a thing so personal to you as a vision. But if there’s something out there, something really bad, don’t you think it would be best to figure out what it is? Maybe together we can do that.”

“Henry couldn’t help me,” Stephen said.

“I’m not Henry. I see the world in a different way. Maybe my perspective can be of some use.”

Stephen considered this, considered also how good it felt, even for a moment, to have the burden of the vision off his shoulders. He made his decision, and he shared with his father what he’d seen: the boy on the steep rise who was him and not him; the eagle appearing from the sky; the boy with the bow in his hands; the arrow flying; the eagle falling; the dropped egg; staring at the boy, him and not him, and the boy staring back, both of them ignorant of the meaning in all this; and at the end, the sense of something monstrous looming at his back.

In the serving area, Naomi plopped a burger patty onto the grill, and the sizzle seemed inordinately loud.

“The boy is you and not you,” Cork said. “I have dreams like that.”

“This isn’t a dream, Dad.” Stephen heard the note of impatience in his voice and tried to soften. “It’s so different.”

“I understand. I’m just trying to get the lay of the land here. The hill, is it a place you recognize?”

“In that way, it’s like a dream. It seems familiar, but not like a real place.”

“The boy. Can you describe him?”

“Fourteen or fifteen, maybe. Dark hair. Dark eyes. A little shorter than me.”

“You a few years ago.”

“But not me, Dad.”

“Native?”

“Maybe.”

“The eagle. Is it like a real eagle?”

“Yes,” Stephen said, thinking that this wasn’t getting them anywhere. Then he realized something. “Not exactly like a real eagle.”

“What’s different?”

“The tail feathers should be completely white, but other colors are mixed in.”

“What colors?”

Before Stephen could answer, Naomi called to them, “We’ve got incoming.”

Through the doorway into Sam’s Place, Stephen could see a couple of cars pulling into the parking lot. Behind them came two more.

“We’ll talk later,” his father said, and they turned to the business of a burger joint.



The town meeting with Senator McCarthy was scheduled for that evening. It was expected to draw a good audience, a huge number of Tamarack County residents with strong feelings on both sides of the mining issue. The dinner crowd came early and heavy. Cork had called in another of the kids on his roster, and he and Stephen and the high schoolers worked to move the lines at the windows. The Waaboo Burger continued to be a big hit, and the spicy fries, another recent addition to the menu, went fast.

Near six, while Cork was bent over the grill, the whistle atop the Aurora firehouse began a prolonged blast. Almost immediately, the phone on the wall in the Quonset hut rang. Cork handed the spatula to Stephen and took the call. The whistle, Stephen knew, was the signal for the volunteer firemen to assemble. His father wasn’t a volunteer, but he was a part of the Tamarack County Search and Rescue team, and sometimes the whistle blast and the need for the team went hand in hand.

When Cork returned, he had removed his apron, and he threw it in the wicker basket where all the dirty aprons went.

“What is it, Dad?”

“A plane’s gone down on the rez. Out on Desolation Mountain.”

A brief image flashed through Stephen’s mind. An eagle shot from the sky. “You’re going? I want to go, too.”

Cork opened his mouth, and Stephen fully expected to have to argue his right to be there. But his father simply nodded and said to the kids at the serving windows, “We’re shutting down for the night.”






CHAPTER 6

Tamarack County Sheriff Marsha Dross walked quickly up the old logging road where nearly a dozen vehicles had parked—deputies’ cruisers, a couple of hook and ladders, an ambulance, and several civilian cars and trucks. Cork waited with Stephen beside the Expedition.

They were in the far east section of the Iron Lake Reservation, spitting distance from the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness. Before them rose Desolation Mountain, a great uplift of gray gneiss and greenstone, scoured clean by glaciers ten thousand years ago. The mountain stood several hundred feet above the crowns of the evergreens that grew around its base. Higher up, a grove of aspens ringed the formation. The very top was bare rock where only the most basic and tenacious plant life grew, patches of gold lichen that resembled ulcers on the outcrops. The dark mountaintop pressed itself against the darkening overcast of a clouded sky. A storm was coming.

Dross was in her mid-forties and had been sheriff for a number of years. Cork had hired her as a deputy when he wore the sheriff’s badge, making her the first woman to don a law enforcement uniform in Tamarack County. She was experienced, tough. But Saturday nights she still put on cowboy boots, tight jeans, a snap-button western shirt, and the white Stetson her father once gave her as a birthday present, and kicked up her heels at the American Legion hall, line dancing. The lower pant legs of the khakis and the Wolverines she wore now were coated in mud.

Without prelude, she said, “It came down in a bog out there.” She pointed toward the trees west of the logging road.

“Survivors?” Cork asked.

“So far nothing, but we just started looking and the debris is still burning.”

“Know who was in it?”

As if a hand had pressed itself into her face, her eyes closed a moment, and all her features went flat. “We think it’s Senator McCarthy. She was scheduled to land at Olson Field this afternoon. Her family was with her.”

Olson Field was the small regional airport just outside Aurora.

“But you’re not sure?”

“We’re double-checking.”

“Who called it in?”

“Monkey Love.”

His real name was Jameson Love, but no one called him that. Monkey Love was a mixed-blood Shinnob who lived with his uncle Ned Love in an isolated cabin in the shadow of Desolation Mountain. Cork used to haul him in regularly, D and D—drunk and disorderly—at first, then for other offenses that had earned him significant jail time. But Monkey Love got clean and for the past few years had lived quietly, surviving thanks to careful spending of the allotment he received from the profits of the Chippewa Grand Casino and from the cutting and selling of firewood with his uncle.

“Monkey and Ned don’t have a telephone at their place,” Cork said.

“He hightailed it into Allouette, used one at the tribal office. Some guys from the rez came back out with him. They’re up there now with my people. Daniel’s one of them.”

From out of the west came a crack like an enormous branch splintering, followed by a long rumble of thunder.

Dross’s look went as dark as the sky. “Just what we need.”

“Okay if we head on in to give a hand?”

“Foster’s posted up the road a bit. He’ll point the way. Check in with Azevedo. He’s coordinating at the crash site.”

Sirens screamed in the distance, although there was little need for a siren on the ill-traveled back roads of the rez.

Dross said, “State Patrol,” and moved past Cork and Stephen to await these new arrivals.

They walked the logging road as it skirted the base of Desolation Mountain. Cork knew that in Alaska or Colorado or even Vermont they would laugh at the thought of calling this hump of gneiss a mountain. But it was the highest elevation in the county, a landmark that could be seen for miles. Although it was on the Iron Lake Reservation, it was a popular destination for photographers in the North Country, especially in the fall, when the view from the top was a stunning 360-degree panorama of color. Several small lakes were visible from the mountaintop. With binoculars, and if you knew where to look, you could see Ned and Monkey Love’s cabin, hunkered among the pines on a lake called Little Bass.

Deputy David Foster waved at them from the side of the road. Cork could see where the undergrowth had been trampled and broken by the passage of many feet. The recently made trail led into mixed-growth forest of pine and poplar.

“How far in, Dave?” Cork asked.

“Couple hundred yards. Gets real mushy halfway there. After that, watch your step.”

The trail wove a crooked course among the trees and between great humps of rounded granite, miniature reflections of the bald mountaintop. A hundred yards in, just as Foster said, the soil turned wet underfoot and their boots began to make sucking sounds. The trees thinned out, and as the ground became softer and mushier, the pines and poplars gave way to tamaracks and tall ferns. Up ahead, from somewhere still out of sight, came the shouts of men. Also from that direction came another long roll of thunder.

They reached the scene, a boggy area, roughly circular and a hundred yards in diameter, full of reeds and cattails. The men already there were spread out across the marsh and around the edges. Those that had ventured into the reeds stood in brackish water up to their thighs. Close to the far side of the marsh, a group of the volunteer firemen had surrounded a large section of fuselage that was sending up a thick column of black smoke. Cork could see wreckage everywhere, but that one piece of fuselage appeared to be the only debris still burning. The firefighters wore yellow packs and were laying down a spray of suppressant foam where the smoke billowed.
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