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			For my publicist, David Brown, who manages to do the impossible on my behalf,

			and for Sue Trowbridge, the angel without whom I would be faceless to so many

		

	
		
			PART I

			Corcoran O’Connor:

			“Something Wicked This Way Comes”

		

	
		
			Chapter 1



			Fear is who we are.

			Cork’s old friend Henry Meloux had told him that. Though not quite in that way. And it was only part of what the ancient Ojibwe Mide had said. These were his exact words: In every human being, there are two wolves constantly fighting. One is fear, and the other is love. When Cork had asked which of the wolves won the battle, Meloux’s answer had been: The one you feed. Always the one you feed.

			In his own life, Cork had known more than his share of fear. He carried scars from multiple gunshot wounds and was scarred, too, in ways that never showed on skin. He’d lost his wife to violence, lost friends in the same manner. More than once, men whose hearts were black holes of hate had targeted his children, and he’d come close to losing them as well. In all this, fear had sometimes been the wolf he’d fed. But as Meloux had wisely observed, love also shaped the human spirit, and it was this element of his being that Cork had consciously done his best to feed. In far more ways than fear, this wolf had shaped the man he was.

			There were different kinds of fear, Cork knew, and some had nothing to do with violence. They were sought out purposely, sought for the sake of excitement, an adrenaline rush—a roller-­coaster ride, for example, or a ghost story. When he finally began his investigation, Cork discovered that it was the desire for this kind of fear that had brought the three boys to the cursed place the Anishinaabeg called Windigo Island.

			When they set out that moonlit night, this was what the boys knew, what all the local kids knew: On Windigo Island, death came in the dark. It came in the form of an awful spirit, a cannibal beast with an insatiable craving for human flesh. Sometimes the beast swept in with the foul odor of carnage pouring off its huge body and a bone-chilling scream leaping from its maw. Sometimes it approached with stealth and wile, and in the moment before it ripped your heart from your chest, it cried your name in a high, keening voice. It could be unpredictable, but one thing was certain: to set foot on Windigo Island in the dead of night was to call forth the worst of what the darkness there held.

			They’d shoved off in their kayaks a few minutes before midnight from the marina on the shore of Lake Superior. It was late July, hot, and there was not a breath of wind. A gibbous moon had risen over the Apostle Islands. The water of Kitchigami was black satin, smooth and shiny. Behind them, the lights of the reservation town of Bad Bluff curved along the shoreline of that greatest of the Great Lakes, and the three boys paused in their paddling and turned back to admire the sequined hills. Then wordless, because it was night and an excursion that called for silence, they pushed on, following the path the moonlight burned in silver across the water.

			Ahead of them rose the island. It wasn’t much to look at in daylight. A rough circle a couple of dozen yards in diameter, all of it broken rock, an island so tiny it appeared only on detailed nautical charts. From its center rose a tall, ragged pine, a tree that had somehow managed to put down roots in that humping of stone and had held to it tenaciously through season after season of November gales. The Ojibwe believed the pine was a lightning rod of sorts, a beacon attracting the evil spirits of Kitchigami to that cursed island. Not just the windigo but Michi Peshu, too, a monster that lived in the depths, a creature with horns and the face of a panther and razor-sharp spikes down its back and, some said, the body of a serpent. To the boys on that night, the tree looked like a black feather rising stiffly from the head of a skull almost completely submerged. They approached in silence, the only sound the dip of their double-bladed paddles and the burble of water as they stroked. They came at the island from the west and eased their kayaks up to the rocky shoreline. They disembarked one at a time, drew their crafts out of the water, and laid them carefully across the broken stone. The moonlight was intense, casting shadows of the ragged pine boughs across the boys like a black net, and they stood a moment, caught in the eerie mystique of the island.

			Then one of the boys farted. The long, low growl broke the spell, and they laughed, released from the grip of their own fear.

			“Dude,” one of them said. “You let the windigo know we’re here.”

			“Dude,” the offending boy replied, “that was to keep him away.”

			The third boy waved a hand in front of his face. “If that smell doesn’t drive him off, nothing will.”

			“Okay, what now?” the first asked.

			The third boy reached into the opening of his kayak and brought out a knapsack. From it he pulled a can of white spray paint. “We find the biggest rock that faces town.”

			Which they did. It stood a good four feet high and had a nice flat vertical surface. In the daylight, it would have been dull gray, but in the shadow of the pine that night, it was as black as char.

			The third boy knelt in front of the rock, as if praying, gave the can a good shake, then carefully sprayed his message: KYLE B + LORI D.

			“How’s she going to see it?” the second boy asked.

			“Binoculars, dude, binoculars. I told her I was going to come out here to do this thing and the hell with the windigo.”

			The first boy stood back and admired the other’s work. “Awesome. Totally.”

			And that’s when the wind hit.

			On a lake like Superior, weather can develop suddenly. That night the wind came out of nowhere, sweeping in from the vast open water. The limbs of the pine began flailing wildly, and waves rose up and crashed against Windigo Island and ate the rocks. No storm cloud obscured the stars or the unblinking eye of the moon, nothing to account for the phantom torrent of air that carried with it a frigid cold churned up from the depths. There was something in this wind that was terrible, something unnatural, and the boys could feel it. They stood frozen, feeding the wolf of fear suddenly prowling inside them.

			“Hey, you guys,” the first boy hollered over the cry of wind. “Did you hear that?”

			“What?” the third boy shouted.

			“I heard it,” the second boy called back. His voice was a high screech because, in his terror, his throat had closed nearly shut. He stared wide-eyed at the third boy. “Your name. It called your name.”

			The third boy turned from his companions, turned his face into that furious wind, and listened. He didn’t hear what they’d heard, but he saw something that made his blood run cold. In the black roil of the lake, just beneath the surface, a figure, luminescent white under the glare of the moon, swam toward them.

			“Oh, God,” the first boy cried. “Michi Peshu!”

			He spun and fled, stumbling over the broken rocks toward his kayak. The second boy was close on his heels. The third boy turned, too, but caught his foot in a crevice between two stones and his ankle gave in an agonizing twist. He went down with a cry of pain that was snatched away by the wind. His companions didn’t hear. They were already on the water, already digging the blades of their paddles into the swells. The boy cried out for them, but they didn’t look back.

			Then he heard it. What they’d heard. His name. His name called in a high, keening voice that was carried inside the howl of wind. And he saw the white form sliding toward him in the black water, the monster Michi Peshu coming, and he watched it slither onto the rocks, and he knew a fear such as he’d never known before.

			The wolf inside him opened its hungry mouth and prepared to feed.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2



			The storm had knocked out power, and Sam’s Place lay in the dark, lit only by frequent flashes of lightning. It was two o’clock on a Sunday afternoon, but it felt like evening. There were no customers waiting at the serving windows. The violent weather had driven folks to shelter, in their homes or their hotel rooms or their rented summer cabins. Iron Lake was an empty shiver of restless gray water deserted by fishing boats and pleasure boats alike. Aurora, Minnesota, deep in the great Northwoods, hunkered down and watched and waited for the storm to pass.

			Heavy rain hammered the metal roof of the old Quonset hut called Sam’s Place, and inside, the O’Connors readied for a period without electricity that could, they knew from experience, last hours or even into the next day. Cork had hauled the gas generator from the cellar, filled it, and got it running. It powered the essentials: the freezer, the refrigerator, the ice milk machine, the lights and outlets of the prep and serving areas. Cork didn’t think there would be many customers until after this weather had passed, but he wanted to be ready, just in case. And God forbid that any of the perishables should go bad. In a small town like Aurora, in a close-knit area like Tamarack County, any hint of food poisoning could sink a food enterprise for good. It may have been only a burger joint, but Sam’s Place had a sterling reputation, and Cork intended to keep it that way.

			When they’d prepared for the worst, Jenny O’Connor, Cork’s older daughter and officially in charge that day, brought out her notebook and sat at one of the serving windows. While rain cascaded down the awning outside, she wrote. Judy Madsen, a retired school administrator who’d just come on and would close up Sam’s Place that night, worked the day’s crossword puzzle in the Duluth News Tribune. Cork stood near Jenny, looking out at the dismal sheets of rain. He had paperwork waiting in the back section of the Quonset hut, which was the office for his business as a private investigator, but without lights or power to his computer, there wasn’t much he could do.

			Marlee Daychild, one of their teenage summer help, sat on a stool near the freezer, talking on her cell phone. She was seventeen, pretty, Ojibwe. She laughed and said into the phone, “No way.” She listened and said, “You want to talk to them?” Then she said, “I love you.”

			She hung up and said, “Stephen says hello. He says he’ll call you tomorrow. He has a surprise.”

			Stephen was Cork’s son, also seventeen, and Marlee was his girlfriend. At the moment, Stephen was in the Twin Cities, where in recent weeks, he’d been working with physical therapists at the Courage Center. A bullet fired by a madman last winter had damaged his spine. The folks at the Courage Center believed they could help him walk again. Anne, Cork’s younger daughter, had gone with him as company, cheerleader, and liaison with the folks back home. Cork would have chosen to be there himself, but because of the way the tragedy had occurred and because her own particular spiritual journey had prepared her, Anne believed this was a responsibility that lay on her shoulders. Her reports to Cork and the others in Aurora had been full of hope.

			“No hints?” Jenny asked.

			“He wants to tell you himself.”

			“He’s walking?” Cork said.

			“I can’t tell you. He made me promise. But it’s good,” she said.

			Even though the day was bleak, Cork felt a profound glimmer of hope.

			They went back to what they’d been doing before. Jenny was working on the manuscript for a novel. Her second attempt at a manuscript. The first, she insisted, was “a total piece of crap,” and it gathered dust bunnies on a shelf in her bedroom closet. Jenny was twenty-seven. She had a BA in journalism and an MFA from the renowned Writers’ Workshop at the University of Iowa. She was the mother of an energetic three-year-old and was also the managing force behind Sam’s Place these days. Cork and Judy Madsen also took turns running things, but for all intents and purposes, the operation was Jenny’s. She was terrific at it, yet Cork knew a career in food service, even if it was the family business, wasn’t where her heart lay. Every free moment she was able to carve out for herself, she bent to her writing.

			“Have you called home, Jenny?” Cork asked.

			She didn’t answer, so deep into her writing now that she didn’t hear. Cork made the call to home himself from his cell phone. Rose, his sister-in-law, answered.

			“Yes,” she said, responding to his question. “The power’s out here, too. Waaboo and I both have flashlights and we’re making sure all our stuffed animals know that there’s nothing to be afraid of.”

			Waaboo was Jenny’s child, Cork’s grandson. His real name was Aaron Smalldog O’Connor. His Ojibwe name was Waaboozoons, which meant “little rabbit,” but everyone called him Waaboo. He’d been adopted, and the heart of every O’Connor held a special place for the little rabbit. They’d all, every one of them, put their lives on the line for him.

			“If the outage lasts until dinner, come on up to Sam’s Place,” Cork suggested. “I’ll put something together up here.”

			“A Sam’s Special and a milk shake,” Rose said. “Heck, we might do that even if we get power.” She turned away from the receiver and said, “It’s your grandpa.”

			“Baa-baa,” Cork heard his grandson say. Which was what Waaboo had always called him.

			“Thanks, Rose,” Cork said.

			“You know it’s no problem. We’ll see you later.”

			Cork ended the call, and Jenny finally looked up from her notebook. “How’s my guy?” she asked.

			“Giving comfort to all his stuffed animals.”

			“Very nurturing,” she said.

			“How’s it going?” Cork nodded toward her notebook.

			“It goes,” she replied. Which, when it came to her writing, was how she always answered him.

			His cell phone was still in his hand, and the ringtone played the first few notes of the chorus from “I’m a Believer” by the Monkees. He glanced at the number on the screen, smiled, and took the call.

			“Hey, gorgeous,” he said.

			At the other end of the line, Rainy Bisonette said, “Flattery will get you almost anywhere. But right now, I need you here.” Her voice was stern and urgent. Also a little broken up because reception where she was, a remote spot called Crow Point, could be spotty.

			“What’s wrong?” Cork said. “Is it Meloux?”

			Her next few words were lost in static, then Cork heard her say, clearly and definitely, “Just get out here and you’ll understand.”

			“I’m on my way.” Cork slipped the phone back into the holster on his belt. “Hold down the fort. I’m heading out to Crow Point.”

			“What is it?” Jenny asked. “Is everything okay? Henry?”

			“I’m not sure, but it sounds serious. I’ll let you know.”

			Jenny studied the rain outside, which fell without any sign of letup. She closed her notebook. “I’m going with you.” She looked toward Judy Madsen. “Okay?”

			“We’ll be fine,” Judy said. “Marlee and me, we’ll handle the hordes, won’t we?”

			The teenager gave a whatever kind of shrug and went back to playing a game on her cell phone.

			• • •

Henry Meloux lived at the end of a long finger of meadowland called Crow Point that jutted into Iron Lake several miles north of Aurora. Meloux was old. Exactly how old no one, not even Meloux himself, really knew. Somewhere in his nineties was Cork’s best guess. Since he was a boy, Meloux had lived in a one-room cabin he’d built with his uncle, and for most of those years, he’d lived alone. He was a Mide, a member of the Grand Medicine Society, a healer of body and spirit. In his youth, he’d been a hunter of great renown. He’d also been a fierce warrior in defense of those who sought his protection. Many of them had been Anishinaabe, his own people. But Meloux’s eyes were color-blind when it came to skin. Cork was one of those who owed their lives to Meloux, and even more important, his children were among them, too. Whatever Meloux needed from him, Cork was prepared to give.

			Cork drove a red Ford Explorer. He’d bought the vehicle slightly used a couple months earlier after a huge buck had leaped in front of the Land Rover he’d been driving. The collision had killed the buck and totaled the Land Rover. All things considered, Cork was content to be driving an American-made vehicle again. He parked at the edge of a gravel county road, near a double-trunk birch that marked the beginning of the two-mile trail through thick boreal forest to Crow Point. His wasn’t the only vehicle parked there. A mud-spattered green pickup sat among the weeds at the roadside. Cork put on his rain poncho and got out. Jenny did the same, while her father walked around the pickup. The plates were Wisconsin.

			“What are you looking for?” Jenny asked.

			“Maybe nothing.” Cork peered through the rain-streaked window on the passenger side. “On the other hand, the gun rack’s empty. Maybe whoever drove here didn’t bring a rifle, but maybe they did. If so, they’ve got it with them. And it’s not hunting season, Jenny.”

			“You’re scaring me, Dad,” she said.

			He pulled out his cell phone and tried calling Rainy but got no answer. He looked at the trail that threaded through the dark pines. “Let’s go. But keep your eyes peeled.”

			“For what?”

			“We’ll know when we see it.”

			The trail to Henry Meloux’s cabin on Crow Point cut through national forest land for a mile or so, then crossed onto the reservation of the Iron Lake Ojibwe, or as they preferred to be called, the Iron Lake Anishinaabeg. In the wet air, the smell of pine was sharp and cleansing. Normally, the trail would have buzzed with insects, but the storm had driven them to shelter. Same with the birds. The only sounds were the rain cascading among the branches of the evergreens and poplars all around them, the crinkle of their ponchos as they walked, and the suck of mud on their boots where the ground was bare.

			“He’s big,” Cork said.

			“Who?” Jenny glanced at him from beneath her dripping poncho hood.

			“Whoever got to Crow Point ahead of us.” He poked a finger at tracks in the muddy ground ahead of them.

			“You make it sound so sinister,” she said. “Lots of people visit Henry.”

			“Carrying rifles?”

			“You don’t know that he’s carrying a rifle.”

			“And I don’t know that he isn’t. Remember Waaboo and the Church of the Seven Trumpets?”

			He was making reference to people who’d tried to kill his grandson when Waaboo was only a baby. That confrontation had taken place on Crow Point. Several people had died that day. Jenny, Stephen, Rainy, and Meloux had almost been among them. So Cork’s concern was not unfounded.

			“Given the urgency in Rainy’s voice and the fact that she’s not answering her cell phone, it seems prudent to err on the side of caution, don’t you think?”

			“I guess it makes sense. So what do we do?”

			They’d crossed Wine Creek, a freshet that was well inside reservation land. Crow Point was another quarter mile ahead.

			“One thing we’re not going to do is come at Henry’s cabin directly, in case someone’s watching the trail. Follow me,” Cork said.

			He cut into the woods and began making his way through the undergrowth, which the thick bed of fallen pine needles and the acidic nature of the soil beneath kept sparse. He angled east, Jenny behind him, until he came to Iron Lake. The shore was lined with aspens and was a favorite roost of crows, the reason for the point’s name. He slipped among the dripping trees and followed the shoreline until he could see three man-made structures: Meloux’s ancient cabin built of cedar logs; the cabin of his great-niece Rainy Bisonette, which was much newer; and the little outhouse that serviced them both.

			The sky above the lake and the point was an oppressive ceiling of charcoal-colored clouds from which rain poured relentlessly. Cork’s boots were soaked, and each step made a squishing noise in the wet ground and the mud. He moved more slowly now, easing his way toward the rear of Meloux’s cabin. He signaled Jenny to hang back while he crept to the structure. A single window faced the lake, and Cork slipped up beside it. The windowpane was lifted a few inches, enough for air to circulate but not enough to let in rain. He could hear the murmur of voices inside but could make out no words. He glanced back to where Jenny remained crouched among the aspens in her olive green poncho. She held up her hands signaling, Cork supposed, So, what’s up?

			He was about to hazard a glance through the window when the pane slid up fully and a familiar old voice inside said, “You come like a thief, Corcoran O’Connor. My front door has no lock. You are welcome to enter as a friend.”

			• • •

There had come a time, finally, when Henry Meloux accepted the reality of his situation, which was that he could no longer live alone. It had come to him as the result of a strange illness that had made him weak for a long while. That’s when Rainy Bisonette, his great-niece and also a public health nurse, had come to Crow Point. Her purpose was not only to minister to Meloux but to learn from him the healing ways of the Grand Medicine Society. When little Waaboozoons had been given to them—by the hand of Kitchimanidoo, the Great Spirit, Meloux was certain—the dangerous circumstances of that gifting had forced the old Mide to confront his mortality, to put his life on the line for the little guy, and this, in the incomprehensible way of the Great Spirit, had been his own healing. Rainy had stayed on, even after Meloux’s recovery, both to learn and to help the old man who was, after all, somewhere near a century old. Two summers ago, Cork had helped build the one-room cabin that was Rainy’s. And since then, he’d often spent the night with her, sharing her bed and blanket and the blessing of her warm body.

			Rainy stood in Meloux’s cabin, a cup of coffee in her hand, listening as her great-uncle made the introductions.

			“Daniel English,” the old man said, indicating his guest with a nod of his head.

			As Cork had surmised from the boot prints on the trail, Daniel English was a big man, well over six feet tall. Cork judged him to be in his late twenties. English was quite clearly Indian, though Cork couldn’t have said what his tribal affiliation might have been. His hair was raven-wing black, his eyes almond, his nose like a hatchet blade set in a broad face. He wore jeans and a blue work shirt with the sleeves rolled up to expose his powerful biceps. There was one other thing that Cork noticed about him from the get-go: those dark eyes took in everything, and in a way that made Cork think, Cop.

			“Daniel English,” Cork said. “That name’s familiar to me.”

			English said, “We’ve met before.”

			“Oh?”

			“I was ten,” English said. “Visiting Uncle Henry with my mother. You dropped by.”

			“Eudora English,” Cork said, remembering. “You were Danny then, and smaller.”

			“You were in a sheriff’s uniform and wore a gun. I was afraid of you.”

			“The uniform went a while ago. Same with the gun,” Cork told him. “This is my daughter Jenny.”

			English hesitated when Cork’s daughter reached out, an awkward move. When he finally took her hand, which was small in his own, he did it with care, as if afraid he might break her fingers.

			“Henry’s really your uncle?” Jenny asked. Because on the rez, sometimes familial titles were bestowed though no blood connection was involved. People of a certain age were all cousins, and to them the next generation were uncles or aunts, and above them were grandmothers and grandfathers. To the Ojibwe, traditionally, the community was family.

			Meloux spoke up to clarify. “He is the son of my sister’s granddaughter.”

			“My nephew,” Rainy said.

			Cork noted that the clothing English wore was dry, but he could see no rain gear, which made him think that the man had been there awhile, before the storm broke. A good deal of talking had probably gone on, and whatever it was they’d discussed was probably the reason for Rainy’s call. Cork was deeply interested in that reason and in why Rainy’s voice had been so urgent. But the Anishinaabeg never rushed anything, and so he resigned himself to patience.

			Rainy poured coffee for the two new visitors, and Meloux suggested they smoke together. From a cupboard, he pulled a cedar box that held a small leather pouch and a pipe that was, Cork knew, carved from stone quarried at a site in southwestern Minnesota sacred to many tribes in the upper Midwest. Henry filled the bowl, but before he lit the tobacco, he took a pinch and made an offering of gratitude to the spirits of each cardinal direction. They passed the pipe and smoked in silence and listened to the rain, and then Henry said, “There is trouble, Corcoran O’Connor. Trouble in my family.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3



			Henry Meloux sat at the table he’d made himself from birchwood long, long ago. Cork sat across from him. The chairs were birchwood, too, also of Meloux’s construction. The old man slid a photograph across the tabletop. Cork lifted and studied it. A shot of a body, a girl’s body, naked except for a pair of pale blue panties. She lay facedown on a rocky shoreline, her torso draped over broken rock. Everything below her waist was in water so clear it obscured nothing. Her arms were thrust out above her, as if she’d clawed her way to that place, crawled as far out of the water as she possibly could before she gave up the ghost. Her dark hair lay splayed across her shoulders and back. There were dark discolorations along her ribs—bruises. She was small. And young. There was no perspective, really, that told Cork her age. He simply sensed it. What he was looking at, he knew, was the body of girl still not quite a woman. Now she would never be.

			“Her name,” Daniel English said, “is Carrie Verga. She’s Bad Bluff Chippewa, from near Bayfield in Wisconsin. Ran away from home a year ago. No one’s seen her since. Then last week, her body washed up on a small island in Lake Superior near the Bad Bluff Reservation. Some boys who were out there to paint graffiti found her.”

			“I read about that in the News Tribune,” Cork said. “Is she family?”

			“No,” English replied. “But when she left Bayfield, she didn’t leave alone. A girl named Mariah Arceneaux went with her. She’s family. My cousin.”

			And so kin to both Rainy and Meloux. Cork understood Rainy well, and understood now the urgency in her voice when she’d called him to come to Crow Point. But the ancient Mide was an enigma in so many ways. He was a man whose life was dedicated to the healing of others, yet he’d chosen to spend it in solitude far from any community. People sought him out, but he seldom went seeking others. He had family, but they’d been scattered to the winds long ago. When they were children, he and his two sisters had been taken from the Iron Lake Reservation and forced to go to Indian schools, odd nomenclature for places whose primary purpose was to drive everything Native out of their charges. Meloux had been sent to Flandreau, South Dakota. His sisters went to the government boarding school on the Lac du Flambeau Reservation in Wisconsin. Meloux had simply walked away from the Flandreau school one day and returned to Iron Lake. His sisters had stayed in Wisconsin, married, and created many additional branches in the family tree. As far as Cork knew, Meloux seldom saw them. But Cork also knew that Meloux’s idea of family had nothing to do with blood or tribal affiliation or skin color. Anyone who came to him in need and with an honest heart was kin. Still, looking at the old man’s face, Cork could see nothing there. Not concern, compassion, even interest.

			Jenny stared over her father’s shoulder at the photograph. “She’s just a kid.”

			“Fourteen now,” English said. “Same age as my cousin.”

			“Has anyone heard from your cousin?” Cork asked.

			English shook his head.

			Cork looked at the photograph again. “How did she die?”

			“Drowned. But the medical examiner found heroin in her system.”

			“She didn’t OD?”

			“No. Her lungs were full of lake water. A drowning.”

			“Whose jurisdiction?” Cork asked.

			“Bayfield County. The sheriff’s department there is in charge of the investigation. They’re calling it an accidental drowning, saying the heroin was a contributing factor.”

			Cork heard the stone in English’s voice. “You don’t buy that.”

			“There’s more to it.”

			“What would that be?”

			“I don’t know. I just know there is.”

			“And you know this how?”

			“Call it instinct.”

			Cork couldn’t keep the smile from his lips. “You’re a cop.”

			“Game warden. Wisconsin DNR.”

			“Guess my uniform didn’t scare you too much,” Cork said.

			Jenny broke in. “So, what exactly are you doing here, Daniel?”

			She stood in the gray light that came through the west window of the little cabin, her blond hair damp and dismal-looking.

			Daniel English eyed her a long time before answering. “Louise—­that’s my mother’s cousin—is all torn up. She asked to see Uncle Henry, but she can’t come to him. She’s diabetic, lost a leg. I’m here to bring my uncle to her. And she would like you to come, too, Cork.”

			“Me? Why?” Then Cork understood the reason for Rainy’s call. He shot her an accusing glance.

			She gave him a small, helpless shrug. “Family,” she said.

			English went on, but not with great enthusiasm, “The authorities have been no help. You were a cop once. You’re a private investigator now. Louise knows about you, knows that you have Ojibwe blood and that Uncle Henry trusts you. She hopes you can find her daughter.” He paused, then added, “Before it’s too late.”

			Cork stood and paced a little, considering. On the cabin walls hung items that came from Meloux’s long life: a bearskin, a bow with string made from the skin of a snapping turtle, a deer-prong pipe, a toboggan, other things.

			“Do you have a photo of your cousin?” he asked.

			From the pocket of his shirt, English pulled a couple of photographs. He handed one of them to Cork. “That was her ­seventh-grade class photo, taken a little over a year ago.”

			It showed a pretty girl with long black hair, dark eyes, a Mona Lisa–kind of smile that might have been demure or shy. Or maybe it was simply an element unfamiliar to the girl’s face. It was hard to say. She was young. So heartbreakingly young.

			“And here’s the other.”

			English handed him the second photo. At first glance, Cork would have sworn it was not the same person. This girl’s face was layered in makeup. Her eyelashes were clearly false and absurdly long. The look struck Cork as a harlequin attempt at sexy and alluring, the work of someone who had no real idea of what she was about.

			“I got that from her Facebook page,” English said.

			Cork handed the photos back. There was a hollow feeling in his gut, the kind he had when he was facing what he suspected was an assignment doomed from the outset.

			“I suppose there’s no harm in talking to her mother,” he said. “But I don’t want to give her a lot of false hope. Indian kids run away all the time. You know that, Daniel.”

			English nodded. “And if they don’t want to be found, there’s no finding them.”

			“But maybe she wants to be found,” Jenny threw in. “Maybe she needs to be found before she ends up in a lake somewhere.”

			Rain fell outside, dripping off the roof onto the ground with a relentless drumming. The quiet inside the cabin had become uncomfortable, made so by Jenny’s words, which were really a rejection of any choice but to help.

			Meloux finally spoke, and what he said surprised them all. “I will not go.”

			Cork looked at him with astonishment and saw the same reaction on the faces of the others in the room.

			“I am an old man,” Meloux said. “The mother of this girl is still young. If there is something she wants from me, she will come here to receive it.”

			English said, “She has only one leg, Uncle.”

			“And I have no patience with guilt that wears the face of grief.”

			Cork wasn’t sure he’d ever heard such harsh words from his old friend.

			Clearly Rainy hadn’t. “Uncle Henry,” she said, “that’s about as heartless a thing as I’ve ever heard you say.”

			Meloux lifted his dark eyes to English and there was nothing in them. The old man was absolutely unreadable. “Tell her this. I will help, but my help comes at a price. She must bring me her daughter’s most precious possession, and she must bring it herself. When she has done this, I will do what I can for her.”

			“Uncle Henry—” Rainy began.

			“I have said all I am going to say, Niece.”

			“Henry,” Jenny said, feeling the rise of heat inside her. “Forget about the girl’s mother. How can you turn your back on the girl herself? She’s just a child.”

			“You want to help this girl?” He stared at Jenny with profound disinterest. “You save her.”

			Jenny reacted as if the old man had touched her with fire. She looked shocked, and Cork had a sense that her reaction was about more than just the old man’s callous resistance.

			“All right,” she said. “All right, then. If you won’t help, I will.”

			“It is settled.” The old man stood and went to the doorway. “Now I am going to take a walk.” Without further ado, he stepped into the driving rain, neglecting even to put on a hat or jacket against the downpour.

			What he left behind was a stunned silence. Cork, in all the years he’d known the old Mide, had never known him to turn away someone who needed his help.

			Daniel English was the first to speak. “I didn’t expect that.”

			Jenny went to the opened door and stared at the old man’s back as he walked away. “Bring me her daughter’s most precious possession. Who does he think he is? The Wizard of Oz?” She turned to her father, fire in her eyes. “You’re going, right?”

			Cork said, “You’re the one who volunteered.”

			“Cork,” Rainy said. “Please. This is my family we’re talking about.”

			Cork smiled. “Like Oz said to Dorothy, I have every intention of granting your wish. But I’ll do this alone.”

			“I’m going with you, Dad.”

			“You don’t even know this woman or her girl, Jenny.”

			“I told Henry I would go. I’m going.”

			“What about Waaboo?” Cork said. “And who’ll mind Sam’s Place?”

			“Aunt Rose will be fine with Waaboo. And you know as well as I do that Judy can run Sam’s Place for a couple of days without us.”

			“All right,” he said, although he still had his doubts. “We’ll leave tomorrow morning.”

			Jenny looked displeased. “You always say the earlier an investigation begins the better.”

			“If she’d gone missing yesterday, I’d leap on it today. But she’s been gone a year.”

			“Her friend hasn’t been dead a year.”

			“A week. So that trail is already cold. This won’t be easy, Jenny. If we’re going to do it, I want to be prepared. We go tomorrow.” To English, he said, “Are you staying here with Henry and Rainy tonight?”

			“No, I’ll shoot back home to Wisconsin.”

			“Are you free tomorrow?”

			“I can make myself free. I’ve got lots of personal leave saved.”

			“Let’s plan on meeting somewhere in the morning. You can take us to Mariah’s mother. Talking to her would be a good place to start.”

			“What about the sheriff’s people?” Jenny said.

			“We’ll talk to them, of course. But I want to start with the family.”

			“There’s a café in Bayfield,” English suggested. “It’s in the Bayfield Inn. On Rittenhouse Avenue. Why don’t we meet there?”

			“Sounds good. Eight?”

			“That’ll work. Thanks, Cork.” He glanced at Jenny. “And thank you.”

			Cork and his daughter prepared to leave, but English said he wanted to stick around awhile and talk a bit more with Meloux, if the old man was willing. Cork kissed Rainy good-bye, and he and Jenny put on their ponchos and stepped outside. They began down the path that cut through the meadow on Crow Point. The tall grasses and the wildflowers stood bent under the relentless rain. He caught sight of Meloux standing alone on the shoreline of Iron Lake. The old man seemed small against that vast expanse of gray water and gray sky. To Cork he looked bent, too, burdened like all the other living things on Crow Point by the weight of what had fallen on them that day.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4



			They walked the long trail back to the county road where Cork had parked his Explorer. The entire way, Jenny held to her silence. Cork didn’t try to break in on whatever internal dialogue she was having. When she was ready, she would tell him exactly what was on her mind. They reached the vehicle, shed their dripping ponchos, and got in. Cork swung a U-turn and headed south back toward Aurora.

			The wipers slapped relentlessly at the rain. The tires crunched over wet gravel. Jenny stared out her window and finally said quietly, “Damn.”

			“So talk to me,” her father said. “You were pretty emotional back there. What’s going on? Why so invested in this lost girl?”

			She didn’t answer right away. The gray fall of the rain seemed to mesmerize her. Finally she said, “Henry’s words.”

			“Which words?” He couldn’t remember exactly what the old man had said, but he remembered the look on his daughter’s face, as if she’d been touched by fire.

			Jenny was quiet way too long, but Cork was nothing if not a patient man.

			“Okay,” she said at last, carefully, “we both know Stephen has visions.”

			Cork’s youngest child had, indeed, been visited on occasion by visions, remarkable occurrences that had been confirmed by Henry Meloux.

			“All right,” Cork said.

			“I know I don’t have the Anishinaabe spirit in me like Stephen does, but ever since we found Waaboo, I’ve been having this dream. It’s so real, Dad, I’ve always believed it was a vision.”

			“Tell me about it.”

			“I’m back there on the island where we found Waaboo and his mother. She’s standing in that destroyed place, among all those shattered trees. You remember her? Just a kid, really. Not much older than this missing girl. She’s looking straight at me, and she says one thing. Only one. She says, ‘You save her.’”

			“You save her? Not him? Not Waaboo?”

			“No. She’s very clear. Whoever she’s talking about it’s a her.”

			“And that’s what Henry said, wasn’t it? ‘You save her.’ It could have been just a coincidence.”

			She scowled at him. They both knew that with Henry Meloux coincidence wasn’t likely.

			“Okay,” Cork said. “Have you told anybody about this vision, tried to understand what it means?”

			“Stephen, because I figured he would understand.”

			“What did he say?”

			“That when the time was right, the meaning would be clear to me.”

			“So now you’re thinking that this vision is about Louise’s girl?”

			“I don’t, Dad. But this is the first thing that’s made sense to me. I’d have asked Henry today, but he was such an asshole.” She looked out the window at the persistent storm. “Waaboo’s the child of a child. Vision or no, it breaks my heart to think about any child abandoned.”

			“I understand.”

			“Do you? Because back there you seemed pretty lukewarm about this missing girl.”

			“I’ve been involved in this kind of thing my whole life, Jenny. If I’ve learned anything at all, it’s that no matter how hard you try, you can’t save everyone who needs saving. You do your best, but you’re always prepared for the worst.”

			“So you keep your heart out of it?”

			“No, you just make sure that your head is always out in front. Think of it like a boxer keeping his left up to protect himself until it’s time for that sweet right hook to come into play.”

			“Or,” she countered, “think of it like a girl alone somewhere, mistreated and scared and hopeless while people come up with metaphors for not caring.”

			Cork pulled onto the paved road that paralleled the western shoreline of Iron Lake. The cabins sheltered among the pines were full of summer people. On a sunny day, these folks would have been on the water or splashing on a beach, but the rain had driven them inside, and the lake was deserted, and Tamarack County felt empty.

			“Think of it however you want,” he said. “Just believe that I’ll do my best, okay?”

			He felt her ice-blue eyes considering him; then she said, “I’m sorry.”

			“You don’t need to apologize, but you have to understand that an investigation like this will probably take time. You may be away from Aurora for a while, away from Waaboo. Since he came to us, you haven’t been gone from him for more than a few hours in any day. Are you okay with that?”

			“If it’s what’s necessary. Dad, I’ve never had this sense before that I’m supposed to do a thing, that I’ve been chosen for it. I know you’ve been here before. And I know Stephen has, but not me. I want to honor this. I have to. Do you understand?”

			“I do.” He shot her a smile, though one on the grim side. “So tell you what. In this partnership, I’ll be the head, and you be the heart. Deal?”

			He offered his hand. Jenny looked at it, then at her father. She returned his smile, one not so grim as his, and accepted his offering.

			At Sam’s Place, the power had been restored. Except for Judy Madsen’s blue sedan and Marlee Daychild’s old Toyota 4Runner, the parking lot was still empty. Jenny explained the new situation and asked if Judy felt comfortable taking over for a couple of days.

			Judy snapped her fingers. “I could run this place blind and with both hands tied behind my back. You two go off and save the world. We’ll be fine.”

			• • •

The house on Gooseberry Lane was an old two-story clapboard construction, well cared for, with a roofed porch across the front and a great elm in the yard. Cork had grown up in this house, and his children, too. If a man could have two hearts and one could exist outside his body, then that house on Gooseberry Lane was Cork’s second heart. Everything he loved was in or had passed through there.

			On the way home, the stoplights had come back on, and Cork could see lights in windows. Power had been restored in Tamarack County. But when he and Jenny pulled up to the house, they found that it was still dark. Inside, Waaboo was sound asleep on the living room sofa, clutching a stuffed orangutan he called Bart, one of his favorite toys. He had half a dozen other stuffed animals around him as well. Rose was in the kitchen, forming a meat loaf in a pan. She put a finger to her lips, and they talked quietly.

			“He held the flashlight and I read stories to him,” she said. “He drifted off a while ago. I left the lights off. It felt kind of right with the rain outside.”

			Rose Thorne was a remarkable human being. When Cork had first known his sister-in-law, she’d been a large, plain-looking, good-hearted woman who read tabloids. She’d helped raise the O’Connor children, and had the idea that when she was no longer needed in that way, she might enter a convent. As that time had approached, she’d had an amazing change of heart. She’d fallen in love with a man who was sliding away from his faith and out of the priesthood. Mal Thorne had, indeed, put aside his collar and his vows, but in a way, Rose had saved his faith. They’d married, and both of them looked at the love they shared as the blessing God had always intended for them. Rose had slimmed down a good deal, dressed smartly these days, and wore her hair in a fashionable cut. But some things never changed. Her heart was huge, and her love for her sister’s family was depthless.

			Rose and Mal now lived in Evanston, Illinois. But that summer, Rose had agreed to return to Aurora and, in a way, to her former life. She took care of Waaboo while Jenny oversaw Sam’s Place and Cork went about his business as a private investigator. She had no children of her own and seemed to relish every moment she had with the little guy. Every other weekend or so, Mal drove up from Evanston for a visit.

			In the gray light through the windows, Jenny crossed her arms and leaned against the kitchen counter. “Aunt Rose,” she said, “I need a favor.” She laid out the situation, and it was clear from the look on Rose’s face that she shared Jenny’s concern for the missing girl. Without a moment of hesitation, Jenny’s aunt agreed to give whatever was needed of her.

			That night Jenny put Waaboo to bed. Cork stood in the doorway of his grandson’s room and listened while Jenny sat in the rocker with Waaboo on her lap and explained that she would have to be gone for a little while.

			“To help find a little girl who’s lost,” she told him.

			“Is she scared?” Waaboo asked.

			“Would you be scared if you were lost?”

			“Not if I had Bart wiff me.” He clutched his stuffed orangutan.

			“She doesn’t have Bart. She doesn’t have anyone.”

			Waaboo was full-blood Anishinaabe. His hair was black, his eyes like cherrywood. He’d been born with a cleft lip and still bore a small scar where surgery had closed that split. He thought about what Jenny said and asked, “No mommy?”

			“Her mommy can’t help her. That’s why she needs me.”

			“Aunt Rose will be here?”

			“Yes. And I’ll be back very soon.”

			“’Kay,” he said, his concerns put to rest. He snuggled more firmly against Jenny. “Tell me a story, Mommy.”

			• • •

Later, they sat around the kitchen table—Cork, Jenny, and Rose—and talked about what might be ahead. Trixie, the O’Connors’ mutt, lay in the corner near her food dish, looking bored or tired.

			“Do you think she’s still alive, Dad?”

			“I don’t know, Jenny. But once you ask yourself that question, you’ve got to do your best to find the answer.”

			Jenny held a mug of decaf coffee in her hands. She took a sip and frowned, as if the brew were distasteful. But Cork suspected it was not the coffee that displeased her.

			“How do we do that?” she asked.

			Cork got up from the table, walked to the coffeemaker on the counter, and poured a little more from the pot into his own mug. The rain had stopped and the clouds had passed, and the darkness beyond the kitchen window was night, plain and simple.

			He turned back to the table. “We talk to her family, her friends, her teachers, anyone who knew her. And we do the same for Carrie Verga. We talk to the officers in charge of the investigation of the girl’s death. We talk to anyone who might have some piece of information that leads to another piece of information. And, if we’re lucky, we put the puzzle together that way, piece by piece.”

			“That sounds awfully slow,” Jenny said. “Do we have that kind of time?”

			“I don’t know. But I also don’t know another way.”

			Jenny stared into her mug. “She was only thirteen when she ran away. What was she thinking?”

			“You used to run away all the time,” Rose told her gently. “Whenever I scolded you or your mom did or Cork, you’d run away across the street to the O’Loughlins’ house. Sue would let you in and give you milk and cookies, and after a while you’d decide to come back home.”

			“That was a different kind of running,” Cork said, returning to his chair at the table. “Kids who really run away are usually running from a bad situation. But most of them, like you, Jenny, come back eventually. Being alone on the street is incredibly hard. Home is still home, bad as that might be. It’s familiar. For a kid to stay away, the situation has to be really awful.”

			“Or someone’s preventing them from going home,” Jenny said.

			“That, too.” Cork looked at his watch. “If we’re going to meet Daniel in Bayfield at eight tomorrow morning, we’ll have to get off by four. I’m going to call it a day, get myself ready for bed, pack a few things in an overnight bag.”

			“I should do the same,” Jenny said. But she didn’t move.

			“You go on, Cork,” Rose said. “Jenny and I have some more talking to do, I think.”

			Cork rinsed out his mug and set it on the counter next to the sink. He said good night and headed upstairs, wondering what the two women still had to discuss. He was used to being in the minority in his house and sometimes excluded from the conversations of the women in his life. He didn’t like it, but he had no choice.

			He lay in bed that night thinking about Mariah and Carrie Verga and about the families they’d left behind. He didn’t know these people, not yet. He tried not to be disposed against them. But when he wore the badge—in Chicago as a cop and in Tamarack County as a deputy and as Sheriff—he’d seen all too often the horrific results of child abuse. That got him to thinking about Meloux’s statement when Daniel English had asked for his help. I have no patience with guilt that wears the face of grief. It sounded callous, but Cork thought he understood. Sometimes the tears that parents shed over their lost children couldn’t be trusted. For some, children were not a blessing but a burden. A child gone was just one less thing to worry about.

			Cork hoped that he would discover he was wrong in his thinking. But he fell asleep prepared for the worst.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5



			It was four hours to Bayfield, Wisconsin, which lay near the tip of a squat peninsula that jutted north into Lake Superior and at whose end lay the exquisite archipelago of the Apostle Islands. Cork and Jenny left at first light, driving the Explorer, a thermos of hot coffee between them. Almost two hours later, they passed through Duluth and crossed the harbor of the Twin Ports on the Bong Bridge. They entered Superior, Wisconsin, under a heavy ceiling of overcast that completely blocked the morning sun. They took U.S. Highway 2 east and after another hour, turned north onto Wisconsin 13, a road that followed the outline of the peninsula and that was, at that early hour, nearly deserted.

			Cork thought Jenny might sleep. It had been a brief night, an early rising. But she was alert and talkative the whole way, and there was an excitement in her voice. She was a woman on a mission. For Cork, the day already held the gloomy feel of failure.

			They found the Bayfield Inn and, inside, the café Daniel English had told them about the night before. When Cork and Jenny walked in, they found the place was three-quarters full and noisy. English sat at a table on the far side of the room, next to a window that looked out toward Lake Superior. He wasn’t alone. A man as big as English himself sat with him. An Indian. English stood as they approached. The other man stayed seated and watched them without expression.

			“Thanks for coming,” English said. He shook their hands and nodded toward his companion. “This is Red Arceneaux, Mariah’s uncle. Red, these are the folks I told you about. Cork O’Connor and his daughter Jenny.”

			Arceneaux was broad across the chest, heavy around the middle. His hands on the table were meaty and powerful. His face was hard, his eyes black iron. He didn’t rise to greet Cork, and there was no welcoming energy in the handshake he offered from his chair. He didn’t bother to shake Jenny’s hand at all, simply nodded when English introduced her. Beyond an Indian’s usual reserve around white people and strangers, Cork wondered what more was at work in this man’s thinking.

			They sat down, and Arceneaux said in a flat, deep voice, “I understand you’re a blood.” Which was the term sometimes used to designate a person of mixed racial heritage.

			“My grandmother was true-blood Iron Lake Anishinaabe,” Cork said.

			“And you’re a cop, too.”

			“Was a cop. Not anymore. I do private investigations now.”

			Arceneaux gave a small, dismissive grunt.

			A waitress came to the table and dropped additional menus in front of Cork and Jenny. “Coffee?” she asked with no great interest.

			They both said thanks, and she spun away, wordless.

			Arceneaux had been sizing up Cork since English introduced them. “You think you can find Mariah,” he said. It wasn’t a statement but a challenge.

			“I told Daniel I’d do my best to help.”

			“Help. You mean like my great-uncle Meloux?”

			“I can’t speak for Henry,” Cork replied.

			“Daniel told me what he said. I haven’t seen him since I was a kid, but he sounds like he’s turned into one heartless asshole.”

			“In my experience, Henry Meloux always has good reason for what he says and does.”

			“My sister’s got one leg. How does he expect her to get to him out there in the middle of nowhere?”

			“I can’t answer that.”

			“Okay, answer me this. How do you expect to find my niece?”

			The waitress came with mugs and a pot she set on the table. “Ready to order?”

			Cork and Jenny asked for oatmeal. The other two stuck with just the coffee.

			“I don’t expect to find your niece,” Cork answered when the waitress had gone. He poured coffee for himself and Jenny.

			Arceneaux sat back, and his bulk made the chair he sat in squeak. He crossed his thick arms. “Then what the hell are you doing here?”

			“My best,” Cork said. “But my gut feeling is that it won’t be enough.”

			Jenny gave him a harsh glance, which he did his best to ignore.

			“I’ll give it to you straight, Red. Either she’s dead, like Carrie, and she’ll wash up onshore one day or, more likely, she’ll stay on the bottom of Lake Superior forever. That lake’s so cold it seldom gives up its dead.”

			“Dad,” Jenny tried to cut in.

			“Or,” Cork went on, “she’s somewhere she’s chosen to be, for whatever reason, and she doesn’t want to come back and she doesn’t want to be found.”

			“Or,” Jenny said in a voice loud enough to be heard easily above the clatter of utensils and dishes, “she’s being held somewhere against her will and unspeakable things are being done to her.”

			Arceneaux looked at Jenny. The iron left his eyes, and he said quietly, “My sister’s all tore up. Has been ever since Mariah took off.” Now he looked a little lost. “We did everything we could to find her.”

			“Did you report her as a runaway?” Cork asked.

			“Yeah. But kids, they run away all the time. And the cops, they didn’t much care. She’s an Indian kid.”

			Cork said, “How do you know she ran away?”

			Arceneaux shrugged. “She was there one day, gone the next.”

			“Maybe she was abducted.”

			“Some of her friends, they told us Mariah’d been planning on leaving for a while. Her and Carrie.”

			“Did these friends know where the two girls were headed?”

			“Nope, just that they were getting out of Dodge. Seems they had it up to here with living at the edge of nowhere.”

			“Does Mariah have any relatives in Duluth or Superior?”

			“None close.”

			“But some?”

			“Got a cousin there somewhere, but we don’t never see him.”

			“What’s Mariah like?” Jenny asked.

			“A girl. Likes girl things, I guess.”

			“Basketball,” English said. “She’s a good basketball player. Played for her junior high team.”

			“Did she have a boyfriend?” Jenny asked.

			“Nobody special,” Arceneaux replied. “Least not that I know of. Real closed mouth, she is. Keeps things to herself pretty good.” He eyed Cork again. “You want to write any of this down?”

			“Why?” Cork asked.

			“That’s what they do in the movies, private investigators.”

			“I’ve got it, don’t worry, Red. Does Mariah have any brothers or sisters?”

			“An older half brother, Tobias. We call him Toby. And two half brothers younger than her, Denny and Cal.”

			“The fathers?”

			“Louise was never too certain about her first two kids. Denny and Cal’s dad, he’s doing a dime over in Boscobel for an armed robbery beef. Louise, she was pretty wild when she was young. Never bothered getting a wedding ring from anyone.”

			“Tell me about Tobias.”

			“What’s Toby got to do with this?”

			“Probably nothing. But it’s the kind of question a private investigator asks.”

			“Trouble, that one. Smokes weed all day, gets drunk nights. No help to my sister at all.”

			“How old?”

			“Seventeen.”

			“Is he close to Mariah?”

			Arceneaux shook his head. “Close to what he calls his homeboys, that’s it.”

			“Is he in a gang?”

			“Nuthin organized on the rez. Just a bunch a kids with nuthin to do all day except get into trouble.” He fell silent for a few moments and stared out the café window, where the overcast sky made the lake water look charcoal. “There’s something you should know,” he finally said. “Something Mariah told me before her and Carrie took off.”

			Their food came. While they ate, Arceneaux told them a story.

			First, he said he wanted them to know that he was a modern Shinnob, so what he was going to tell them didn’t have anything to do with believing in old myths. He asked if they knew about the windigo. Cork and Jenny said they did. Arceneaux said he’d first heard about the monster when he was a kid. It was told to him like one of those scary stories kids tell each other around a campfire or on a sleepover. He never believed it. Then Mariah told him something he’d been chewing on for a long time.

			“She told me that Carrie heard a windigo call her name.”

			“How’d she hear it? I mean, what were the circumstances, do you know?”

			“Mariah and Carrie and some of her friends were doing some partying out on the lakeshore, a place called Point Detour. They’d been drinking, smoking weed. She told me it was one of those nights when the moon was full. She said it was like this big eye looking down on ’em. It was real calm, then this strange wind come up out of nowhere. Hell, that happens all the time up here, the big lake and all. But she tells me that Carrie goes real pale, and says, ‘Did you hear that?’ And Mariah says, ‘Hear what?’ And Carrie says, ‘Somebody out there on the lake. They called me.’ And Mariah says she didn’t hear nuthin. And then one of the other girls tells her, ‘Must’ve been the windigo.’ But Carrie, she’s never heard of it. So the girl tells her about the windigo and how it’s this giant cannibal beast that pulls the heart right out of your chest and eats it. And she says that when it’s coming for you, it calls your name. Mariah told me that Carrie freaked out, and they had to leave. I didn’t think nuthin about it until they found Carrie’s body on Windigo Island. Now I can’t think about anything else.”

			His dark eyes had been downcast the whole time he told the story. Now he looked up, glanced briefly at Cork, who kept his own face neutral, then settled his gaze on Jenny, who was clearly full of sympathy.

			“You got a job, Red?” Cork asked.

			“Yeah. Working at the restaurant at the casino. Dishwasher. Not a lot of money, but I also get some disability payment from the government. Vet, wounded in the first Iraq war. Enough between ’em so I make ends meet. And I usually got a little left over to help out Louise. Missing a leg and trying to make it on welfare, things don’t never quite stretch enough.” He squinted at Cork, and distrust was there again in his dark eyes. “You chargin’ for your services?”

			“At the moment, I’m working on what you might call spec,” Cork said. “Before I charge you, I’ll let you know. I’d like to talk to your sister.”

			“I figured. I wanted to check you out first. You understand?”

			“Sure.”

			“And you go easy on Louise. That woman’s already had more than her share of misery.”

			Jenny reached out but didn’t quite touch Arceneaux. “We’re here to help.”

			For a long time, he stared directly into her eyes, an odd thing for a Shinnob. And then he gave a nod, slight and simple. “I believe you.”
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