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For Madeleine,
So glad you made it, kid





Where did that dog
that used to be here go?
I thought about him
once again tonight
before I went to bed.

   —SHIMAKI AKAHIKO





one


For the listener, who listens in the snow,
And, nothing himself, beholds
Nothing that is not there and the nothing that is.

—Wallace Stevens, The Snow Man



Head down, shoulders braced, Osborne plunged through the wall of aspen. With one bird in the bag, all he needed were two more and he would be happy.

It was December 22. Grouse season closed in nine days, and he was eager to have a few more tiny bodies wrapped tight and tucked into his freezer. Nothing tasted better than mushroom-smothered partridge on a frosty winter night.

Right now, the crisp cold of the forest was invigorating, felt good, and took his mind off Mallory’s pending arrival. Her announcement a week ago that she wanted to spend the Christmas holidays at his house had caught him off guard. While his feelings were changing towards his oldest daughter, he wasn’t sure how the two of them would survive a full week in close proximity. And if Mallory were there, would Lew be reluctant to spend the night?

Oops! His right foot slipped down a hillock hidden by the snow, which was nearly a foot deep in some spots. That’s enough of that, thought Osborne to himself, time to pay attention, watch where I’m walking—and try to avoid shooting my foot off.

He wished like hell he had Mike along. Could that dog flush birds or what? Not to mention retrieving any he brought down. But news that bear hunters were training their dogs in the area had forced him to hesitate. Those damn packs wouldn’t know a black lab from a black bear, and he didn’t need to see one of his best friends torn limb from limb. Even now he could hear baying off in the distance. It crossed his mind to wonder if the goddam dogs would know a retired dentist from a black bear.

Nah. He forced that thought from his mind, too. One blast from his twenty gauge would answer any questions. And it wouldn’t be a warning blast either. Osborne hated bear hunters, hated the idea of treeing an animal with dogs, then taking pot shots from below. That’s not sport. In fact, it is so unsporting that all you have to do is mention someone hunts bear, and you know exactly what kind of moron you’re dealing with.

The aspen gave way to a logging trail. He stepped down, deciding to walk the trail for a few hundred yards. Recent use by logging trucks had exposed the ruts down to fresh dirt, which suited Osborne fine. It was just that time of day when grouse are apt to leave their cover to scout gravel for their gorgeous little gullets.

Butt resting under his right elbow, finger near the trigger, the safety on, he moved ahead in near silence, eyes and ears alert. The stroll down the rutted lane was as easy as moving through the dense, young aspen had been hard. Also noisy. Warmer days and colder nights had glazed the snow, producing an icy surface that crackled underfoot. At the same time, multiple early frosts had stripped the aspen, birch, and maple of their leaves, making it much easier to spot a grouse in flight.

A sudden flutter to his right, and Osborne’s shotgun was up and firing. Yes! He got it on the wing. Osborne watched the bird fall. Oh, he was a happy man. Then off the trail and into a stand of balsam—he had a pretty good view of the bird’s trajectory about forty yards ahead and to the right.

Trudging forward, eyes focused on where he was sure the bird had landed, he felt his right foot give way too far and too fast. Down he went, down and back, bouncing along on his rump as he struggled to keep his shotgun up and out of the snow. To his surprise, he landed in a very comfortable position cushioned from behind by a snowy hillock and snuggled up against a decaying tree stump.

Leaning to his left, against the stump, he fished around in the pocket of his hunting vest, hoping to hell he had something he could use to wipe the snow off the butt of his gun. He found a packet of Kleenex. After wiping the wood dry, he was reaching back with the Kleenex, when his eye caught a flash of white inside a hollow in the stump. Mushrooms? At this time of year? He bent forward to take a closer look.

Thirty-two teeth greeted him: a full set of dentures. The upper set carefully on the lower.

Osborne stared at the disembodied grin. Now that was damn strange. And they were set so carefully, too—not like the wind had blown them into place or an animal had stashed them. No, some human had set these dentures down quite carefully.

Osborne looked overhead and all around. Had there been a deer stand here? Flat-line winds two years ago had reconfigured the forest, and he knew many hunters who had lost their stands in the blowdown. Losing a deer stand was one thing, losing your teeth was another. He hadn’t heard of any locals with that kind of bad luck. But then, he was three years into retirement and out of touch. The more he thought about it, he decided maybe he shouldn’t be so surprised.

For one thing, this region was heavily hunted, starting with bird and bow hunters in the early fall, then packed with deer hunters into mid-December and now stragglers like himself. Several hundred had probably cruised through here, many stopping to eat or grab a quick nap. And this was a comfy bowl where he had landed. If it were early in the fall when temperatures were in the seventies, he could see a hunter, older than himself of course, deciding to remove his dentures for a short snooze. Add to that forgetfulness. If you wake up, relieve yourself, then start hunting again only to remember you forgot your teeth—well, once you’ve walked fifty feet in this well-logged terrain, all stumps look alike.

Something else he was aware of: More people over age fifty misplace their teeth than lose their eyeglasses. One of those little-known facts that allow dentists to retire early.

Osborne reached into the hollow. Even without his reading glasses he could see the teeth were finely made. Not his work; he knew that the instant he felt them. He had never had a patient who would pay for materials of this quality. He’d bet anything they were imported.

Again, he looked around—this time checking the snow cover for signs of recent visitors. But all he could see were the paw prints of a large dog. Damn bear hunters.

Osborne turned the dentures over, tipping them this way and that, but the light was too dim for him to make out either the owner’s name or the Social Security number, which he knew he would find somewhere inside each.

Oh well. He took out the Kleenex packet again and wrapped each section with care, then tucked the dentures into the upper left pocket of his vest. He could check for the identification at home, then get in touch with the owner or their dentist. Someone would be very pleased.

Grabbing the branch of a nearby balsam, he pulled himself to his feet. The sun was dropping fast, and he’d better hurry if he wanted to find that bird and get out be fore dark. He scoured the shallow ravine in front of him but no sign of the grouse. Maybe he could see better from the rise behind him.

Osborne turned to start back up the hill. Looking up, he was startled to find he wasn’t alone.
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The best part of hunting and fishing is the thinking about the going and talking about it after you got back.

—Robert Ruark



Topaz eyes bored into his, their brilliance heightened by a setting of ebony fur.

Osborne had never been so close to a wolf. He had never wanted to be so close. The animal could not be more than twenty feet away. The forest that had felt so familiar, almost cozy, moments ago was now stone silent, watching.

He stepped forward with his right foot, praying the wolf had the instincts of a deer and would bolt. Not even a flinch—nor did the eyes leave his. Osborne raised his gun, knowing he wouldn’t fire but hoping the broader movement might frighten the animal.

No such luck. He remembered now that the Department of Natural Resources had recently reported a pack moving into the region, but he never imagined one would stalk a human being. Still, he had no urge to argue the issue. He backed away slowly, moving to the right until he felt hidden by the stand of balsam. When he reached the logging trail, he ran. Ran hard.

Ran until he was safe in his car with all four doors locked. Breath held, heart pounding, Osborne waited, eyes fixed on his own tracks in the dusk-gray snow. No sign of the wolf. He let a solid sixty seconds pass before he let his shoulders relax. Only then did he reach back for his gun case.

Whoa. Osborne cranked his ignition. Would he have a tale to tell over morning coffee at McDonald’s. First the teeth, then the wolf. His buddies wouldn’t believe it. Osborne made a mental note to check his wallet—the guy with the best story buys the coffee. Of course, he knew darn well what one of those razzbonya pals of his would likely say: “What’s your problem, Doc? You got a gun—all that wolf’s got are two canines.”

As he drove home, he started to rethink what he had done. Maybe he should have left those dentures right where they were. The more he thought about it, he couldn’t be sure that someone had actually forgotten their teeth. No, chances were better that someone had hidden them deliberately. If he had learned anything in his thirty-three years as a small-town dentist, it was that people do strange things with teeth.

More than one patient had saved the dentures of their dear departed. Now that he thought about it, he could see a bereaved widow or friend—in lieu of scattering ashes—carefully tucking away a loved one’s dentures near their favorite hunting ground. He’d better put those teeth right back where he found them.

Tomorrow. No need to challenge a wolf guarding a fresh kill.

And why on earth had he locked his car doors? Wolves may be capable of acts of violence, but breaking into cars is not on their list of canine felonies.

By the time Osborne was nearing his driveway, he was feeling pretty silly. But he forgot everything when he saw his house—lights blazed from every window. The place was lit up like a Christmas tree.

“Grampa! Grampa! Can I walk Mike on the lake? Please, please?” Eight-year-old Mason was jumping up and down at the back door as he approached. Behind her, Mike levitated in unison.

“Better check with your mom first,” said Osborne.

“Whaddya think, Dad? That ice is thick enough for her to walk the dog on, isn’t it?” said Erin from inside the kitchen.

“Ray’s been ice fishing for three weeks—had his truck out there the other day,” said Osborne from the back porch, as he emptied the unused cartridges from the pockets of his hunting vest. The lakes in the region had frozen over by Thanksgiving, and Loon Lake already sported a solid twelve inches.

“All right with me, kiddo—you better check with Mike,” said Osborne, ruffling Mason’s light-brown hair as he spoke. “If it’s too cold on his paws, he’ll let you know.”

“I know,” said Mason. “If he dances on three legs, it’s way too cold, and I’ll bring him right back, Grampa.” She spoke with such serious authority that Osborne had to hide a smile. He helped her pull a bright red and yellow stocking cap down over her ears and watched as she thrust her hands into matching mitts.

“Mason, you look like a sausage in that outfit,” said Osborne, grinning at the sight of the little girl, her red parka zipped tight over quilted bib overalls. The combination of an ecstatic dog and a well-padded youngster heading out the back door jarred memories. How many times had his mother done exactly the same with one of Mike’s predecessors? Life has a wonderful way of repeating itself, he thought as he watched Mason dash after the dog.

Entering the warm kitchen, Osborne found both his daughters seated at the kitchen table, mugs of hot coffee steaming in front of them. Mallory looked up from a pad of lined paper in front of her, “Surprise, Dad. I got in earlier than I thought I would.” She set down the pen that was in her hand and stood up to give him a hug and a light kiss on the cheek.

“Great, hon, how’re you doin’?” Was it his imagination, or did Mallory pause for a split second? “Easy drive?” he asked. She would have left her new apartment in Evanston, a solid six hours away, early that morning.

“Not bad, but I’m glad I drove up today. Sounds like a major winter storm heading this way. I’ll bet the roads will be icy tomorrow.”

“Oh?” Osborne poured himself a cup of coffee. “The weather forecast must have changed since I heard it around noon.”

“Dad,” said Mallory as she sat down again, “Erin and I are planning Christmas Eve dinner—standing rib roast with Mom’s wild rice casserole okay with you?”

It was obviously a rhetorical question, as the two women resumed making their list before he could answer. The sight of their heads bowed, one blond and one dark brown, made his heart feel full. A flash from the past reminded him how lucky he was that he hadn’t lost his family.

As if she knew what he was thinking, Mallory lifted her eyes to his briefly. “Feels good to be home, Dad. We’ve ordered in pizza. Mark’s bringing it out after he picks up the other kids. Is that okay?”

“Fine,” said Osborne. “Excuse me a moment, would you? I almost forgot something.” He hurried back out to the porch. From the back of the vest, he pulled out the breast of the one partridge that he’d dressed in the woods. Using the utility sink on the porch, he rinsed it and dried it with a paper towel. Then he took white freezer paper out of the drawer next to the sink and ripped off a sheet.

As he had since he was a boy, he tucked the ends of the paper neatly around the carcass and rolled it up, securing it with tape, which he kept in the drawer with the freezer paper A black marker was there, too, which he used to date the bird. After slipping the package into a small Ziploc bag, he set it carefully inside the freezer of the porch refrigerator: the fourth in a small stack of mummies.

Only four birds, but enough to offer an excellent excuse for dinner with Lew. Pleased with that thought, he smiled as he closed the door and walked back into the kitchen.

“More coffee, Dad?” Erin stood up to refill her mug.

“Just a touch. Now listen, you two, let me in on some of this planning. Lew’s daughter is coming up from Milwaukee for New Year’s, and I’d like you to meet her and her family.”

“Oh ho!” said Mallory, rocking back in her chair with a sly grin on her face. She might be thirty-four years old, Osborne thought, but she looked twelve at the moment.

“Told ya,” said Erin, two years younger than Mallory and just as devious. The two sisters chortled.

“Jeez, you razzbonyas. You don’t make it easy on the old man.”

Just then Erin stood up and walked off through the living room. “Excuse me, Dad, I want to check on Mason.” She peered through the large window at the front of Osborne’s living room. “What’s that mound of snow out there?” she called back. “Two docks down on the left.”

“The Kobernots are icing up a rink this year,” said Osborne. “We had black ice, which makes it easy,” he said, referring to one of the rare times that the lake froze over with no wind blowing. Craig Kobernot was a neurologist at St. Mary’s Hospital. He and his wife, Patrice, had two boys in their early teens who were on the Loon Lake High School hockey team. “The kids will have to bring their skates out.”

“Dad.” Mallory laid a hand on his as he sat down at the kitchen table. She dropped her voice. “Would it bother you if I did my AA meetings with the group over in Minocqua?”

“Not at all,” said Osborne, “so long as you don’t mind the drive and keep an eye out for deer. You doing okay these days?”

“Pretty good. Every day isn’t a great day, but you know …” Again, that pause.

“I know.” Osborne gave her hand a quick pat. He was relieved that she wouldn’t be joining his group in the room at the top of the stairs, the room behind the door with the coffeepot. Why he wasn’t sure, but he was. Maybe because Ray was there?

“Dad, you don’t have your tree up yet, why not?” said Erin, walking back into the kitchen. “That expensive one that Mom bought in Minneapolis that time? That’s a pretty nice tree for an artificial.”

“Nice, but fake,” said Osborne. Both daughters caught the edge in his voice and gave him sharp looks. He curbed the impulse to tell them it wasn’t the only thing about their mother that had been fake. “I’ve decided this year I want a real tree.”

“Then you better act fast,” said Erin, “the Boy Scouts are selling them down in the bank parking lot, and I know they don’t have many left—not if you want something decent.”

“A real tree is one you cut yourself,” said Osborne. He turned to Mallory. “Got plans tomorrow? I could use a little help.”

“D-a-a-d, I would love that. We haven’t done that since I was a kid.” Mallory’s face was so radiant, Osborne felt like Santa Claus. A smart Santa to boot—he could find a Christmas tree and return those dentures all at the same time.

“Boy, I found the darndest thing—” He had just begun to tell the girls about his discovery, when the back door slammed.

Mason ran into the kitchen, her eyes wide with worry.

“Grampa, something’s really wrong with Mike! He’s down by that big pile of snow where those boys are skating. He won’t come when I call him. He just keeps giving these little barks—like something’s hurting him.”

A chill traveled down Osborne’s back. He knew his dog. And it wasn’t the dog that was hurt.
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Muddy water, let stand,
Becomes clear.

—Buddha



“Watch the steps, they’re icy,” said Osborne over his shoulder. Erin and Mason were following so closely he could hear their boots crunching snow as the three of them hurried down the stone stairway to the lake.

Two doors down, the Kobernots’ dock lamps were lit and angled out, throwing pools of light across the small rink. A snowmobile trail running along the shoreline made it an easy run, and they got there in a matter of seconds. As they arrived, one of the sons was slamming hockey pucks into a goal at the far end.

Some pucks made the net, others flipped up and over the snowbank and onto the snowmobile trail that wound around the back of the rink. That was an accident waiting to happen: A passing snowmobiler could easily take one right in the head. Even as Osborne noted the danger, he saw points of light bobbing towards them from across the lake.

Snowmobiles were out in large numbers this year due to the early and deep snow cover. While he hated the noise and the congestion on the lakes, even Osborne had to admit the Loon Lake economy needed these alien-looking riders with their cash-heavy wallets. The roar of the snowmobile was the sound of money.

“Your dog is acting weird, Dr. Osborne,” said the boy as he bent down to dig an errant puck out of the snow behind the goal. Osborne stepped up and across the snowbank to where he could see Mike, his black coat barely visible in the inky shadows on the far side of the mounded snow.

Head high, nose up, and eyes intent on an area where a plow had pushed the snow much higher, Mike was air scenting. His tail whipped with an enthusiasm that signaled he wouldn’t quit until he had his master’s approval. As Osborne slid slowly down the bank towards the dog, the black lab trotted in his direction, then backed off with a bark ending in a yelp.

A yelp he recognized. Years of hunting together had forged an intuitive bond between Osborne and his dog. And though Osborne had heard that yelp only once before, he knew exactly what it meant.

Never would he forget the day that he and Mike had found the hunter, one of Osborne’s partners in his deer shack. He had been missing since breakfast. Obscured by a clump of tag alder where he had fallen from his deer stand, the man was dead of a heart attack suffered hours earlier. Fifty yards before Osborne could even see the body, Mike had signaled the presence of death.

“Erin, sweetheart,” said Osborne at the sound of boots scrabbling up the icy bank behind him, “why don’t you and Mason stay on shore while I check this out.” Keeping his voice level as Mason tumbled down the snowbank to land at his feet, he said with more emphasis, “I want you both to stay back … way back.”

Erin grabbed at the sleeve of her daughter’s jacket. “Mason! Stop, I want you here with me. Come on now, you heard Grampa—back on the dock.” The little girl, sensing something was up, pulled away from her mother and tried to peer around Osborne. “Mason, I mean it.” Erin gave her a yank.

Just then Mallory scrambled up onto the snowbank. She had stayed behind to dig a pair of ski mitts out of her suitcase. Her arrival was too much for the Kobernot kid—he gave up on his hockey pucks and skated over to watch. Osborne put up a hand, signaling both to stay right where they were.

Then he began pushing at the snow with his gloved hands. Drifting spray from the water gun used to ice the rink had glazed the surface of the snow, but he was able to break through with one thrust of his fist. Beneath the glaze, the snow was airy and light: It had been mounded recently.

“Mallory,” said Osborne, pausing to look up, “would you stand behind me and hold this so I can see what I’m doing?” He handed over a flashlight he’d jammed into his pocket as he rushed out of the house.

“Sure, Dad.” She slid down, grabbed the flashlight, and positioned herself behind him. “Does this work?”

“Yes, thank you.”

When he felt his gloved fingers encounter resistance, he took them off, reaching down and in with bare hands … skin. After so many years of working in people’s mouths, he knew the feel of it, fresh or frozen.

“Come closer,” he motioned to Mallory. “Shine that light right here.” A swift intake of breath from his daughter told him she could see what he had felt.

He kept working. Fingers tender and light, he dusted the snow back and back, exposing a slender wrist, then a forearm, then a hand—a hand with long, graceful fingers and nails—nails painted dark blue and silver.

Osborne looked up at the boy, who was watching with worried eyes. It was the older of the two sons. “Is your father home?”

The boy nodded.

“I’d go get him if I were you,” Osborne said.

“Erin,” Osborne turned his head in the other direction, “take Mason up to the house and give Lewellyn Ferris a call at the police station, would you please? Ask to speak to her directly, and if she’s not there, let whoever is on the switchboard know it’s an emergency and they need to patch you through to wherever she is. Tell Lew …” Osborne, aware of Mason’s wide eyes, paused, “… tell her there’s been an accident and a … casualty out here.”

“A casualty? No ambulance, Dad?” Erin knew he was protecting his granddaughter from nightmares.

“Not on an emergency basis, but she’ll want to alert Pecore—she’ll need a coroner’s report on this.

“Now Mason, your job is to call Mike,” said Osborne. “He needs a reward, and I want him to stay in the house with you, okay? Can you do that for Grampa? Can you make sure that Mike gets two treats?”

Delight crossed Mason’s face as she called the dog. With a hand signal from Osborne, Mike followed the little girl, bouncing happily behind her up the stairs and back to warmth.

Mallory waited until they were out of earshot before she said, “We don’t want to do anything further, I guess, huh?”

“Not until Lew gets here. I just want to be sure no one moves anything or touches anything around this—”

“Holiday nails,” said Mallory, interrupting.

“What?”

“You see them everywhere in the city.” She pointed at the painted fingernails. “Acrylic and expensive. I can tell you one thing, Dad—this is no hockey player.”
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Regardless of what you may think of our penal system, the fact is that every man in jail is one less potential fisherman to clutter up your favorite pool or pond.

—Ed Zern, Field & Stream



Even as the police cruiser pulled into his driveway ten minutes later, Craig Kobernot was vomiting off his dock.

“God Almighty, I think I did it,” he choked, wiping at his face. Osborne stood by, arms ready in case the neurologist slipped and fell. One body was enough for the moment. “I plowed late last night,” said Craig, wiping at his mouth as he pointed over at a small shed. Behind it was parked an ATV with a plow attached.

“My night vision isn’t real great, and I remember feeling something I thought were chunks of ice. Man, if that snowmobiler was alive when I plowed—my insurance is going to …” He couldn’t finish.

“I don’t think the victim was on a snowmobile—”

“Of course they were,” Kobernot cut him off, “how the hell else could they get here?” He retched again.

“Well …”

Osborne paused, knowing anything he said would be ignored, “I wouldn’t beat myself up until we know more.”

What a self-centered pain in the butt. He never had liked the guy and now he had yet another reason to find him irritating. Tall and rangy with the insouciant smirk of a man who knows he’s attractive to women, Kobernot had the opposite effect on Osborne and his buddies. More than one liked to poke fun at the physician, noting his resemblance to a raccoon, the sly forest thief with the perpetual smile, beady eyes, and brazen ways.

It didn’t help that Kobernot was a known womanizer, that he had managed to build a million-dollar home in spite of two malpractice suits, and that he owned three extremely loud personal watercraft. Oh, and four snowmobiles. How many times had Osborne walked over and graciously requested that Craig and his sons tone it down a little only to hear, “I’ll see what I can do, old man, but you know boys …”

As if that wasn’t enough, Kobernot was a fisherman who couldn’t tell a spinning rod from a fly rod: “Hey, Doc, I’ve got some friends coming up from Appleton—can you show me how these damn things work? Where do you buy worms?”

As far as Osborne was concerned, Craig Kobernot might be a professional man and he might have had enough taste to buy property on Loon Lake—but that could not hide the fact he was an out-and-out jabone. And now—to be more concerned about his insurance liability than the fate of some poor human being? High time someone wiped the smirk off that face.

The two of them stood alone on the dock. Craig had banished his son to the house, and Mallory had run back up to Osborne’s to help Erin. Mark was due any moment with the pizza and the two boys, and Osborne wanted to be darn sure his grandchildren were kept far away from the disturbing scene behind the snowbank.

“Doc? Is that you down there?” A figure in a khaki-colored parka tripped quickly down the Kobernots’ wood stairs and skidded towards them across the slippery rink.

“Sorry to take so long—you must be freezing.” Dark and serious, Lew’s eyes caught the light. Black curls fell in a tangle across her forehead, struggling out from under the circle of fur that anchored her hood.

The parka was new. After one of her deputies, wearing the traditional dark green, was nearly killed by a motorist who didn’t see him in the dark, Lew had insisted the entire Loon Lake police force—all three of them—switch to lighter-colored jackets. Though the decision was made strictly for safety reasons, Osborne found her new uniform quite easy on the eyes—or maybe it was just Lew and not the uniform at all.

Every time he watched her approach, the tawny band of possum framing her face, he was reminded of a favorite story from his childhood: the tale of an ice princess whose sled sped along moonbeams. Not an image the chief of the Loon Lake Police Department would appreciate. No siree.

Tough-minded, gun-friendly, Lewellyn Ferris would be appalled to think she was making such a frivolous impression. Osborne, who did not always know the right thing to say around her, at least knew better than to share this observation. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t relish it in private. That and the fact that even though Lew had the demeanor of a quarterback for the Green Bay Packers, she had a way of making him feel sixteen all over again.

Right now, having stopped a few feet from where Kobernot was bending over and spitting into the snow, Lew clapped her gloved hands to keep them warm. She cut her eyes towards Osborne. “Is he okay?” As Osborne nodded, Craig straightened up.

“Chief Ferris,” said Osborne, beckoning Lew forward, “this is my neighbor, Dr. Craig Kobernot. Craig is a neurologist at St. Mary’s, and he just wasn’t prepared for what you’ll find over behind that snowbank.”

“This your rink, Dr. Kobernot?” said Lew.

“Yes.”

Lew acknowledged Kobernot with a quick handshake before stepping off the dock. “So what do we have—a snowmobile accident?” She hopped up onto the snowbank. “Erin didn’t say much when she called.” Osborne followed her, then aimed his flashlight down into the snow.

“Oh … I see,” said Lew, pausing at the sight of the bare forearm in the snow. “Any idea what happened here?” She dropped to her knees, and Osborne knelt beside her.

“No, Lew. Mason was walking Mike when the dog air scented the corpse,” said Osborne. “Hoping I was wrong, I uncovered just this much. When I didn’t see any sign of life, I thought I better hold off just in case …”

Lew reached for the flashlight. Osborne handed it over, then leaned in with her for a closer look. Glancing up, he caught a funny look on Kobernot’s face. “The chief and I fish together,” said Osborne, as if that explained their easy familiarity.

“I see.”

Working as gently as Osborne had, Lew brushed away more snow, careful to leave it piled to one side. In less than a minute, she had exposed the head and shoulders of what appeared to be a young woman with spiked blond hair. The head was turned sideways, face tilted down into the snow, away from Kobernot’s line of vision.

Lew sat back on her heels. “No blood in the snow that I can see in this light, no winter clothing on the victim—in fact, she appears to be naked … and no sign of a wound. I don’t know if the body is frozen or still in rigor, but I can’t move her,” said Lew. She pulled off a glove and slipped her hand into the woman’s armpit. “Cold. Very cold. Cold enough to say she’s been dead awhile—and this is no accident.

“I better have one of the Wausau boys take a look. Since I have another situation over on Two Sisters Lake, we’ve already got someone in the area.” She unzipped a side pocket in her parka and reached for a cell phone. She punched in a number and waited. As she waited, she looked at Osborne. “Is this a breakthrough or what?”

She meant the cell phone. Up until two months earlier, cell service in the northwoods had been lousy. Drive just two miles out of Loon Lake, and you lost your signal. While service was still spotty in areas, tonight, at least, it was working.

“Hello, Roger, you have one of the Wausau boys there?” Lew spoke quickly, giving directions to the Kobernot residence. Then she said, “Oh, really … that’s strange. That’s very strange … thank you.”

“Who are the Wausau boys?” asked Craig as she slipped the phone back into her pocket.

“The crime lab from Wausau does our forensic analyses,” said Lew, referring to the larger town located sixty miles from Loon Lake. “They’re not the best in the state, but they’re all we’ve got.” The look on her face said it all.

Lew detested the head of the crime lab. That fall, while fly-fishing for smallies on the Wisconsin River, she had shared with Osborne the extent of her frustration with the man. He was an old-timer who didn’t like seeing women in law enforcement and made it his mission to make her job difficult. His favorite technique was to demand that she fill out and fax a two-page questionnaire before he would take her phone call.

“C’mon, Frank, I’ve completed that damn form at least twenty times, and you are deliberately delaying my investigation,” she would say. He would chuckle.

One thing about the guy that Osborne did appreciate, however, was his refusal to spend state funds on a fulltime forensic odontologist. That encouraged Lew to call on Osborne for assistance when dental records were a last resort for identification purposes, not uncommon in a region dotted with hundreds of lakes, rivers, and streams—and peopled with tourists who thought wearing a life jacket was a negative fashion statement. “Boater today, floater tomorrow,” read a T-shirt popular with Loon Lake locals.

While Osborne may have had limited forensic experience during a brief stint in the military while he was still in dental school, it was enough to make Lew’s life easier. And his significantly more interesting.

They had met when she volunteered to teach him how to fly fish—in return for a new fly line from the owner of the local fly fishing shop who was too busy that weekend to take on a private student. Since that first night in the river, Osborne had pursued any excuse to see Lew—in, on, or off water.

“Dr. Kobernot, we’ll have to secure the area, including the snowmobile trail and the skating rink, including your dock area—”

“But my son has to practice—”

“I’m afraid there’s a five hundred dollar fine if you violate—”

“All right, all right.” Kobernot raised his hands in surrender. “My family and I will cooperate in every way.”

“Lew, that ATV up there,” Osborne pointed on shore, “Craig used it to plow the snow where the body is.”

“Okay, I need the ATV and the area around it secured, too.”

“How long are we talking, Chief Ferris?”

“As long as it takes to secure all trace evidence.”

Kobernot turned away, throwing his arms up in total frustration. “Honest to Pete. All right. Okay. Well, then—at the very least can you do whatever you need to do as soon as possible? We’ve got a winter storm due in tomorrow sometime, and if I don’t keep my rink cleared, I’ll lose this good ice.”

“I’ll do what works for the investigator out of Wausau, Doctor,” said Lew, keeping her voice level as she made it clear she was not in the mood to take orders.

“Lew, what the heck happened on Two Sisters?” asked Osborne, sensing this was an excellent time to change the subject. He knew she’d been working overtime with the usual holiday influx of skiers, snowmobilers, and ice fisherman—actually more than usual thanks to the snow and frigid temperatures. Still, she never called on Wausau unless she had a serious crime.

“Late this afternoon, some fishermen pulled a snowmobiler out of Two Sisters Lake. Roger took the call. They told him it looked like animals had gotten to the body. I didn’t like the sound of that, so I asked a few more questions. Turns out the body was found right over a sandbar—a wide sandbar where you can stand up and climb out if that’s where you go in. Then, oddly enough, there was no sign of his vehicle. That’s when I sent Roger to the scene and called Wausau.”

“Any idea who it is?” asked Osborne.

“None whatsover. Roger checked with the neighbors to see if anyone had friends or family missing. Then I had Marlene call around, and we discovered Eagle River has had two riders missing for over a week! But about that time I got the call from Erin. So I left Roger waiting for Wausau at Two Sisters and hurried out here.”

“Are you talking about Roger Adamczyk?” asked Kobernot. “He used to be my insurance agent. When you talk to him next, tell him to give me a call.”

“I won’t have time to do that. Dr. Kobernot,” said Lew. “Roger’s no longer in the insurance business, you know. He’s been working for me for two years now.”

She darted a quick look over at Osborne, who was repressing a grin. They both knew poor Roger’s chagrin over finding himself more involved in law enforcement than he’d ever planned. When he sold his small insurance agency, he had planned on a few years emptying parking meters down Loon Lake’s Main Street segueing into an easy retirement—then Lewellyn Ferris got promoted and changed his life.

“I know that, but he handled my property insurance—”

“Dr. Kobernot,” said Lew, “your business is not my business.”

Lew turned back towards the victim. Slowly, she ran her flashlight up and down the head and shoulders that lay outlined in the snow. “That face is not familiar to me, Doc. What about you?”

Even though he was retired, after thirty-three years of practicing dentistry in Loon Lake, Osborne still knew many of the people living in the region. He dropped to his knees for a closer look and brushed away more snow, better exposing the face and the line of the jaw.

“No, Lew, I don’t think I’ve seen her before. I’ll be happy to do the dental exam once the body is moved.”

“I would very much appreciate that.”

Lew waved her flashlight towards the dock, “Dr. Kobernot, please step over here and take a look. See if you recognize the victim.”

“I hardly think—” said Kobernot from where he stood at the end of his dock, his hands on his hips. He exhaled with impatience as he let himself down onto the rink, then up and over the snowbank.

The moment his eyes fell on the dead woman’s face, his gloved hands jerked involuntarily. “No!”

“‘No,’ you can’t believe she’s dead or ‘no,” you don’t know her?” asked Lew.

“I’ve never seen that woman before in my life.”

Osborne gave a quick glance at Lew, but her expression was opaque. Then he looked at Kobernot. The smirk was gone, the impatience, too. Craig Kobernot was scared.





five


Every healthy boy, every right-minded man, and every uncaged woman, feels at one time or another; and maybe at all times, the impulse to go a ‘fishing.

—Eugene McCarthy, Familiar Fish



“The legs are gone? What do you mean the legs are gone? Roger, settle down … what’s the guy’s name? Bruce? Okay, put Bruce on … that’s okay, I’ll wait.”

Lew’s cell phone had rung as the three of them were trudging up the stairs towards the Kobernots’ house. Motioning Craig Kobernot to go on ahead, she had stopped to take the call. Osborne paused beside her. As she waited, they both looked back down towards the snowbank.

Osborne was concerned that snowmobilers might show up before Lew could close off the trail, although the lights that had been bobbing in the distance had since turned away, traveling northeast. And given that this was a week- night, riders would be few and far between. Tomorrow- Friday before a holiday—it would be gridlock on the trail. Right now all he could make out were intermittent points of light where the windows of fishing shacks glowed in the distance. Glowed with the warmth of the bonfires and gas stoves and camaraderie that drew so many to ice fishing. A warmth that would never touch the young woman who lay naked beneath her crystalline coverlet of ice and snow.

“Bruce,” said Lew, “thanks for driving up. Now what on earth is Roger talking about?” She listened, her eyes fixed on her right boot, which was kicking repeatedly at a chunk of ice. “Two, huh,” she said after a long stretch. “Two bodies but no snowmobiles anywhere, huh? Okay, but what do we do out here on Loon Lake? I’m going down to secure the area and close down the trail, but I need direction from you on how to protect the scene and the victim I have here.” Again, she listened. “How soon can you meet me?” A long pause. “Yes, I can arrange that. Of course.” She clicked off the phone.

“You won’t believe this, Doc, but they found another body in a snowmobile suit under the ice, not far from the first one. Both are missing their legs.”

Osborne was stunned. “Their legs?”

“Right. Bruce said the only animal that touched those two was human—well-equipped with all the right tools.”

“Whoa,” said Osborne.

“Frustrating news is Bruce—that’s the new guy they sent up from Wausau—said he can’t work this scene tonight. Too risky to try to find trace evidence in the dark.”

“You’re kidding. What do we do with—it’s going down to 25 below tonight, too cold for you or anyone to stand out here.”

“He’s bringing a special type of tent for the corpse—with this deep freeze, we won’t lose anything as far as the body goes. But you hit on the problem: Someone has to be here tonight.”

“Not me, not you, kiddo. You’ve worked late every night this week, Lew, and I’m way past my days of winter camping.”

“You’re right, Doc. I’ll have Terry take over. He’s young, he can manage.”

“Why don’t I call Ray and see if you can borrow that portable ice shanty of his? He hauls it to the Willow Flowage in the back of his truck—no reason he can’t drive it over from his dock.”

“Now that’s a thought,” said Lew. “With a gas heater inside, I won’t lose Loon Lake’s newest police officer to frostbite. Doc, are you available to do the dental exams on all three tomorrow morning?”

“Of course.” He could put off getting the Christmas tree; the storm wasn’t due in until late afternoon. The look of relief on her face made any inconvenience for him worth it.

As he followed her up the stairs towards the Kobernots’ back porch, Osborne felt a flush of guilt. Proximity to death should never make someone happy, and yet he couldn’t help but be relieved with this turn of events. That she needed the dental exams was a good sign. If he got lucky, she might require more help.

He’d begun to think of their relationship as if it were a river with stretches of smooth water, here and there a few riffles and ripples caused by potential hazards, then a series of modest rapids—and always a deadhead or two. Ice fishing was a deadhead: Lew hated it.

Fishing was the one good excuse he used to spend time with her: fly fishing for trout and smallmouth bass in the spring and the fall, bait fishing for muskie and walleye when the streams grew too warm in midsummer. If fly fishing was her first love, fly fishing with her was his. But her hatred of ice fishing had made the winter ahead look bleak. How quickly life changes.

Patrice Kobernot was waiting at the porch door. The couple was a study in opposites: She was petite, gifted with an oblong butt turned horizontal and a mouth bookended with a healthy set of jowls. Right now, following a polite request from Lew, the jowls caught Osborne’s eye as they jiggled in tandem when she spoke.

“That is absolutely out of the question. You know perfectly well some stranger did this on our property. And I am so upset, I’m calling a patient of Dr. Kobernot’s that I know you know—Senator Breske.” Patrice was doing her best to imply that the planting and discovery of the body was a deliberate act of the Loon Lake Police Department.

“Before you pick up that phone—let me make two things clear, Mrs. Kobernot,” said Lew. “First, it’s not your property. You do not own the lake. Second, I head up the police department with jurisdiction over this area, and I insist that you and your sons take a look—now. The victim is young and could be a school friend of the boys.” Patrice’s jowls shook again, but Lew refused to let her comment.

“Out of respect for this poor person, if there is any chance that we can immediately identify the victim—and be able to inform a family that must be so very worried about their daughter. Mrs. Kobernot, if this were a member of your family, you would expect the same courtesy.”

Patrice snorted. “You don’t understand, my husband is the head of neurology over at St. Mary’s—” Was the woman asserting that MDs and everyone connected with them never misbehaved? Osborne was enjoying this.

“You don’t understand,” said Lew, waving a finger at Patrice. “If you don’t do what I’ve asked, I’ll be happy to take your entire household into town, and we can continue our discussion at the police station. But I hardly think you want the appearance of your family members being suspects in the event that this is foul play. Now will you and the boys please follow me down to the dock and take a good look?”

Patrice stepped down from the dock first, hoisted herself over the snowbank, and studied the still form. “No, Mrs.—”

“Chief Ferris.”

“No, Mrs. Chief, I have never seen this woman in my life.” Patrice threw a look at Lew. She was damned if she would acknowledge Lew’s authority over the situation.

Lew ignored her and motioned the two boys over.

“Your names, fellas?”

“Craig Junior,” said the taller of the two boys. He looked like his father.

“Patrick,” said the younger boy. He resembled his mother, though he had a friendlier face. Both boys looked so worried, Osborne wondered if they had ever seen the dead person before.

As the boys stepped forward together, their mother’s eyes raked their faces. Boy oh boy, thought Osborne, she’s more terrifying than what they see in the snow. If she was his mother and if he did know the dead girl, he’d be damned if he’d tell the truth.

Both boys shook their heads. “No,” said one after the other.

“Okay, you folks are excused. Please do not use the rink or the entrance to the trail here—or your ATV—until we’ve completed our search of the area.”

Once Patrice and her sons were out of hearing distance, Lew turned to Osborne. “Doc, it may take an hour or more for me to get everything under control here. Could we use your place as a command center for the next twenty-four hours? I doubt Dr. and Mrs. Kobernot—”

“Please, Lew, whatever you need—and I’ll save you some pizza. I’m going to track down Ray and that fishing shack right now.”

“Dammit,” she said, looking around, “this site is right on the trail, isn’t it.”

“Is that a problem?” and Osborne, wondering why she sounded so frustrated.

“Yeah,” said Lew, “it means any traces of vehicles or people have been wiped out with all the snowmobile traffic going by.” As if to underscore her point, the beam from a single headlight swept across their faces, coming at them from across the lake.
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My bones drank water; water fell through all my doors.

—Maxine Kumin, “Morning Swim”



“They removed the legs with a knife—quite carefully disarticulating the joints,” said Bruce Peters, hands clasped as he leaned forward on his elbows over Osborne’s kitchen table.

Eyes snapping with energy in spite of the fact he’d left Wausau early in the morning and it was now well past eight, Bruce was obviously pleased to be at work on his first serious cases since joining the Wausau crime lab. Either that or he had drunk way too much coffee.

“I’m the project manager assigned to the region, sir,” he had said, introducing himself as he stepped through Osborne’s back door thirty minutes earlier. He had then taken great care to knock the snow off his boots before setting them to the side in perfect alignment.

“You make this sound like road construction,” said Osborne, helping Bruce out of his heavy jacket and giving it a shake before hanging it on the oak coat rack just inside the kitchen door.

“Well, we do construction, that’s for sure,” said the young man with a grin. “We just build backwards is all.”

Tall, big-boned, and as square-headed as Osborne’s black lab, Bruce Peters wore his dark hair short and trimmed carefully around his ears. An equally neat moustache hid his upper lip, and every few seconds the nose above it twitched while the fingers on his left hand drummed and the foot at the end of his right leg jiggled. Interested as he was in what the young man had to say, Osborne found himself mesmerized by the body action.

“What does that mean exactly—the disarticulation of the joints?” asked Lew, who was sitting across from Bruce, a paper plate with two generous slices of pizza in front of her.

“Disarticulation means they cut through the joints rather than the bone to take the entire femur,” said Bruce. “They knew what they were doing, and they wanted to work fast. Amateurs would have used a chainsaw—or a hacksaw and cut through bone at the crotch. And, frankly, it’s too bad they didn’t. Much easier to trace.”

“They?” asked Lew. “You’re sure we’re talking more than one?”

Bruce raised his hands as if admitting defeat. “Good call, Chief Ferris, I have no documentation yet to prove if it was one perpetrator or two. I’m assuming two or more because both victims are male, weigh at least 180 pounds each and were wearing heavy snowmobile suits and helmets—plus other gear like mitts and boots.

“Dismemberment is difficult under any circumstances, and that’s a lot of weight to haul around. But I could be wrong. In grad school, I assisted on a case out of Little Scandinavia where a teenage boy chopped up his stepfather who weighed over 300 pounds, wrapped him in freezer paper, and stacked him in the family freezer—in six hours. Yeah, I suppose one person could do this.” He looked around the table at Lew and Osborne as if they might know the answer.

“How long since you’ve been out of grad school?” asked Osborne. He could not believe the kid was a day over twenty-five.

“Six months.”

“A trapper could do it easy,” said Lew, biting into her first piece of pizza, “and a lotta guys around here butcher their own deer. I’d sure keep the door open on that assumption. Umm, I think I was starving—good pizza, Doc. Thank you. Did you get enough?”

“Plenty. Bruce, help yourself to some pizza,” Osborne said, shoving the box of pizza across the table.

Mark had arrived with three large pizzas, two of which Erin, Mallory, Mark, and the children had wolfed down within fifteen minutes. Then Mallory, aware Osborne was anxious to shelter his grandchildren from the activities down at the rink, insisted they all go rent a video to watch at Erin and Mark’s.

“I’ll be back by ten, Dad, okay?” she said.

“Fine,” said Osborne. “If I’m not here, I’ll be down at the Kobernots’.”

Minutes later, as Osborne stood in the doorway watching them pile into their cars, Erin had run back for one of the kids’ neck scarves. “Dad,” she had said, speaking fast and keeping her voice low, “I’m worried about Mallory.”

“Why? She looks okay to me.”

“Yeah, well, you haven’t spent any time with her since she got here, have you.” The edge in Erin’s voice pushed an old button of guilt.

Osborne had never been the father to Mallory that he should have. While he and Erin had always been close—she was the daughter he’d loved teaching to fish and hunt—Mallory was her mother’s child. And the coldness that had grown between Osborne and his late wife had resonated, for reasons he didn’t understand, between himself and his eldest daughter.

It wasn’t until Erin stepped in, forcing Mallory to face the same family tradition that had nearly destroyed Osborne, that he realized how alike they were. Maybe that was the problem.

But with Mary Lee gone two years now, he had been trying to change that. Apparently he wasn’t doing a very good job. Erin was right—how the hell could he know how Mallory was? He hadn’t seen her in three months, and their only conversation of any length today had taken place over a dead body.

“She told me she got some unpleasant news this week—Steve has been dating Bridget Kelly, one of her best friends in Lake Forest.”

“But, Erin, Mallory wanted the divorce. Why would Steve’s seeing anyone upset her?”

“She found out from somebody that those two were seeing each other before the divorce. Dad, Bridget was a guest in their home so many times—it’s one thing to be betrayed by your husband, but by a woman you trusted? A close friend? I just … I know she’s feeling a little rocky, that’s all.”

“Oh …” He hated the sound of that. Mallory was just getting her life back on track. She was completing a graduate degree in business, she was seeing a psychiatrist she liked and, as far as he could tell, she was not drinking. He knew from his own experience that “rocky” was not good.

“Bruce, I’m sure you know that a human bite leaves a unique impression,” said Osborne. “In a situation like this, is the same true of a knife?”

“Sure,” said Bruce, “any cutting tool. Take hacksaws, which happen to be the tool of choice these days—easily available, easily disposed of, very efficient cutting edge. And every hacksaw leaves a definitive mark on bone that can be easily traced.”

“Hacksaws?” said Osborne, emphasizing the plural. “Are you trying to tell us dismembering bodies is all that common?”

“Dr. Osborne, the interstate highways between Milwaukee, Madison, and Chicago are haunted with drug deals gone bad. Hacksaws, chainsaws. When I was at the university, we called it Chain Saw Alley. But most of those cases involve cutting through bone—nowhere near the touch I saw today—and usually they cut up the whole body.”

“Ah,” said Lew, “that’s what I’ve been wondering—why just the legs?”

“I have an idea,” said Bruce. “I need to see more before I say anything. And check some files. I don’t want to send us off in the wrong direction.

“But going back to what Dr. Osborne asked: Yes, the slash marks from a knife will leave distinctive markings. Once I get to work on those, we’ll have something to go on. Granted it’s not as good as if he had cut through bone—”

“So you’re not looking for a woman?” said Osborne.

“How often do you see a female orthopedic surgeon? Bone work takes a great deal of physical strength.”

“You two worry about slash marks; I want to find where those two were killed and how,” said Lew.

“We’ll likely know the cause of death sometime tomorrow, Chief Ferris. This deep freeze makes our job a whole lot easier.”

Bruce’s reference to the deep freeze reminded Osborne of the young woman lying so perfectly preserved beneath her coverlet of ice and snow. He was anxious to do his own exam. More than once he had used teeth and dental work to identify a victim. Even if he didn’t know the individual, he might recognize the work of their dentist. Whether it be a crown, an amalgam filling, an implant or a denture—every dentist leaves a signature as unique as the teeth they treat.

And unlike Lew’s law enforcement colleagues in adjoining towns and counties, dentists stay in touch. A past president of the Wisconsin Dental Society, Osborne had remained active with the local chapter of the organization in spite of his retirement. If that young woman had dental work done within a six-county radius, he was likely to know exactly where and by whom. And if he didn’t know, he knew whom to call.

Tuning back into the conversation between Bruce and Lew, he heard Bruce say, “Bones are biohazards—if people aren’t careful they can be infected with something like HIV. Same with teeth, right Dr. Osborne?”

“Oh, gosh, that reminds me,” said Osborne jumping to his feet. He headed for the back porch. Reaching into the pocket of his hunting vest, he felt for the packet he had wrapped so carefully out in the woods. Back in the kitchen, he set it down on the table, turned up the rheostat on the antler chandelier suspended overhead, then carefully pulled away the wrapping.

“I found these in the woods when I was hunting today,” he said. Osborne reached for his reading glasses, then leaned forward to examine his prize. Lew, having finished her pizza, shoved the paper plate to the side and looked over at him, mildly curious. She checked her watch.

“Those look like my great uncle’s,” said Bruce.

Osborne picked up the dental plates separately, turning each back and forth under the bright light. “Odd,” he said after a few seconds. “I should see some ID engraved on these—a name or a Social Security number—but …” He turned the dentures over, peering closely. Finally, he set one on top of the other and leaned back in his chair.

“Now that is the strangest darn thing …”

“Expensive items to forget, huh, Doc?” said Lew. “What’s a full set of dentures cost today? Five, six thousand bucks?”

“Something like that,” said Osborne. “But not these—these were never meant to be worn. The teeth you see in dentures are artificial—these are real.”

“Whoa, biohazards,” said Bruce, scraping his chair back as he stood up to reach for his jacket. “Be careful, Dr. Osborne. Maybe you should have gloves on?”

“And each tooth is from a different person … the wear patterns on the biting surfaces don’t match.”

“You’re the expert, Doc. You tell us,” said Lew, standing up to put her paper plate and napkin in the trash.

“And none have been ground to fit,” said Osborne. He looked over his glasses at Lew. “These are not dentures, they’re models, sculptures. Someone assembled these with no intention of anyone ever wearing them. And to find all these teeth and fit them so well … someone spent years making these. Years finding teeth so closely matched in size and color. Now why would you do that?”

“Maybe they’re very old and were used in a classroom once upon a time,” said Bruce.

“That’s a thought,” said Osborne.

“Would they be worth money?” asked Lew.

“Well, they could have historic value—who knows? They could be a collector’s item … they could be priceless.”

“If you’re into teeth,” said Bruce.

Lew laughed.

Osborne reached into the kitchen drawer behind him for his needle-nosed pliers. Grasping one tooth, he gave a gentle twist. Off it came, exposing the gold pin that anchored it to the base. Osborne held the pin up to the light.

“This is expensive gold,” he said. “You can’t even buy gold like this today.”

He looked up at Lew and Bruce. “I had planned to put these back right where I found them, but now I’m not so sure I should do that.”

Lew shrugged. She could not be less interested. She was right, of course. Who cares about a bunch of used teeth when you’ve got four legs missing.

“Doc,” said Lew, checking her watch again, “could we try Ray one more time?”
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