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1

THE BABY IN THE CARRIER SLEPT PEACEFULLY, TINY FISTS thrust against her chubby cheeks blissfully unaware of her danger. Pia Westola clicked off the phone and sat back in her chair, gazing at the baby, sick with the awareness of this new, undesirable turn her life had taken. What had started out as a job she could believe in—even if it did sometimes drift into the law’s gray areas—had just become clearly criminal. She would never have agreed to take this infant if what Florence had just told her was true.

One glance at the clock told her her boss would be here soon. Pia just had to keep the little one out of his reach. Adrenaline pulsed through her at the thought. Her decision made, she slipped on her coat, adjusted the insulating cover over the baby carrier that fit on her like a backpack, then grabbed the bottles and diapers and stuffed them in with the baby. If she could hide out long enough, maybe she could get the baby to safety.

Before she reached the garage door, she heard a car out front. Peeking through the curtains, she saw him get out. His car blocked Pia’s getaway. Biting back panic, she realized she’d have to escape through the kitchen door.

She exited quickly with the baby and stood on the porch. She knew she had to hurry, but which direction? He’d see her on the road. Her only hope was through the thigh-high drifts across her backyard and into the woods. Her cross-country skis were propped against the side of the house. She shouldered into the baby backpack, slung the diaper bag over that, and then snapped on her skis.

She set out across the frozen landscape. Her muscles were warm by the time she reached the edge of the woods, and her breath fogged the frigid air. But she’d reached the path other skiers had used, and the going would be easier.

Her back aching from the weight of the carrier, she spared a glance behind her. Her spirits flagged when she caught a glimpse of him. He was on skis too. She’d forgotten he always carried them in his car. He wasn’t burdened with the baby either. She was never going to make the sanctuary she’d hoped for. He hadn’t seen her yet though. She hoped he’d lose her tracks on the more highly trafficked trail.

Tension coiled along Pia’s spine as she whirled and looked for a place to hide the baby. There—a fallen pile of logs had enough space under it to hide the infant. She slipped out of the backpack, and a crumpled piece of paper fell from her pocket. She wedged the carrier under the logs. She layered several insulated blankets around the tiny girl. At least the child was sheltered.

Picking up a branch, she erased the evidence of her tracks to the logs. She stared down the hill at the approaching figure, then retraced her steps. She met him at a bend in the trail. She’d never known him to be a violent man—maybe she could reason with him.

His narrowed gaze nearly cut her down. “Where’s the baby?”

She tipped up her chin. “I’m not going to be part of this.”

He grabbed her arm and twisted it. “Where is she?”

Reeling from the shock, Pia’s shoulder shrieked with pain. Still, she held his gaze defiantly. “Where you’ll never find her.”

“I saw you carrying her!” He slapped her, then slapped her again. Both hands moved to her shoulders and he shook her. “Where is she?”

Pia’s cheeks burned. Her head flopped with the violence of the shaking. Then he shoved her, and she was falling, falling toward a broken tree limb that jutted from the ground like a giant spear.
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DAVY CAME BARRELING DOWNSTAIRS WITH HIS RED HAIR sticking up. Bree Matthews swiped at it as he passed. “Hey, big guy, you want cereal or an egg and toast this morning?”

“Cereal,” he said. He went to the table and pulled the cereal bowl toward him, then dumped Cheerios into it.

She glanced out at the sun glinting off the thick snowdrifts, then saw the clock on the stove. “Miss Florence is expecting you in twenty minutes.”

“It’s the start of the winter holiday, Mom. I like Miss Florence, but I’d rather go fishing with you. Can’t I skip tutoring today?”

She frowned at his reluctance. She’d never known him to be less than eager to go to Florence’s. “We’ll go fishing this afternoon.”

When had he started to call her Mom instead of Mommy? She should have noted the transition. Now she mourned it. He would be a young man the next time she blinked. Nearly eight years old.

Where had the time gone? He rarely needed her help now. Not with breakfast or getting ready for school. His bed would have been made. He was the neatest kid she’d ever seen.

Just as Rob had been.

It fascinated her to consider how much of Davy’s qualities she could credit to heredity and how much to environment. Even though he looked like her, he walked like Rob and he had Rob’s cowlick at his forehead. He was a neatnik and he loved trains, just like his dad. His favorite color was green, and nearly every shirt he owned was a variation of that shade, as were Rob’s, the ones she’d given to the Salvation Army after his death.

She snapped out of her trance when Kade walked with a heavy tread into the kitchen. He brushed a kiss across her forehead. “Morning, hon,” he said before continuing on to the table. “I wish it were Saturday instead of Monday. I’d like to go fishing with you two.”

“Breakfast?” she asked. “I’m in the mood to cook.”

He smiled. “I’ll have eggs and toast if you don’t mind. I’ve got a busy day at work.”

“I don’t mind,” she said, her spirits deflating. She’d hoped he would remember her doctor appointment without being reminded. He’d change his plans and go with her if she asked, but he’d been so distracted lately she hated to add to whatever burden he wasn’t sharing with her.

He ruffled Davy’s hair. “Looking forward to your winter holiday?”

“You bet!”

Bree turned to the stove and whipped him up an omelet—his favorite kind, with spinach, mushrooms, ham, and cheese. The coffee aroma filled the kitchen, and then the pot beeped. Bree poured him a cup and handed it to him. He grunted a thank-you from behind his newspaper.

She would not cry. She turned back to the stove and flipped the omelet over. These days she felt on the verge of tears most of the time. Probably the fertility drugs. Sliding the omelet onto a plate, she placed it in front of Kade.

He looked up. “Thanks, babe.” He caught her hand and kissed her palm.

The love in his gaze soothed her. Were they ever going to have their own baby? They’d both been devastated when she miscarried three months ago. Glancing at the calendar again, she started to ask him about going with her today, then shut her mouth. No, it wasn’t a big enough deal.

When Kade pulled her close before he left for work, she almost changed her mind. If the news was bad today, she might need his strength. It took all her determination to nuzzle her face in his neck and keep back the words.

Once Kade was out of the house, she grabbed her keys. “I’ll run you to Miss Florence’s.” She snapped her fingers, and her search dog, Samson, got up and came to her. His dark eyes were eager, and he ran to the door.

Driving to the cottage at the edge of the vast tract of forest where Florence Hawkins lived, Bree glanced at her son several times. “You okay, buddy? You’re quiet this morning.”

“I dreamed about Daddy last night,” he said. “He told me to watch for him, that he was coming.”

Bree hid her wince, but her fingers tightened on the steering wheel as she navigated the icy curves in the road. “You know that’s not possible, Davy.”

He scowled. “Don’t call me Davy,” he said. “I’m not a baby.”

He’d always be her baby. “Your daddy is in heaven. He’d come for you if he could, but he can’t.”

Her boy’s mouth turned mutinous. “Maybe he could come see me as a ghost. I wouldn’t be afraid. I heard a cry outside the window last night and got up to look. I thought it might be him.”

Bree stopped the Jeep in the driveway behind Florence’s bright yellow convertible. “Maybe you were dreaming. You know there are no ghosts. Your daddy didn’t want to go to heaven when he did, but you have to accept he’s gone, son.”

She’d thought these discussions were long past. Rob had been gone for almost four years. She and Kade had been married for two, and Kade had been such a good father to Davy. His visits to the psychologist had tapered off to a couple per year, and they’d all thought her boy had made the adjustment. Now she wasn’t so sure.

There was no more time to talk now. Florence met them at the door. In her fifties with dyed red hair, she was a kid magnet. She’d been a teacher for years, and she tutored children in town. Davy’s grade in math had come up to an A since Bree hired her.

Davy glanced up at his tutor. “Miss Florence, did you find the baby?”

Florence’s smile faltered.

Bree frowned. “Baby?” she asked Florence.

The older woman waved her hand. “I think he means the doll I keep for the little girls. I couldn’t find it last week.” She turned to face the street. “Oh, here comes Timmy,” she said.

Davy turned on the stoop. “Yay!” he yelled as Naomi O’Reilly, Bree’s best friend, pulled up in her minivan. The van stopped and Timmy climbed out. The boy lugged his backpack and joined Davy on the stoop.

Naomi stuck her head out of the window, and her long braid slipped along her shoulder. “Hey, can Dave come for a playdate this afternoon?”

Davy’s smile beamed. Even Naomi remembered he hated to be called Davy. “Sure, after we go fishing, right Dave?” Bree said. She glanced at her son as he ran back to Florence.

“Right!”

Florence touched the knitted cap on Davy’s head. “You ready for your lessons, boys?”

“You bet!” the two boys said in chorus. They scampered into the house and toward the kitchen.

“Work hard and we’ll go fishing this afternoon!” Bree called after him. Samson pressed against her leg, and she plunged her cold fingers into his warm fur.

“They’re doing so well,” Florence said. “You can be very proud of your boy.” She closed the door.

Bree jogged to the idling van to talk to Naomi. She smiled at Naomi’s toddler in the backseat. Matthew’s gummy smile made her own widen.

“Is something wrong?” Naomi asked.

“Just a weird day. I’ve been thinking about Rob, and Davy was talking about him this morning. It made me sad for a minute.”

Matthew wailed. Naomi flipped her braid behind her and pulled her head back into the car. She turned to the backseat and gave him a toy before facing Bree again. “You’ve got nothing to regret, Bree. You were a good wife to Rob, but he’s gone. You’ve got Kade now, and a better man has never walked the face of the earth. Other than my Donovan, of course,” she said, smiling.

“Of course.” Bree returned her friend’s smile, feeling the weight fall from her shoulders. “We landed our Westleys.”

“‘Wuv, twue wuv,’” Naomi said, mimicking the Impressive Clergyman in The Princess Bride, their favorite movie.

They both burst into giggles. “I’ll be praying for you!” Naomi shouted before running up her window and pulling away in the van.

A smile still pulled at Bree’s lips when the car disappeared around the curve. The stiff wind blew snow into the tracks left by Naomi’s vehicle. Life seemed to be doing the same to Bree, the winds of change obscuring the path she’d seen so clearly a few years ago.

As she left Rock Harbor, she saw people parked along the frozen shoreline. They stared and pointed out across the frozen water. What had captured everyone’s attention? Then she saw it.

An ice volcano. Sometimes high surf slamming against the face of the ice shelf created a cone formation resembling a volcano.

The ice built up, and the surge of waves erupted through the cone like lava through a volcano tube. It was always a sight to see, so she drove slowly and did her own amount of staring until she left Rock Harbor’s city limits behind.

Driving to Houghton, where her doctor’s office was located, she felt the knot in her belly tighten with every mile. She’d handled worse than this by herself. Turning on her CD player, she cranked up her favorite Elvis album, Elvis in Concert, and fast-forwarded to “Can’t Help Falling in Love.” In her mind that was Kade’s song, and the lyrics strengthened her.

The music blared loud enough to drown out the fears. She left Samson in the Jeep when she parked. All eyes turned to look when she walked into the ob-gyn office. Most of the women were pregnant, and Bree saw their eyes drop to her belly. She swallowed her hurt and smiled as she checked in at the window, then sank into a black leather chair nearby. If nothing else, it was good to be out of the cold. She slipped off her coat and laid it across her knees.

She’d barely had time to warm up when the nurse called her name. Her pulse ratcheted up a notch as she followed the nurse down a long hallway lined with pictures of smiling mothers holding newborns. She kept her gaze firmly latched on to the nurse’s back. It hurt too much to see those photos. The nurse led her to an examination room, then took her blood pressure and pulse before leaving Bree behind the closed door to await the doctor.

Bree had waited here too many times, just like this with her heart in her mouth. Maybe she would give it up. This path was so difficult.

The door opened, and Dr. Zook walked in. About fifty, the female doctor had been Bree’s ob-gyn ever since Bree moved to the area. The stylish pumps, khaki slacks, and red-and-khaki striped blouse she wore fit her slim frame impeccably. Her pageboy blonde hair swung in a perfect curtain to her chin. Bree always felt dowdy in her doctor’s presence.

“Good morning, Bree,” the doctor said. She carried a manila file. Perching on a stool, she flipped it open and studied the top sheet of paper. “How are you feeling?”

“Fine. No problems. I started my period last week.” She couldn’t keep the disappointment from her voice. “I’ve been on Clomid two months. This will be the last month you said I should take it.”

Dr. Zook closed the file, crossed one crisp pant leg over the other, then laced her fingers together on her knees and smiled at Bree. “I have the test results back. There’s no obvious reason why you aren’t conceiving.”

That sounded like good news. “What do you suggest?”

“We could try another few months of Clomid, but you might want to jump directly to in vitro.”

Bree suspected in vitro was way too expensive for them. “I got pregnant before.”

“And miscarried at seven weeks,” Dr. Zook said. “The problem may be genetic. With in vitro, we could maximize your chances and have fifteen or so fertilized eggs to test for problems.”

Bree shook her head. “I’d want to implant every fertilized egg.

It’s for God to decide the outcome.” Dr. Zook’s face remained impassive, but Bree knew the doctor didn’t agree with her stand.

“How much does it cost?”

“About five thousand dollars a month. I’d guess we might have success the first month.”

Bree winced. “I’ll need to talk to my husband.” How on earth could they afford something like that? Tears hovered dangerously close when the doctor left Bree alone. Maybe she and Kade would never have a child together.

He claimed to love Davy like he was Kade’s own flesh and blood, and Bree knew it was true. But she saw his stares at small children and the way he fielded questions from kids who came through park headquarters. If ever a man was cut out to be a father, it was Kade Matthews.

She gathered up her purse and slipped on her coat in a daze. Clutching her purse, she walked back down the hall and through the waiting room. A newborn baby mewled in her mother’s arms as Bree neared the exit. She had to look, and her heart melted at the sight of a rosebud mouth and smooth, perfect skin. The Native American baby had the biggest thatch of black hair that Bree had ever seen.

“She’s precious,” she said.

The mother smiled and thanked Bree, who quickly escaped into the harsh wind that scoured the tears from her face.
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Kade glanced out his office window into the back lot. There were no baby animals in the rescue area that he was so proud of, but come spring, the pens would be full.

Judith Kettrick stuck her head in the door. “You hear the report?” The ranger-brown of her uniform accentuated her sallow complexion.

Kade turned from the window. “What report?” He hoped she hadn’t gotten her pink slip. The place was becoming a ghost town since the budget cuts.

“A woman on the reservation reported her baby was taken by a windigo.”

Kade raised an eyebrow. “Windigo? Why would she say that?” Windigos were the Ojibwa Indians’ version of a vampire. The evil spirit was said to have an insatiable hunger.

“She heard a scream. I’m wondering if she heard a cougar. Thought you might be interested in checking it out.”

“A cougar, huh? Interesting. Did they find the baby?” He suppressed a shudder at the thought that a big cat might have taken an infant.

“Nope.”

“Where did it happen?”

“In the community building. She was there with a bunch of other women, and they heard a scream outside. There were several babies in carriers along the inside wall. The women went to the door to look. When they came back in, she went to check on the baby, but he was gone.”

“A cougar couldn’t have taken the baby then. Not from inside the building.” At least that was a relief.

“Which is why she’s blaming a windigo. She claimed they heard weird screams and saw huge humanoid tracks.”

“Bigfoot,” Kade said, and then wished he hadn’t. It was too flippant for the seriousness of a missing baby.

Her brown eyes widened. “You think bigfoot would take a baby?”

“It was a joke, Kettrick. Not a very good one though. When was this? You tell Landorf?”

“Yes. He wants you to go check it out. This was about ten days ago. Not sure why we’re just now hearing about it.”

“Who’s the mother?”

“Diann Meadowlark. The res police have filed a missing person’s report with the different sheriff ’s departments around.” She lowered her voice. “Way I heard it, this is the second report of a missing baby.”

“You’re kidding! Why hasn’t this hit the media?”

She shrugged. “You know how the Natives like to handle their own problems. They might not have reported it until now. I heard both babies were part Caucasian.”

“I’ll see what I can find out. But you know, they may not talk to me.”

“I do. Let me know if you find out anything.” Kettrick left the doorway.

Kade turned to his computer. This grant application he was trying to complete was a nightmare. Landorf wanted it done though, so he had no choice.

As if summoned by Kade’s thoughts, Head Ranger Gary Landorf stepped into the office. Landorf was a slight man in his early fifties. His quick movements and keen dark eyes had always reminded Kade of a ferret. He ran the park with an iron fist that seemed out of keeping with his small stature.

“How’s that application coming?” Landorf asked.

“Working on it.”

“How’s the wife?”

“Good. I’m a lucky man.”

“It was her lucky day when she met you. That last husband of hers was a piece of work.” Landorf shook his head.

Kade glanced up and watched him fiddle with the bird band on his finger. It was the band from the first eagle Landorf had ever tagged, and he’d worn it for three years, ever since he found the twenty-five-year-old eagle dead. Landorf ’s love of eagles was one of the things the two men had in common.

“I’ve only heard people speak highly of Rob,” Kade said.

Landorf shrugged and shut the door. “Listen, Kade, just between you and me, that grant has the power to save some jobs around here. I want you to pad some of the lion sightings and ask for more money. Maybe get out in the woods and fake some tracks.” He held up his hand when Kade shook his head. “Hear me out. It’s for a good cause. If we can show more wildlife activity, we can justify money to pay for manpower. Do you want to see your friends have to move away?”

“No,” Kade admitted.

“Neither do I. And it doesn’t hurt anyone. It’s just government money. There was no call for them to let our people go. This is a way around it.”

Landorf made sense, and Kade had no good reason to contradict him. It was a boneheaded decision by the park service to slash jobs here. They were doing important work. Getting enough grant money to hire more people would rectify the error. Still, his nod was reluctant as Landorf told him to have the application ready by the middle of next week.
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Quinn Matilla was in no mood to listen to whining. He sat on the mahogany coffee table to remove his shoes, dropped them onto the plush hotel carpeting, then leaned forward. He glanced out the window at the quiet Sault Sainte Marie street. “The baby has to be somewhere. Find her,” he barked into the phone.

“I’ve looked everywhere,” Rosen said in his high voice.

Quinn glanced at his watch. The newscast should tell them tonight if their orders were being followed. “You check with her friends? Maybe she asked someone to watch the baby.”

Rosen sniffed. “She told me I’d never find it. I saw her with a backpack, but when I caught up to her, it was missing. I looked all over.”

Quinn wanted to smash something. What a nightmare. “Are you telling me that baby could be out in the woods? Find her!

We’ve got no leverage if she dies.” He picked up the remote control and threw it across the room. “I didn’t want to get involved in this in the first place.”

Probably the wrong thing to say. Their partnership had been fraying since a storm sank a boatful of drugs in Lake Superior. It hadn’t been his fault, but their first argument over this latest deal only made things worse.

“We might have to assume we’ll have no baby to give back.”

Quinn balled his fists. “What’d you do with the body?”

“I left her there. It looks like she just fell and hit the branch.”

He swore. “I didn’t mean to kill her.”

Quinn let his contempt show in his voice. “You’re an idiot, Rosen.”

“I’m not the only one who messed up. Some kid saw you bury the other one in the snow last Saturday. The autistic dude saw too. The boss thought you should know so you could handle the situation.”

Quinn straightened. He’d caught a glimpse of figures in the woods on his way back to the car but was sure they’d seen nothing. “How’s he know what they saw?” He shouldn’t be surprised though. The man had eyes in the back of his head.

“His old lady told him. Florence was with them.”

Quinn hadn’t made out much beyond the kid’s IU jacket and hat and the other guy’s size. “The adult is autistic? Would he even say anything?”

Rosen shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe not. Can’t take the chance though.”

If Florence hadn’t gotten cold feet, he wouldn’t be in this situation. The past few years he’d managed to stay out of Rock Harbor, and now here he was, being forced back twice in three days. “I’ll handle it.” He hung up the phone.

He’d done a lot of things in his life, but kid killing wasn’t one of them. First he’d find out what the kid saw. And the autistic guy. Maybe nothing would have to be done.

Glancing at his watch, he realized Jenna would be back any minute. As if on cue, he heard the front door open, and Jenna Pelton stepped into the suite.

She stamped her feet in those stupid fluffy boots. “I found the best deal on Donald J Pliner shoes.” Carrying four bags, she padded across the thick carpet. “And I bought a darling Prada bag for five hundred dollars. What a sale they had!” She sent a sultry smile his way. “I got a darling pink teddy too. Wait until you see it.”

She sank onto the sofa and curled up into the throw but said nothing. Her blue eyes studied his face. Her blonde beauty turned heads wherever he took her, but she was higher maintenance than he liked.

The boredom slid from her face as she studied his expression.

“What’s wrong?”

“What isn’t?” He sighed, dropped a kiss on top of her head, then sat next to her.

She kicked off her high-heeled boots. “You’re not the only one with troubles. My brother called babbling about some baby being put in the snow.”

“Brother? I forgot you had a brother.”

She nodded. “Victor. He’s autistic. High-functioning though, and he keeps down a job, so he’s never been any trouble to me.

He lives in Rock Harbor.”

Quinn’s gut twisted. He’d known all that once but forgot.

Could there be two autistic men in Rock Harbor? “He prone to tell stories?” She moved over to snuggle against him. Her perfume made him dizzy, but he stayed motionless as he tried to sort out how much of a risk Victor might be.

She ran her hand over his face. “He’s very imaginative. I calmed him down.”

“Maybe you should go see him. I have to make a trip up there anyway. Right away.”

She pouted. “I had other plans for this afternoon.” Her fingers began to unbutton his shirt.

He caught at her hand. “Later. I need to pack. You too, if you’re coming with me.” He got up, nearly dumping her on the floor.
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SAMSON BARKED AND BOUNDED AHEAD THROUGH THE snow with Bree and Davy trailing behind. Davy didn’t have much to say about the lesson he’d had with Florence and Timmy, nor about whether he was excited to fish today. Bree settled into his silence, wondering if his mind was on last night’s dream.

The trail through the woods was packed and easy to navigate. Little Wolf Lake was a popular ice-fishing destination but today it was deserted.

Paulie, a cardinal that had “adopted” them, circled and swooped above their heads. Samson ducked and whined when the bird dive-bombed him. Bree could almost hear Paulie laugh as he flew away. He perched on a branch nearby and watched them.

The wind pierced Bree’s down jacket but not her depression. Stopping to see her dad in the nursing home hadn’t helped either. He was totally gone now, buried in dementia. He never knew her or responded anymore. Her sister, Cassie, had left town to go back to her job last week, knowing their father might slip away before the next visit.

Sometimes Bree thought it would be for the best if he could escape the body that trapped him.

Her son showed no sign of noticing the cold. She held his mittened hand as they trudged along the path. Just ahead, the forest opened onto a frozen glade. Ice shanties dotted the lake, and Davy and she could have their pick. They were alone today, a perfect time to talk, sitting side by side, fishing with their poles.

She set down the box of tackle and retied a loose bootlace.

“Where do you want to fish?”

He pointed out the closest shanty, a blue and white plastic one.

“Can I cut the hole in the ice?” Davy asked.

She couldn’t resist his pleading green eyes. “All right, if you’re careful.” They stepped inside the shanty, and the structure blocked the bite of the wind. The weak sunlight bounced off the ice and lit everything with a gentle glow. They wouldn’t have long. It got dark early this time of year.

She sat on the bench and began to unpack their gear. Davy knelt beside her, and she handed him the ice auger. He put it on the ice and began to turn the handle. She doubted he’d have the strength to get the bit through the ice, but he kept at it. She watched his smooth movements. Kade had taught him well, and his thin frame was beginning to lose its baby fat. Soon he’d have muscles like Kade too.

What was she thinking? He’d never have Kade’s burly frame.

Davy’s body was built for Rob’s long, slim muscles. She shook her head and smiled at her self-deception.

“It’s through!” His face shone with achievement.

She used the ice chisel to widen the hole, and soon she and Davy had their lines in the water. Samson crowded under her legs and helped keep her warm. With her arm around her son, Bree realized the day that had started out badly had turned perfect.

He leaned his head against her. The sock hat he wore would soon be too small for him. It was both a pain and a pleasure to see how fast he was growing. He wouldn’t be her little boy much longer. Adolescence would be here before she could blink, then his teenage years. Time was so fluid and slipped through her fingers with every day.

She pressed a kiss on his brow. “You’ve been quiet, honey. Anything you want to talk about?”

His skin paled at her question, bringing the freckles on his nose into more prominent display. “I saw a windigo the other day, Mom. I didn’t want to tell you.”

She tried to make light of his sudden preoccupation with the legendary monster. “A windigo? Did it have big teeth?” He wasn’t so grown-up if he still saw boogeymen.

He shook his head. “It wasn’t that kind of windigo. It’s the kind that possesses a person.”

Most Rock Harbor adults were familiar with Ojibwa legend and Bree was no exception. In Ojibwa lore, the windigo monster stood as tall as a tree. It had jagged teeth in a lipless mouth and devoured people. She’d never talked to Davy about the legend, though some parents frightened their children into obedience with the story of the monster, much like a bigfoot. In some stories the windigo possessed a man instead, causing the hapless fellow to become a cannibal. Bree figured Davy had heard talk at school.

She hugged him to her. “You know there’s no such thing, right?”

His green eyes studied her face. “But I saw it.” Relief struggled with doubt in his face.

“Where, honey?”

“At the pond with Miss Florence and Victor, when she took us fishing last Saturday.”

“What did you see?” she asked, her voice neutral.

“The windigo.”

They were going in circles. “I mean, what made you think it was a windigo?”

“Because it looked kind of like Daddy.” He rubbed his eyes. “It looked right at me too. I was afraid and ran away.”

Alarm prickled along her spine. Maybe last night’s dream and today’s sighting was a new manifestation of Davy’s longing for his real father. She should discuss this with Davy’s child psychologist.

“He was mad.”

She put confidence into her smile. “Well, there you go. It couldn’t have been Daddy. He was never mad at you.”

He cupped his hand to the side of his mouth and stared out the opening of the shack before he whispered, “I saw what it did.”

“What did it do?”

He pressed his lips nearly against her ear. “It put a baby in the snow. I think it was hiding the baby from Miss Florence.”

Bree frowned and tried to ignore her unease. She recalled his asking Florence if she found the baby. “Maybe a guy was getting rid of an old doll,” she said. “Sometimes people are bigger than we expect. And distances can distort size. Dad’s explained that to you before, right?”

He nodded and chewed on his lip. “This was close though, Mom.”

“Dave, there’s really no such monster.”

“Maybe it was a ghost,” he whispered.

“There are no ghosts either,” she assured him. “I think you’re missing Daddy and look for him in everyone you see.”

“I saw a windigo with the baby,” he insisted.

Could there be an element of truth in what Davy was talking about? Her lame theory about disposing of a doll didn’t hold up either. Why dig a hole in the snow for a doll? “What did this person look like?”

Davy pulled away to check his fishing pole. He jiggled his line in the water. “I told you—it was a windigo. They change every time you see them. This one sort of looked like my daddy, then it changed and had big teeth.”

She wanted to pull out her hair. “What was he wearing?”

“A black parka and jeans. Boots.”

Rob hated black. The stray thought burst out of nowhere.

“Maybe it was a vampire,” Davy said, his grin breaking out. “They have teeth and wear black. And it had blood dripping from its fangs.”

“Now you’re really pushing it, buster.” She poked him. “I’m not that gullible. You pulling a fast one on your old mom?”

His smile faded. “I really did see it, Mom. Maybe it didn’t have big teeth, but I’m sure it was a windigo. I was scared. So was Victor, and we ran away.”

“Was Miss Florence scared?”

“I don’t think so. She went to talk to him. She was really brave.”

Bree hugged him. She’d clear this up with Florence. “I want you to forget all about this, okay? There’s no such thing as windigos. Or vampires or ghosts. Who’s been telling you such stories?”

“One of the older kids at school showed me a book of monsters,” he said. He bared his teeth and growled. Samson raised his head as though to make sure things were okay, then flopped it back onto the ice.

She had to laugh. “You make a good monster.” Those kinds of things were going to happen at school, and she couldn’t protect him forever, but she wanted to throttle the kid who had done it. “There are no real monsters. You know that, right?”

Only human ones, who preyed on the defenseless. She wanted to protect him from that kind of knowledge too.

“It sure looked real,” Davy said, his voice hesitant.

“Why did you think it looked like your daddy?”

“I don’t know. I just kind of thought of Daddy when I saw him.”

For a time after Rob died, Davy was drawn to any man with a superficial resemblance to his father. Bree had hoped he’d outgrown that tendency for good.

“You’ll see your daddy again someday,” she reminded him.

“He’s happy in heaven. He’s looking down on you and he’s glad you’re such a good boy.”

“I know.” He hugged her back, then pulled away. “I’ve got a bite!”

She watched her son reel in his fish, a fine walleye. Samson lunged forward, barking at the flopping fish, and she quieted him with a word. It was a good thing Davy hadn’t talked like this in front of Kade. It would hurt him to know Davy still longed for his father enough to create monsters where there were none.

She watched Davy take the fish from the hook—a task that would have required her help just last winter. She wanted to question him more about the baby but decided against it. She’d stop by Kade’s office on the way home. He could reassure her that Davy was perfectly fine.
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WITH THE COLLAR ON HIS COAT HIGH AND A HAT COVERING his ears, Kade hurried to the line of snowmobiles. He’d worked on the grant for an hour, dutifully padding the amounts needed for the study. At least he could leave his misgivings behind and do something useful now.

The Natives probably wouldn’t tell him anything. An uneasy truce existed between those on the res and the whites. Hunters encroached on protected lands and fished in forbidden areas. For the most part, the Ojibwa bore the injustices with stoicism, but Kade was often ashamed of his race.

He started the snowmobile and mounted it, then crossed the parking lot. He was about to pull out onto the snowmobile path when he saw a familiar red Jeep come tearing up the lane. Spitting snow from the studs on the tires, the vehicle was going too fast for the slippery conditions. He saw Bree’s set face behind the wheel.

He killed the engine and dismounted, waiting by the fence until she pulled into a spot in the parking lot. She got out, then climbed back in when she saw him hurrying toward her.

The heater blasted warm air into his face when he got onto the passenger seat. “Where’s Dave?”

“I dropped him to play with Timmy.”

He slid over and embraced her with his left arm. She nestled her head against his shoulder. “So, what’s wrong?” he asked.

“Davy just told me he saw a windigo who looks like Rob put a baby in the snow.” Her voice quavered.

“Whoa, that’s a weird tale.”

“I know. I tried to argue him out of it, but he was adamant.”

He hugged her tighter. “What’s riling you the most? The fact that he’s seeing his dead father or that he believes in the windigo?”

The frown between her eyes eased. “The father thing,” she admitted. “I thought we’d gotten past all that.”

“A boy never stops missing his daddy. I still miss mine. I try to make up for it with Dave, and you know I love him, but he knows the difference, deep down.”

Her green eyes pleaded for understanding. “He loves you, Kade.”

He traced her jaw with his fingertips. “I know he does. There’s room for two dads in his heart. You wouldn’t want him to forget all about Rob, would you?”

Her face softened. “No, you’re right. But don’t you think it’s worrisome that he equates his father with a scary monster? You think there’s anything to the baby story?”

He shrugged. “Maybe it’s how he’s dealing with his dad’s death. Take him to see the doctor if it will make you feel better, but I think he’ll be okay.”

The monsters lurking around the corner in their lives were huge—the possible loss of their house, their security. If he lost his job, how would he support them? Bree’s insurance money from Rob’s death was long gone, and the dog training didn’t bring in much. The grant was his only hope.

He gazed into the eyes he loved, such a clear green, like glass.

He could see all the way down to her soul. No sacrifice would be too great to keep her happy and content. It was his job to provide for her, and he meant to do it. No matter what it took.

He brushed her lips with his and withdrew. “I have to get back to work, babe.”

She returned his kiss, then stared into his eyes. “Is there something wrong?”

“Just busy. You’d better let me get back to work.” He knew his brusque tone had hurt her when she dropped her gaze.

He should tell her about the job situation, but the words stuck in his throat. He got out without saying another word. Only when her Jeep disappeared around the bend in the lane did his mind turn to the baby part of Dave’s story. What if Dave really had seen someone dispose of a child? Two babies were missing. He pulled out his cell phone and dialed Bree’s number, then ended the call before it could ring. No sense in worrying her. Mason would be the better person to contact. He punched in the sheriff ’s cell number.

“Hey, Kade,” Mason Kaleva answered. “How’s it going?”

“Fine. Hey, listen, Dave told Bree something weird.” He related the story about a windigo who looked like Rob burying a baby in the snow. “I hear there are a couple of babies missing from the res. Been talk of some screams. I’m thinking it might be a cougar.”

“I’m heading over to talk to them. You want to come with me?”

“You don’t mind? I was hoping to hear their story too.”

“Nope. I’ll pick you up in two minutes. I’m just down the road.”

“I’ll be ready.” He closed his phone. Bree would want in on this if it might affect Dave at all. He punched in her number and told her what was happening. Before he got it all out, she was turning her vehicle around.

“Be right there,” she said.

By the time Kade put the snowmobile back into place, Mason’s SUV was pulling in the lot with Bree’s Jeep right behind him. Kade jogged across the lot and held the back door open for Bree and Samson.

Bree reached the SUV with the dog. “I’m going too, Mason, you mind?”

“Nope. Hop in the back.”

Bree climbed into the backseat while Kade took the copilot seat beside Mason. Kade stared out the window while Mason filled them in on all he knew. They were at their destination in minutes.

The Keweenaw Bay Indian Community had been here since 1854 and was as much a part of Michigan culture as the big lake itself. The kids went to public schools but still headed home to the res. It created a subtle class difference that disturbed many on both sides.

Mason drove to the house where the woman lived who had lost the child. Along the way, Bree ran her window down to throw out a handful of pistachio shells. She tipped her head to the side.

“What’s that?”

“What?” Kade asked.

“I thought I heard something. Like a baby crying.” She paused.

“There. It came again. You think it’s a cougar?”

Mason ran down his window, but the only sound was the wind scooting along the icy cliffs above their heads.

“I didn’t hear anything,” Kade said. He ran his window back up.

“Maybe it was the wind,” she said.

Mason continued to their destination. He parked in a pullout that had been cleared. Nearly buried in drifts, the modest ranch home sat back off the road. Someone had managed to shovel a path to the front door from the parking spot. To protect the walk from the next snowfall, sheets of plywood made a covering over the top of the walkway. Kade took Bree’s hand so she wouldn’t slip.

They had to duck under the low-hanging plywood roof to scuttle up to the door.

Mason raised his gloved fist and knocked on the door. Kade stayed back two feet to give him space. Here out of the wind, the temperature wasn’t too bad. The door was opened almost immediately by a woman. Her dark eyes were full of hope that quickly faded when her gaze went to their empty hands.

“You have not found my baby?” she asked.

“I’m sorry, but no,” Mason said. “You’re Ms. Meadowlark?” When she nodded, he added, “I’m Sheriff Kaleva, and this is Kade and Bree Matthews. I wondered if we could ask you some questions.”

She stood aside with obvious reluctance, and they entered. The house was spotless, though the furniture, clearly from the fifties with a square shape, was sparse and worn. Kade kept hold of Bree’s hand and let Mason take the lead. His gaze wandered the room and lit on a snapshot of the woman with a blond man. She held an infant on her lap, and she and the man were smiling.

“That the baby’s father?” Kade asked, then wished he’d kept his mouth shut when Mason glared at him.

“Yes. Jarret Smith.”

“Any chance he took your baby?” Bree put in.

The woman frowned. “He says he did not. The tribal police have followed him. There is no sign he has my William.”

“You’re not married?” Mason asked, clearly intending to take charge of the questioning.

“No.” She looked down at the carpet. “But I love my boy. I want him back. I didn’t hurt him.”

“Why do you think a windigo took him?” Bree asked, her voice urgent. “My son says he saw a windigo.” Mason sent a sharp glance her way, but Bree didn’t seem to notice.

“I have heard it screaming by the barn last week. The winter has been very hard on us. Some have been hungry. A windigo appears in such circumstances.”

“Any tracks in your yard?” Mason asked, his gaze intent on her.

“The wind has covered them now. They were large though.”

She measured out nearly twenty inches with her hands.

Mason and Kade locked glances. Kade saw the doubt on Mason’s face, but Kade himself heard the ring of truth. Did this have anything to do with what Dave saw? “You mind if I take a look outside for signs of the windigo you heard?”

“You will not see anything now, but look.”

“I’ll come with you,” Bree said.

They left Mason to finish talking to the woman. “You think this baby is connected to the one Davy said he saw?” Bree asked.

“I was on my way to talk to Florence when you called.”

“I think she should be the next stop,” Kade said. There was nothing here but wind and snow. “I need to get back to work though.”

“I’ll go see her. Will you pick up Davy at Naomi’s?”

“No problem. Call when you’re done.” He studied his wife’s face. She wore that expression of determination. The windigo didn’t have a chance.
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The quaint village on the south shore of Lake Superior never changed. Quinn parked his truck on Quincy Hill and stared down at the sleepy town where he’d ridden his first bike and kissed his first girl. He’d always intended to come back someday, but he never dreamed it would be under these circumstances.

Though he’d dropped Jenna at the nicest hotel he could find in Houghton, he almost wished she were with him. Her chatter would provide distraction. His gaze pinpointed the house that was his target. He let the truck coast down the hill until he reached some snow-covered shrubs that partially hid his vehicle. Florence had managed to find out where the kid would be, and sure enough, there he was in the backyard with the O’Reilly children. He wore the same bright red parka and ski mask as last week. The kid’s name was David Matthews, not a familiar name.

Pulling up his coat collar, he put on his ski mask, then got out of the truck and walked briskly toward the fenced yard. He let himself through the gate and moved toward the swings. All the kids wore ski masks, but he recognized the coat David wore.

He heard barking but kept his gaze on the kid. The dog could be a problem he hadn’t counted on. All the possibilities raced through his head as he closed the last few steps to reach the boy.

The kids looked up and saw him. He saw his target’s eyes blink, then Quinn snatched the boy up and tossed him over his shoulder. The children began to shriek, and David struggled to get away. Quinn held him fast.

The dog barked and ran around in circles before planting himself between Quinn and the gate. Every time Quinn shifted, the dog did the same, blocking his access to the gate. He heard a woman scream and glanced toward the house to see Naomi Heinonen brandishing a baseball bat and running toward him. What was she doing here?

David squirmed in his arms again, and Quinn lost his grip on the small, wiry body. He made a last grab at the boy, and Quinn’s fingers snagged the kid’s ski mask. The knitted covering slid from the boy’s face, then Quinn was looking down at a face he’d seen a million times in his dreams. Davy.

Quinn stumbled, and his arms dropped to his sides. The boy raced away toward Naomi, who still approached with the bat.

The dog ran at him again, and Quinn recognized Samson. He kicked at the animal. “Get back, Sam,” he yelled.

The dog veered, then raced after Davy. Quinn took the opportunity to rush for the gate before Naomi could identify him. Or beat him with the bat. He reached the safety of his truck and gunned it away. Glancing in the rearview mirror, he saw she was already on her cell phone. Calling the sheriff, no doubt.

He drove away with his thoughts in turmoil. Nothing that had just happened made any sense, and if not for the cold piercing his bones, he’d think he’d dreamed seeing two people from his past. A past he’d buried along with his emotions about it.
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The paneled room had been recently waxed, judging from the odor of lemon in the air. It was all Lauri Matthews could do to keep from jiggling her leg. She crossed her ankles to settle her nerves, but it didn’t help. Peeking at her watch, she saw it was nearly five. She flipped open her notebook and clicked her pen a few times until a woman appeared in the doorway.

The tall, elegant blonde’s skin showed sure signs of a face-lift. She carried a manila folder, and her eyes were red as though she’d been crying. Lauri guessed her age at about forty-five.

Lauri sprang to her feet. “Mrs. Saunders?”

The woman extended her hand. “You must be Ms. Matthews.

You’re very young.”

Lauri drew herself up to her full height of five-four. “I’m twenty.”

Mrs. Saunders consulted the folder. “Your grades are good, but you college students seem to get younger all the time. Or maybe I’m just getting older.” She gestured to the sofa. “Please, make yourself comfortable. Tell me why you want to work for me.”

Lauri marshaled her thoughts. “My major is accounting, and your firm is known all over the UP. You keep the books for all the biggest companies. I can learn a lot from working with you. Not that I’d be working directly with you, of course,” she added.

Mrs. Saunders scribbled something on the paper in her file. “Actually, you would be working with me for a little while. My assistant just quit and I need a fill-in until we can hire someone. Once we have that person in place, you’d move to the accountant pool.”

Lauri’s elation expanded. She wanted to ask why the woman didn’t promote someone from the pool, but she wasn’t about to blow her chance.

Mrs. Saunders closed the file. “Your credentials look good. Gordon Kievari has given you a stellar recommendation. When can you start?”

She had the job! Lauri tried not to show any unprofessional enthusiasm. “Right away. Today if you like.”

Mrs. Saunders smiled. “Ah, the exuberance of youth. Tomorrow is fine. Eight o’clock sharp. The receptionist will show you to my office. You’ll work four hours a day, five days a week. You’re sure your classes are set for afternoons only?”

“Absolutely. Thank you for giving me this opportunity.”

The conference room door opened, and a man stepped inside. About fifty, he wore a distracted air. Dark skin circled his eyes, and she wondered who he was.

Mrs. Saunders sprang to her feet and rushed to him. Lauri caught only a few snippets of words: “he called” and “oh no.” She tried not to listen, but it was clear from Mrs. Saunders’s clenched fists and rigid backbone that something was wrong.

The man kissed her, then backed out of the room. Must be her husband, Lauri decided. Mrs. Saunders turned back toward Lauri. The muscles in the older woman’s throat convulsed, and her eyes were full of moisture.

“Sorry for the interruption,” she said. “A personal matter. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Her tone dismissed Lauri in no uncertain terms.

Lauri headed for the door. “Thanks again, Mrs. Saunders.” But the woman was already turning away. Lauri pulled the conference room door shut behind her. The latch barely clicked before the sound of muffled sobbing slipped faintly through the door. Poor woman. Lauri had no idea what could be wrong.

She wanted to skip to her car, but that would draw frowns from the receptionist and others she passed. Holding her head high, she walked the long, carpeted hall to the elevator and punched the down button. There was no one around to see her goofy smile.

When she reached her vehicle, she realized she’d left her notebook on her chair, where she’d laid it while she slipped on her coat. She hurried back through the parking lot to the building and stepped inside. The receptionist waved her back when she explained.

Lauri hoped Mrs. Saunders had left the conference room. The last thing she wanted to do was bother the upset woman.

Good, the lights were out. She flipped on the light in the room and grabbed her notebook. Shutting off the light again, she approached another door and heard the murmur of conversation. As she neared the room, she realized two men were arguing.

“You won’t get away with this.”

Was that the voice of the man who had come in to see Mrs. Saunders? It sounded like it. Curiosity getting the better of her, Lauri glanced through the sidelight of the door and saw her boss’s husband.

Lauri reared back as steps came nearer to the door. If they thought she’d been eavesdropping, she might lose her job as quickly as she’d found it. She glanced around for somewhere to hide and tried the closest door, one she’d already passed. Locked.

Putting on a smile, she walked briskly toward the door that was opening. A slim man with a bent nose stepped out. He was dressed in pressed black slacks, a leather jacket, and expensive shoes. She nodded and smiled and kept on going. She caught his suspicious stare as she passed, but he said nothing and continued to stand in the doorway.

She escaped down the elevator and gained the sanctuary of her car. She told herself to keep her nose out of her boss’s business. Do her job and curb that curiosity.
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