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      There was barely an inch of snow on the ground, but the air was bitterly cold even for a Minnesota November. The road looked clear in the moonlight, but Anna Bergstrom could feel the tires of her father's old truck slipping now and again. The tires were relatively new, but the 1924 Model T was getting on in years. Even with the windows firmly closed, she felt drafts blowing all around her.

      The cold she could handle. She had dressed for it. But the treacherous road was something else all together. The drive into Hastings had been fine, but it had gotten dark while she was still in town, and that darkness had brought on this sneaky bit of iciness.

      But it was probably a good thing that she had to keep both gloved hands on the wheel. It kept her out of the package of pecans she had left sitting far too invitingly on the seat next to her. She had missed her dinner, and the thought of the buttery richness of those pecans was so strong she could almost taste it. Her mouth watered, and her stomach growled, but she kept her hands clenched tight around the wheel as the truck skidded over yet another patch of black ice that she hadn't seen.

      But the pecans were secondary to the bottle of bourbon she had wrapped lovingly in a blanket, then nestled in a picnic basket. The old truck wasn't the smoothest ride, and she couldn't risk anything happening to that bottle.

      Her cousins some-times removed had sent both items from the farm her grandmother had grown up on in western Kentucky. They were crucial ingredients in her grandmother's fruitcake. She had to get that bottle safely back to the farm, but she also had to keep her hands out of that bag of pecans.

      She had just crested a hill when the moon reflected off of something ahead of her. Nothing in the frozen fields on either side of the road should flash like that, and she immediately lifted her booted foot off the accelerator. She squinted through the icy windshield as she slowly eased down on the brake. There was a car in the ditch, its skyward-pointing rear bumper catching the silvery light from the moon. Anna didn't see any sign of people, but she continued her slow deceleration until she safely stopped a dozen yards or so past the wreck.

      She double-checked the bottle, still snug in its nest, and gave the package of pecans one last longing glance. Then she hopped out of the truck and shut the door behind her. She snugged down her winter hat and snugged up the collar of her old wool coat, then trudged back to the abandoned car.

      "Hello?" she called when she was close enough to be heard. She saw no sign of footprints, but that wasn't surprising. Anyone caught out here would definitely have to walk back the other way. There was nothing much further down the road she had been traveling save her own family's farm.

      There was no answer to her call, but she kept on until she reached the side of the car. It didn't look damaged. It was just rather inconveniently wedged into the drainage ditch on the side of the road.

      It was also the fanciest car she'd ever seen, and that included in photographs in Hollywood magazines. It looked more suited to a California road than a Minnesota one.

      Clearly, someone had gotten very lost.

      She tromped closer. There was a shape in the driver's seat, something that wasn't moving but put her in mind of a bear, all fur and rolling curves. Her heart clenched tight in her chest. Not because she was really afraid it was a bear. No, freezing to death in a broken-down car was far too common, and it was definitely cold enough for that to happen on this night.

      She got as close to the driver's seat as she could, although the contours of the ditch made that awkward. Then she knocked on the window with her gloved fist. The bear shape inside jumped, then finally took a sensible human form.

      "I had no idea that bears drove cars," Anna said, loud enough to be heard through the car door. "Of course, finding you in a ditch like this, you'll understand if I'm somewhat less than impressed."

      The man inside had been huddled over the steering wheel, face in his hands, an enormous fur hat on his head. His coat had a wide collar of the same dark bearish fur. Now he sat up and looked at her in a muted sort of surprise. He was younger than she expected. But then he matched the car, being almost Hollywood actor handsome under all that fur.

      He rolled down his window, but the look he gave her was decidedly wary. Just who had he expected to come to his rescue way out here?

      "Trouble?" she asked, stomping first one foot and then shifting her weight to stomp the other. Not a night for standing still. He took a long moment before finally deciding to answer her.

      "A bit," he admitted. "I don't suppose you can help me get out of this mess?"

      "Even if I had the rope, I doubt my old truck could get you out. Not with the ice on the road like it is," she said. "But Owen Wilkeson has a tow truck. His service station is just a mile or so back the way we came."

      "I didn't see anything," the man said, eyes narrowing with far more suspicion in his tone than the mere mention of a service station warranted. Why would he think she was lying to him?

      "It's easy to miss," Anna said diplomatically. She didn't think it was, but clearly this man was having a very bad day. "Come on, I'll give you a lift back."

      "I can wait here," the man said, but she didn't let him even get all those words out.

      "No, you can't," she said sternly. "Your car might have its own heater, but that's only going to last you so long. And you might not be the only one out tonight who needs rescuing. All the roads are just as bad as this one. Probably worse, closer to the river. Just in case Owen can't get out here right this minute, you better ride with me." Then she softened her tone. "He's got a little kitchen in the back of his station. It's even got a booth like a proper diner. His daughter is a friend of mine. I know she's there, and she'll fix you some eggs while you wait for your car."

      "I'm not hungry," he said primly, and Anna really wished she could say the same. Just saying the word 'eggs' had set off the rumbles in her stomach again.

      "Coffee?" Anna said. "Hot coffee?"

      The man sighed and looked down at the dashboard of his car, as if it could tell him some magic way to just drive out of his current predicament. Not that she could read minds or anything, but she would swear he was debating more than the risks of getting into the car with a stranger. Something was really spooking him, and it wasn't the weather.

      But then he gave in with a nod. "A ride would be lovely. Thank you."

      He opened the door, then scrambled awkwardly out of the car and then out of the ditch.

      "Those are nice shoes," Anna said teasingly. They were nice shoes. For walking on sidewalks. In the summer.

      "If I had known I'd be going off road, I would've worn boots," he said huffily. He sounded irritated, but Anna was just happy that his irritation was drowning out that unspoken fear of his, if only for a moment.

      "I'm just up ahead," Anna said, anxious to get back to the truck.

      But the man was in no hurry to go, apparently. "One moment, please," he said to her.

      He had his keys in his hands, but the upward angle of the back end of his car made accessing the trunk difficult. Anna just waited. But she couldn't stand still in that cold. She thrust her gloved hands deep inside the pockets of her wool coat and tucked her mouth into the folds of her muffler, still shifting from foot to foot and stomping warmth into her toes.

      She had her doubts, but in the end, the man managed to wrestle a leather handbag out of the trunk. It was stuffed full and looked heavy, but nothing inside clinked to give her a clue what it contained as he walked with her back to her truck.

      She climbed into the cab and coaxed the engine back to life. He got in the other side, setting that bag protectively between his feet.

      "I'm Anna Bergstrom, by the way," she said, jutting a gloved hand his way.

      "John Chase," he said, giving her hand a brisk shake. Even through the two gloves, she could feel the warmth of his hand. It was almost electric.

      "Pleased to meet you, John Chase," she said.

      Just what was he so nervous about? What could lure him out into the middle of nowhere on a night like this? And what was in the bag he held clutched so securely between his feet?

      She looked up the road towards her farm. Her cousins and sister would be there now, already arguing about the recipe as they chopped up the dried fruit. She hoped she'd be back in time to start it all macerating. If she didn't get there with the bourbon, her sister would use rum.

      And Anna just knew that wouldn't be her grandmother's fruitcake.

      "Are we going?" he asked, still clutching the straps of the bag tightly in his hands.

      She gave him her warmest smile. "Of course."
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        * * *

      

      John Chase pressed a gloved thumb to his mouth, about to unconsciously start worrying at the nail when the taste of leather stopped him. And it was far too cold in this old truck to take off that glove. He'd probably lose a finger or two, just sitting there. He didn't know how this Anna woman could stand it.

      He looked over at her, but details about her appearance were hard to discern. She was wearing a shapeless wool coat that looked like a hand-me-down from a more masculine older relative. The lower half of her face was somewhere behind the layers of faded red muffler, and all of her hair was concealed under a thick knit cap.

      She certainly looked like a local. As much as he knew what anyone around these parts would look like. That could all be an act, maybe. Not one he understood, but he had had it thoroughly rubbed into his face in the last few hours that he was in over his head and was in no way capable of understanding any of this. Even the private eye he hired had said so.

      No cops. That's what the men who had kidnapped his father had said, several times. Calling the private eye had been risky enough. Then he had argued against taking the private eye's advice. The men had said John had to come himself, alone. He couldn't send the private eye in his place. He was sure they'd know.

      How couldn't they? As vice president of his father's milling company, his face had been in the papers. Not as much as his father's, but enough where the men surely knew what he looked like. They had known with startling accuracy just how much his father was worth. Far more than the newspapers would have most people believe. He doubted the kidnappers could be fooled, even by a professional actor. And the private eye didn't look a thing like him.

      The private eye had predicted so many dire circumstances in store when John had told him he'd go
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