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      The summer I discovered the world was not black-and-white—the way I liked it—but a host of annoying shades of gray was the summer a lot more changed than my vision.

      However, on the night the truth began I was still just another small-town cop—bored, cranky, waiting, even wishing, for something to happen. I learned never to be so open-ended in my wishes again.

      The car radio crackled. “Three Adam One, what’s your ten-twenty?”

      “I’m watching the corn grow on the east side of town.” I waited for the imminent spatter of profanity from the dispatcher on duty. I wasn’t disappointed.

      “You’d think it was a goddamn full moon. I swear those things bring out every nut cake in three counties.”

      Zelda Hupmen was seventy-five if she was a day. A hard-drinking, chain-smoking throwback to the good times when such a lifestyle was commonplace and the fact it would kill you still a mystery. Obviously Zelda had yet to hear the scientific findings, since she was going to outlive everyone by smoking unfiltered Camels and drinking Jim Beam for breakfast.

      “Maybe the crazies are just gearing up for the blue moon we’ve got coming,” I said.

      “What in living hell is a blue moon?”

      The reason Zee was still working third shift after countless years on the force? Her charming vocabulary.

      “Two full moons in one month makes a blue moon on the second course. Very rare. Very powerful. If you’re into that stuff.”

      Living in the north woods of Wisconsin, elbow to elbow with what was left of the Ojibwe nation, I’d heard enough woo-woo legends to last a lifetime. They always pissed me off. I lived in a modern world where legends had no place except in the history books. To do my job, I needed facts. In Miniwa, depending on who you talked to, facts and fiction blurred together too close for my comfort.

      Zee’s exhale of derision turned into a long, hacking cough. I waited, ever patient, for her to regain her breath.

      “Powerful my ass. Now get yours out to Highway One-ninety-nine. We got trouble, girl.”

      “What kind of trouble?” I flicked on the red lights, considered the siren.

      “Cell call—lots of screaming, lots of static. Brad’s on his way.”

      I had planned to inquire about the second officer on duty, but, as usual, Zee answered questions before they could even be asked. Sometimes she was spookier than anything I heard or saw on the job.

      “It’ll take him a while. He was at the other end of the lake, so you’ll be first on the scene. Let me know what happens.”

      Since I’d never found screaming to be good news, I stopped considering the siren and sped my wailing vehicle in the direction of Highway 199.

      The Miniwa PD consisted of myself, the sheriff, and six other officers, plus Zee and an endless array of young dispatchers—until summer, when the force swelled to twenty because of the tourists.

      I hated summer. Rich fools from Southern cities traveled the two-lane highway to the north to sit on their butt next to a lake and fry their skin the shade of fuchsia agony. Their kids shrieked, their dogs ran wild, they drove their boats too fast and their minds too slow, but they came into town and spent their easy money in the bars, restaurants, and junk shops.

      As annoying as the tourist trade was for a cop, the three months of torture kept Miniwa on the map. According to my calendar, we had just entered week three of hell.

      I came over a hill and slammed on my brakes. A gas-sucking, lane-hogging luxury SUV was parked crosswise on the yellow line. A single headlight blazed; the other was a gaping black hole.

      Why the owner hadn’t pulled the vehicle onto the shoulder I had no idea. But then, I’d always suspected the majority of the population were too stupid to live.

      I inched my squad car off the road, positioning my lights on the vehicle. Leaving the red dome flashing, I turned off the siren. The resulting hush was as deafening as the shrill wail had been.

      The clip of my boots on the asphalt made a lonely, ghostly sound. If my headlights hadn’t illuminated the hazy outline of a person in the driver’s seat, I’d have believed I was alone, so deep was the silence, so complete the stillness of the night.

      “Hello?”

      No response. Not a hint of movement.

      I hurried around the front of the car, taking in the pieces of the grille and one headlight splayed across the pavement. For a car that cost upward of $70,000 it sure broke into pieces easily enough.

      That’s what I liked about the department’s custom-issue Ford Interceptor Sedan aka Taurus. Other cities might have switched over to SUVs, but Miniwa stuck with the tried and true. Sure, four-wheel drive was nice, but sandbags in the trunk and chains on the tires worked just fine and were a lot cheaper.

      “Miniwa PD.” I skirted the fender of the SUV.

      My gaze flicked over the droplets of blood that shone black beneath the silver moonlight. They trailed off toward the far side of the road. I took a minute to check the ditch for any sign of a wounded animal or human being, but there was nothing.

      Returning to the car, I yanked open the door and blinked to find a woman behind the wheel. In my experience men drove these cars—or soccer moms. I saw no soccer balls, no kids, no wedding ring.

      “Are you all right?”

      She had a bump on her forehead and her eyes were glassy. Very young and very blond—the fairy princess type—she was too petite to be driving a vehicle of this size, but—I gave a mental shrug—it was a free country

      The airbag hadn’t deployed, which meant the car was a piece of shit or she hadn’t been going very fast when she’d hit ... whatever it was she’d hit.

      I voted on the latter, since she wasn’t lying on the pavement shredded from the windshield. The bump indicated she hadn’t been wearing her seat belt. Shame on her. A ticketing offense in this state, but hard to prove after the fact.

      “Are you all right?” I tried again when she continued to stare at me without answering. “What’s your name?”

      She raised her hand to her head. There was blood dripping down her arm.

      I frowned. No broken glass, except on the front of the car, which appeared to be more plastic than anything else. How had she cut herself?

      I grabbed the flashlight from my belt and trained it on her arm. Something had taken a bite-sized chunk out of the skin between her thumb and her wrist.

      “What did you hit, ma’am?”

      “Karen.” Her eyes were wide, pupils dilated; she was shocky. “Karen Larson.”

      Right answer, wrong question. The distant wail of a siren sliced through the cool night air. Help was on the way.

      Since the nearest hospital was a forty-minute drive, Miniwa made do with a small general practice clinic for everything but life-threatening crises. Even so, the clinic was on the other end of town, a good twenty minutes over dark, deserted roads.

      Brad could transport Miss Larson while I finished up here, but first things first. I needed to move her vehicle out of the road before someone, if not Brad, plowed into us. Thank God Highway 199 at 3:00 a.m. was not a hotbed of traffic, or there’d be more glass and blood on the pavement.

      “Miss Larson, we need to move the vehicle. Slide over.”

      She did as I ordered, like a child, and I quickly parked her car near mine. Planning to retrieve my first-aid kit and do some minor cleaning and repairs—perhaps bandage her up just enough to keep the blood off the seats—I paused, half in and half out of the car, when she answered my third question as late as the second.

      “I hit a wolf.”

      A litany of Zee’s favorites ran through my head. The wolves were becoming a problem. They followed the food, and with the deer herds increasing in alarming numbers despite the generosity of the Department of Natural Resources with hunting licenses, the wolves had multiplied along with their prey. Wolves were not typically aggressive; however, if they were wounded or rabid, typical did not apply.

      “Did it bite you?”

      I knew the answer, but I had to ask. For the record.

      She nodded. “I-I thought it was a dog.”

      “Damn big dog.”

      “Yes. Damn big,” she repeated. “It ran in front of my car. I couldn’t stop. Black like the night. Chasing, chasing—” She frowned, then moaned as if the effort of thought was too much for her poor head.

      “How did you get bitten?”

      “I thought it was dead.”

      A good rule to remember when dealing with wild animals and superhero villains? They usually aren’t dead—even when everyone thinks they are.

      “Ma’am, I’m just going to check your license and registration, okay?”

      She nodded in the same zoned-out manner she’d had all along. I didn’t smell alcohol, but even so, she’d be checked for that and drugs at the clinic.

      I quickly rifled her wallet. Yep, Karen Larson. The registration in the glove compartment proved she owned the car. All my ducks were in a row, just the way I liked them.

      Brad arrived at last. Young, eager, he was one of the summer cops, which meant he wasn’t from here. Who knows what he did during the other nine months of the year. From the looks of him he lifted weights and worked on his tan beneath an artificial sun. Having dealt with Brad before, I was of the opinion he’d fried his brain along with his skin. But he was competent enough to take Miss Larson to the clinic.

      I met him halfway between his car and hers. “We’ve got a wolf bite.” I had no time for chitchat. Not that I would have bothered even if I did. “Get her to the clinic. I’m going to see if I can find the wolf.”

      He laughed. “Right, Jessie. You’re gonna catch a wolf, in the middle of the night, in these woods. And it’ll be the particular wolf you’re searching for.”

      That’s why Brad was a summer cop and I was an all-through-the-year cop. I had a brain and I wasn’t afraid to use it.

      “Call me silly,” I pointed at the blood, plastic, and glass on the pavement, “but that’s gonna leave a mark. If I find a wolf with a fender-sized dent, I’ll just arrest him. Who knows, we might be able to avoid rabies shots for our victim.”

      Brad blinked. “Oh.”

      “Yeah. ‘Oh.’ Can you call Zee, tell her what happened, have her inform the DNR?”

      “Why?”

      I resisted the urge to thump him upside the head, maybe I’d shake some sense loose, but I doubted it. “Wolves are endangered. Standard procedure when dealing with them is to call the hunting and fishing police.”

      “Do we have to?”

      Though I shared his sentiments—no one around here had much use for the Department of Natural Resources—rules were rules. If I had to shoot a rabid wolf, I wanted to do so with my butt already covered.

      “Yes. We have to. Have Zee get someone else out here to secure, then measure this scene.” I patted the antiquated walkie-talkie on my belt. “I’ll be in touch.”

      “But— Uh, I was thinking ... Maybe, um, I should, uh, you know ...” His uncertain gaze flicked toward the trees, then back to me.

      “I know. And you shouldn’t.”

      Think. Ever. Trailed through my brain but not out of my mouth. I had learned a few things in my twenty-six years, and one of them was to keep my smart-ass mind-comments to myself. Mostly.

      “I’ve lived here all my life. I’m the best hunter on the force.”

      A fact that did not endear me to many of the guys I worked with. I couldn’t recall the last time I hadn’t taken top prize in the Big Buck contests run by the taverns every fall. Still Brad appeared uneasy at letting me wander off alone into the darkness.

      “Relax,” I said. “I know these woods. You don’t.”

      Without waiting for further argument, I went after the wolf.
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      I’d learned to follow a blood trail before I grew breasts.

      Not from my father. He disappeared right about the time I uttered Da-da. I should have kept my mouth shut. But that was nothing new.

      My mother was, make that is, a true girlie-girl. She never knew what to make of a daughter who preferred to play with boys, shoot guns, and get dirty. She still doesn’t.

      I was a wild child. Not her fault, though she blames herself. I don’t think I turned out too bad. I’m a cop, not a delinquent. That has to be good for something.

      Except my mother’s approval. I gave up on that a long time ago.

      I don’t hear much from her these days. If she couldn’t have the perfect daughter, she’d hoped for perfect grandchildren—as if she’d get them from me. Marriage and family aren’t high on my list of priorities.

      Oh, wait—they aren’t on the list at all.

      I had no doubt Miss Larson’s wolf was long gone; still I couldn’t just give up without trying. It wasn’t in me.

      Following a blood trail through the dark was a neat trick, one I’d picked up from my best friend in the sixth grade, Craig Simmons, who’d learned it from his best friend in the fifth grade, George Standwater.

      The Indian kids didn’t mix much with the white kids, and vice versa, despite any smiley-faced propaganda to the contrary. Once in a while a few became friends, but it never lasted long. The adults, on both sides, took care of that.

      I’ll never forget how awful Craig felt when his parents told him he couldn’t see George anymore. Like I felt, I’m sure, when Craig decided he’d rather play with girls in the Biblical sense and he no longer had any need for a friend-girl like Jessie McQuade.

      With a near audible whoosh, the forest closed in around me, leaving the civilized world of cars, electric lights, and roads behind. Beneath the canopy of the evergreens and birch trees I could barely see the stars. That’s how a lot of losers got lost.

      I’d learned in my years on the force that more people disappeared than the public ever heard about. Miniwa was no exception. Folks walked into the woods on a regular basis and never came out.

      Not me. I had my flashlight, my gun, and my compass. I could stay out here for days and find my way home, even without the walkie-talkie. . The only reason we had them was that they worked better than cell phones in the shadow of a hundred thousand trees.

      The walkie chose that moment to crackle, so I shut it off. All I needed was to get close to the wolf and have Zee cuss a blue streak through the receiver. If this wolf was rabid, and it probably was, I’d have one chance, if that, and I wasn’t going to blow it.

      I wished momentarily for a rifle. With a handgun I’d need to get awfully close, but we didn’t keep long-range firearms in the squad cars. They were all locked up safe and tight back at the station—where they were of no use to me.

      The blood trail veered right, then left, then right again. Nearing three-quarter size, the moon blared bright. The kind of night most animals kept to the forest, spooked into hiding by the shiny disc in the sky.

      Except for the wolves. They seemed to like it.

      Tonight, I liked it too. Because the silver sheen bounced off a glistening splotch on the ground here, a leaf there. That the blood was still wet gave me hope my quarry might not be too far ahead. The wolf could even be dead, which would solve a whole lot of problems.

      Still, I kept my gun handy. I knew better than to follow a wounded wild animal without protection.

      The breeze ruffled the short length of my hair and I paused, lifted my face to the night, then cursed. I was upwind. If the wolf wasn’t dead, he knew I was coming.

      A howl split the night, rising on the breeze, sifting through the darkness, and fleeing toward the moon. Not the soulful sound of a lonely animal searching for a mate, but the furious, aggressive wail of a dominant male.

      The back of my neck tingled. He knew I was coming, and he was ready.

      My adrenaline kicked in. I wanted to move faster. Get there. Fight, not flee. Finish this. But I had to follow the blood, and that hadn’t gotten any easier.

      Then, suddenly, the trail was gone. I backtracked. Located the blood again. Moved forward, found nothing. My wolf seemed to have disappeared into thin air.

      Uneasy, I glanced up at the swaying silhouettes of the trees. A laugh escaped, the sound more nervous than amused. What kind of wolf could climb a tree? Not one that I wanted to meet.

      A movement ahead had me scurrying forward, screw the blood trail. I burst through the brush and into a clearing, nearly stumbled, and fell at the sight of a shiny log cabin. Had it sprouted from the dirt?

      My curiosity vanished when my gaze lit on a swaying, shivering bush at the far side of the clearing. The windows of the cabin were dark. If I was lucky, the occupants were asleep or, even better, not in residence. I didn’t want to scare anyone with gunshots outside their new home at 4:00 a.m.

      Gun drawn, I advanced.

      A single, glistening drop of blood on a leaf made me aim my handgun in that direction. The bush stilled.

      I was so tense my body ached with it. I couldn’t just shoot without knowing what was there. But what if the wolf leaped out, jaws slashing before I could fire?

      Decisions, decisions. I hated them. Give me a nice, sure, clean shot any day. Black-and-white. Right and wrong. Good versus evil.

      “Hey!” I shouted, hoping the wolf would run away.

      No such luck. The bush began to shake again, and a shadow lifted, lengthened, grew broader, and took the shape of a man.

      A very handsome, well-proportioned, naked man.

      From far to the north came the cry of a wolf, reminding me I needed to move on.

      Ignoring the naked man—which wasn’t easy, he was quite spectacular and I hadn’t seen one in a long, long time—I searched the ground for the blood trail. However, it was well and truly gone this time.

      “Damn it!” I holstered my weapon.

      “Problem?”

      His voice was deep, almost soothing, flowing like water over smooth stones. He was taller than me by a good five inches, which made him six-three in bare feet. The moon shone silver across his golden skin, which appeared to be the same hue all over. He obviously had no qualms about going bare-assed beneath the sun as well as the moon.

      He stared at me calmly, as if he didn’t know, or maybe just didn’t care, that he’d forgotten his clothes when he’d stepped outside.

      Well, if he could be nonchalant, so could I. “Did a wolf run through here?”

      He crossed his arms. His biceps flexed; so did the muscles in his stomach.

      I couldn’t help myself. I stared. Ridges and dips in all the right places. He’d been working out.

      “Seen enough?”

      With no small amount of difficulty, I raised my gaze to his face. I refused to be embarrassed. He was the one standing naked in the night.

      “Is there more?”

      His teeth flashed against the darker shade of his face. His eyes were black, his hair, too, and nearly as short as my own. A golden feather swung from one ear.

      Interesting. Most Native American jewelry was silver.

      If he were white, he’d take a lot of heat for that earring in a place like Miniwa. It might be the twenty-first century, but in small Midwestern towns earrings were for fairies, just as tattoos were for motorcycle gangs.

      Unless you were an Indian; then folks just ignored you. However, I doubted a man who looked like he did was ignored by the entire population.

      “You’re after a wolf?”

      He stepped from behind the bush, giving me a much clearer view of a whole lot more. My cheeks heated. For all my bravado and smart-mouthed comments, I’d never had much use for men beyond friendship. Probably because they’d never had much use for me. Still, a girl has needs, or so I discovered beneath the shiny, silver moon.

      “You wanna put on some clothes before we chat?” I aimed for a bored, woman-of-the-world tone. I got a breathless, sexy rasp. To cover my embarrassment I snapped, “What are you doing out here?”

      “I’m not out anywhere. This is my place, my land. And I don’t have to explain anything. You’re trespassing.”

      “Hot pursuit. Exigent circumstances,” I mumbled. “Just seems odd to be out in the dark in the buff.”

      “Why have a cabin in the woods if you can’t walk around naked whenever the urge strikes you?”

      “I don’t know. Poison ivy in all the wrong places?”

      I thought he laughed, but when I glanced at him, he’d turned away. I lost my train of thought again at the sight of his back. The muscles rippled as he moved. Was it hot out here?

      “You’re chasing a wolf, alone, through the woods in the middle of the night, Officer . . . ?”

      Suddenly he was right in front of me. Had I been so entranced with my fantasies that I hadn’t noticed him slip in close?

      A slim, dark finger reached out; the white moon of a nail brushed the nameplate perched on my left breast. “‘McQuade,’” he read, then lifted his eyes to mine.

      I had to tilt my head back, not a common occurrence for me. I could usually stare guys straight in the eye, and I was rarely this close to them. They were never naked.

      He smelled like the forest—green trees, brown earth, and . . . something wild, something free. I felt as if I were falling into his dark, endless eyes. His cheekbones were sharp, his lips full, his skin perfect. The man was prettier than I was.

      I took a giant step back. Just because I was in a woodland clearing with a gorgeous, naked Indian man didn’t mean I had to swoon like the heroine of a historical romance novel. I wasn’t the type.

      “I’m doing my job,” I said, as much to answer him as remind myself. “A wolf bit a woman out on the highway. I need to find the thing.”

      Something flickered in his eyes and was gone so quickly I wasn’t sure if I’d seen anything beyond the shift of the moon through the trees.

      “I doubt you’ll succeed.” He turned away again, and this time my gaze caught on a nasty bruise along his hip.

      “Ouch,” I said, and he turned, eyebrows lifted. I waved my hand vaguely at his ass. “What happened?”

      He twisted, glanced down, frowned, then raised his eyes to mine. “I’m not sure. I must have been clumsy.”

      As he strolled toward the cabin, I watched him move. He didn’t appear the least bit clumsy.

      He plucked a pair of denim shorts from the porch and yanked them on without benefit of underwear. Why I found that incredibly erotic, I have no idea. But there it was.

      Not bothering with a shirt, either, he returned, and I found myself entranced by his chest. Smooth, strong, no hair to mar the perfection, would he taste as good as he smelled?

      I rubbed my eyes to make the image go away. I needed to get laid and fast. When my pulse leaped in response to the thought, my cheeks heated again.

      Down, girl. You’re in the minors; he's a major leaguer.

      Still, I could dream, couldn’t I?

      “Uh . . . Um. Could you help me pick up the trail?”

      Nice, Jessie. Why don’t you stutter and drool while you’re at it?

      Thankfully, he didn’t seem to notice my red face and awkward tongue.

      “Me?” He ran his fingers through his short hair, then shook his head, almost as if the cut was new, unfamiliar. His earring danced in the moonlight.

      “The blood disappears beyond that bush where you—” I frowned. “You’re sure you didn’t see him?”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Then maybe you could help me pick up the trail again?”

      “Why would you think that I know how to track a wolf? Just because I’m Ojibwe?”

      “You are?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Come on, Officer, you aren’t blind and you’ve been looking.”

      “You’ve been showing. I’m also not stupid.”

      He nearly smiled before he caught himself. “Even if I knew jack about tracking in the dark, I wouldn’t help you find that wolf. You’ll kill him.”

      “Unless he attacks, I can’t. Wolves are endangered.”

      “If you’re alone in the forest in the dark, who’s going to disagree if you say he attacked. The dead wolf?”

      I hadn’t thought of that.

      “He bit a woman. She’s going to need rabies shots if I don’t find him.”

      “You won’t find him.”

      Annoyance flashed me. “You psychic or something?”

      “Something.”

      Whatever that meant.
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      As it turned out, he was right. I didn’t find that wolf or any other.

      The woods were strangely empty that night. I chalked it up to the brightness of the moon and my less than graceful manner of crashing through the underbrush. But later I wondered.

      Later I wondered a lot of things.

      Like who was that unmasked man? He’d learned my name but never offered his. And I’d had little opportunity to ask.

      I’d stepped from the clearing, searching once more for a trace of the trail, and when I glanced back he’d disappeared as suddenly as he’d appeared. Logically I knew he had gone inside—rude as that was without a good-bye—still, I never heard the creak of a porch board or the click of the door.

      I moved on, but when the sun came up and I was still empty-handed, I returned to the scene of the accident. Someone had towed Miss Larson’s oversize vehicle away, leaving the glass, plastic, and blood behind. Peachy.

      I rousted Zee on the radio.

      “Where have you been? I was gonna send out the cavalry pretty soon.”

      “Didn’t Brad tell you where I was?”

      “Off in the woods, alone in the night. You nuts?”

      “I had a gun.”

      “Someday, Jessie, you are gonna meet someone smarter and meaner than you.”

      “Someday,” I agreed.

      “I take it you didn’t find what you were lookin’ for.”

      The stranger’s face, and everything else, flashed through my mind. I’d found something better, but I wasn’t going to tell Zee that. As she informed anyone who would listen, she was old; she wasn’t dead. She’d want more details about the man than I could comfortably give.

      “The wolf is gone,” I said. “Why wasn’t this scene secured like I asked?”

      “Things got busy here. Domestic dispute, bar fight.”

      “The usual.”

      “Damn straight. I didn’t have anyone free to secure anything but their own ass. What difference does it make anyway? You don’t have a major crime scene being contaminated. It’s an accident plain and simple.”

      I’d learned early on that nothing was plain or simple. My gaze swept over the glass and skid marks. Not even this.

      “Have you talked to Brad about the victim?”

      “Yeah. He stayed with her until she left, but⁠—”

      “Left?” I blurted.

      “You don’t have to shout.”

      “How could she leave? A wild animal bit her. She needs rabies shots.”

      “Only if she’ll take them. And she wouldn’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “The clinic didn’t have the serum. They could get it from Clearwater, but it would have taken several hours. She refused.”

      “That makes no sense.”

      “Since when does anything make sense?”

      Zee had a point.

      I tried to raise Brad on the radio and got no response. I dialed his cell phone, but he didn’t answer. A glance at the clock revealed the shift had changed ten minutes ago. Brad was nothing if not prompt. My opinions on that would have done Zee proud.

      The sun was up; I was tired. Working third shift had made me a vampire of sorts, unable to sleep when everyone else did, unable to stay awake when the world was alive.

      Despite my exhaustion, and the fact that overtime was a no-no, I vowed to hunt down Brad later and find out what he’d learned from Miss Larson. Right now I’d head to the clinic and talk to the doctor. See if I could find Miss Larson and have a word with her—if she wasn’t foaming at the mouth yet.

      But first I got to clean up the mess.

      I sketched the scene, measured the skid marks, then swept the remains of the accident into a transparent bag and carried my prize to the side of the road. Holding it up, I jiggled the sack. Something caught my eye.

      I reached inside and withdrew a thin rawhide strip. I’d seen them used as necklaces, usually on men, sometimes teenage girls. If there’d been a jewel or a charm threaded onto this one, it could be anywhere.

      I jiggled the bag again but saw nothing else unusual, so I walked the centerline and found what I was searching for several feet ahead of where the SUV had skidded to a stop.

      Leaning down, I picked up a carved onyx figure of a wolf, what the Ojibwe referred to as a totem. As I stared at it the image wavered and shifted. Cool air shot down my sweaty back, making me shiver. For a moment, the wolf’s face had appeared almost human.

      I definitely needed some sleep.

      Had the totem been here last night? Or for weeks, perhaps months? What did it mean? To whom did the icon belong? Did it even matter?

      I dropped the evidence into the bag. I had enough questions to keep me busy most of the morning. Any more could wait for tonight.

      My visit to the Miniwa Clinic was not helpful. The on-call doctor was young, earnest, and as exhausted as I was. He’d been on duty for forty-eight hours. I was glad I hadn’t been brought in bleeding at hour number forty-seven.

      “I cleaned the wound, though the officer who brought the victim in had done a decent job of it.”

      I made a mental note that Brad had been listening in first-aid class. Good boy.

      The doctor rested his forehead on one palm and closed his eyes. When he swayed, I grabbed his arm, afraid he was going to tumble face-first onto the floor. “Doc? Hey! You okay?”

      “Sorry. It’s been a long night—or three.”

      I made sympathetic noises. Why the medical community insisted on pushing physicians to their physical, emotional, and mental limits was beyond me. Did they believe the doctors who survived the training could then survive anything? Probably.

      “Miss Larson,” I reminded him.

      “I treated her like a dog bite victim. Four stitches, antibiotic. Minor really.”

      “Why did she leave?”

      “She had to work.”

      “Is she a brain surgeon?”

      Confusion flickered over his pale face. “I’m sorry?”

      “Her work couldn’t wait? What if the wolf was rabid?”

      “The chances of that are slim, Officer. Rabid animals tend more toward bats or the rodent family—mice, squirrels.” He paused, considered a moment, continued. “Or stray cats. Nasty things. You definitely need rabies shots if you get bit by a stray cat.”

      I didn’t plan on getting bit by any stray cats, since it would be an ice-cold day in Miami before I touched one. However, information is always welcome.

      The doctor shook his head. “It’s highly unlikely that a wolf is carrying rabies.”

      “Doesn’t mean she’s in the clear.”

      “No. But she has the right to refuse treatment.”

      “And if she starts gnawing on a co-worker, does she have the right to sue you?”

      He winced at the word sue, an occupational hazard, I’m sure. “You’re like a dog with a bone on this.”

      Dog? Bone?

      I waited for him to snicker, but he was either too tired to get his own joke or he was amusement-challenged. Maybe a bit of both.

      “I like all my ends neat and tidy,” I continued. “Call me anal. Everyone else does.”

      His lips never twitched. Definitely amusement-challenged.

      “You can follow up.” He scribbled on a notepad. “Here’s her address and place of business.”

      Karen Larson’s home was located just off Highway 199. Huh. That huge car had screamed tourist. Getting out of her vehicle to check on an injured wolf shouted moron. If she wasn’t a temporary resident, she was at least very new. Until folks had lived here for a winter they always thought they needed huge tires to roll over the huge snowdrifts.

      Her address explained her presence on the highway. It did not, however, explain why she was driving home alone at 3.00 a.m. on a weeknight. Maybe I was nosy, but little details like that bugged me. Perhaps that was why I’d become a cop. It gave me license to snoop.

      I glanced at the doctor’s chicken scratch again. Miss Larson was a teacher at Treetop Elementary.

      Though some schools finished before Memorial Day weekend, others, like ours, continued classes nearly all the way through June. This was a direct result of the state lawmakers and their brilliant idea that schools should begin after Labor Day in order to make the most out of the tourist season. None of them ever seemed to understand that this only cut several weeks off the other end of summer.

      Since Miss Larson had been so all-fired concerned about work—I glanced at the clock—and she should be there by now, I headed in that direction too. My decision was a sound one. By the time I reached Treetop Elementary, there was a whole lot of screaming going on.

      I was the first officer on the scene. Probably because everyone was more interested in getting out of the building than dialing 911, although sirens in the distance assured me someone had phoned in an emergency.

      I wasn’t on duty, but what the hell? People running, children screaming, call me silly, but the situation called for a cop.

      I parked my squad car at the curb, radioed in my location, then got out and pushed against the tide of bodies leaving the building. Once inside, I searched for someone in charge. As no one was volunteering, I snagged the arm of the nearest adult.

      At my touch she shrieked, causing several of the children around her to burst into tears. Their behavior made me edgy. Had the nightmare of a school shooting reached the north woods? Though I didn’t hear any gunfire, that didn’t mean there hadn’t been any.

      “What happened?” I demanded, none too nicely.

      “I-I don’t know. Down there.” She jabbed her free hand back the way she’d come. “Screaming. Crying. Shouting. They said evacuate calmly. Then everyone ran.”

      Didn’t sound good. Typical, but not good.

      I released her, and she ushered the few stragglers onto the lawn.

      The school had gone eerily silent. I should probably wait for backup, but if there was a gunman inside I didn’t plan to let the little bastard do any more damage than he’d already done.

      Honestly, if every child who’d ever been teased or tormented grabbed a weapon, none of us would have survived our school years. What was going on in the world that made people believe it was all right to solve their troubles with a gun? But then again, who was I to throw stones?

      I drew my service revolver and headed down the deserted hallway.

      The lack of gunfire and the sudden absence of screaming made it difficult for me to locate the source of the problem. I wouldn’t have, except for a slight, nearly undetectable whimper that drifted from a room ahead and to my left.

      A sign on the wall outside the door read, Miss Larson. Third Grade.

      “I hate being right.”

      Having my school shooting scenario go up in smoke should have made me happy. Instead, what I found when I opened the classroom door made me sick.

      Karen Larson wasn’t well. The fairy princess aura had vanished, the air of fragility too. Her hair hung across her face in sweaty hanks, only partially obscuring her eyes. Too bad. Because her eyes reminded me of a man I’d testified against once in an insanity trial. He’d gone to Happy Hill for the rest of his days.

      But what bothered me more than her appearance was the little boy in her grasp. He was probably eight years old and not small by any means. Yet she held him aloft with one hand; his Nikes dangled a foot above the floor. His body was limp, though I could see his chest rise and fall.

      Unconscious. Good. From the appearance of Miss Larson, life was going to get unpleasant.

      “Put him down.” I didn’t shout, but I didn’t whisper either. Calm but firm worked best in almost any situation.

      Miss Larson’s mouth was flecked with pink foam. It wasn’t a good look for her.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I glimpsed another body nearby. Larger. Not a child, but a man. Maybe the janitor, or the principal. He wasn’t moving, even to breathe, and there was blood spattered all around.

      I understood why Miss Larson’s foam was pink. Uck.

      I lifted my gun. My window for playing nice had closed.

      “Put him down!” My voice was louder and less calm than before. “Do it, Karen.”

      She cocked her head like a dog that had recognized its name somewhere in the jumble of human words. This was just too weird.

      Things got weirder when she growled at me. Seriously. She did. Flecks of foam flew from her mouth, and there were bloodstains on her teeth.

      I inched forward and she snarled, tugged the limp boy closer, nuzzled his hair, licked his neck. What happened next I’m not certain. I would swear to this day that she smiled at me with perfect clarity. As if she were fine, this had all been a mistake. I would also vow, though never out loud, that in the next instant a feral mask descended over her face; the spirit of an animal lived in her eyes.

      She lifted her head, reared back as if to tear out the throat of the child in her arms, and a gunshot thundered through the room.

      I’ll never be able to prove if I imagined the change in Karen Larson or if it was real, because her head snapped back as a bullet took out her brain.

      Thank God the kid was unconscious. Considering the mess, I wish I had been.
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      Before you get the wrong impression, I didn’t shoot her.

      I spun, coming face-to-face with my boss, Sheriff Clyde Johnston.

      “Were you gonna shoot that pistol or whistle Dixie?” he asked.

      If Clyde wasn’t three-quarters Indian, he’d be a good old boy to rival them all. As it was, his belly stretched his sheriff’s shirt to bursting, the chew in his mouth garbled his speech, and the size of his gun made me remember old jokes about large weapons and small male equipment. His habit of parroting lines from Clint Eastwood movies in normal conversation frayed the patience of better men than me.

      His Clint fixation also explained why we carried .44 Magnums in Miniwa when a lot of other departments had moved into the world of semiautomatic weapons. But I agreed with Clyde that revolvers were more reliable than automatics, which required a higher quality of ammunition and had a habit of misfiring. When dealing with guns, I vote for reliability over velocity any day, though with the ease the populace was obtaining weapons of amazing power and speed, I might soon change my mind.

      Even though my ears still rang from the volume of the blast, I ran across the room and picked up the little boy. He was still unconscious.

      A quick glance at the other body, principal from the cut of the suit, revealed he was as dead as Karen Larson, though not from the same cause. Her head sported a large hole. The principal’s neck did.

      “Guess a .44 Magnum is the most powerful handgun in the world,” Clyde drawled. “Nearly blew her head clean off.”

      This was a bit much, even for me. I headed for the door with the kid and left Clyde to clean up after himself for a change. He took one glance at my face and didn’t stop me.

      The EMTs were in the hall. I handed the boy to the nearest one. “This is the only known injury. The others are fatalities.”

      The woman gave a quick, capable nod as she checked him over. “What’s his name?”

      “Don’t know. He was unconscious when I got here. He might not even be hurt. That’s not his blood or—” I broke off. No need to detail what else wasn’t his.

      “Right,” she said. “We’ll take it from here.”

      They whisked him off to points unknown, and though I didn’t want to, I returned to the crime scene.

      Clyde had everything under control. He might look like a fool, but he wasn’t. That’s how he’d stayed sheriff of Miniwa for thirty years. The Indians trusted him, and the white folks held him up as their token native. That he was smart as a shiny new shoe and had never allowed a crime to go unpunished on his watch didn’t hurt either.

      He hovered near the scene, intent on preserving it until the techs and the medical examiner arrived. Miniwa being such a small community, we shared both with Clearwater, across the lake, and several other tiny towns.

      As I entered the room, Clyde quirked a dark, bushy eyebrow. “Tell me how is it I find little old you in the middle of this great big mess?”

      Only a man the size of Clyde would consider me little. I’d be fond of him for that alone, if I were capable of it.

      “I was following up on a case.”

      “Which case?”

      Since he’d just come on duty and I’d just gone off, Clyde wouldn’t have seen my report yet, even if I had filed one.

      “Minor traffic accident. Miss Larson hit a wolf.”

      “Who?”

      I waved my hand in the direction of body number two.

      “Oh. So?”

      Quickly I filled him in on the details. Wham, bam, down goes the wolf. Nip the hand, chase through the night, no sign of the animal. Then Miss Larson nixing the rabies shots and her subsequent need for them. I left out the naked Indian part. Clyde wouldn’t be interested.

      “Papers are gonna have a field day,” he muttered.

      Small towns had little to do but gossip. The incidents of the past twelve hours were going to turn into a major media event and quite possibly a serious problem. There’d be gunmen in the woods searching for a rabid wolf—DNR orders be damned. We’d have panic-stricken citizens shooting stray dogs and maybe even stray
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