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Prologue

 


A month before his wedding, David Fowler
drove to the North Shore of Lake Superior to find the perfect spot
to dispose of his soon-to-be-wife. There had to be some place up
there that would work. It was just a matter of finding exactly the
right spot.

When Diana accepted his proposal two days
ago, she had immediately announced that she wanted to spend their
honeymoon at the famous Storm Point Lodge so they could hike and
enjoy the great outdoors.

"I've always wanted to explore every one of
the state parks," she had gushed. "Wouldn't it be fun to do that on
our honeymoon? It'd be so romantic. Really give us time to talk and
be together."

Fowler thought it sounded revolting.

As he drove, Fowler shuddered at the thought
of all the hiking she wanted to do. What she didn't know (and
Fowler had conveniently forgotten to mention), was that he hated
hiking and loathed the great outdoors. As far as he was concerned,
people who enjoyed climbing over big piles of rocks and getting
eaten alive by giant mosquitoes were certifiable. Good god,
why on earth would anyone go through all that, plus get sweaty and
exhaust themselves into a puddle when they could sit by a nice
clean pool or have a civilized drink in air-conditioned comfort?
Not to mention the black flies, army worms and a whole host of
charming creatures that bit, stung or otherwise proved that there
truly was a hell.

Needless to say, he never passed those
sentiments onto Diana. Not when it might mean she'd change her mind
about getting married. And especially not with millions of dollars
at stake.

What he was looking forward to was all the
possibilities the location provided. Not only for getting rid of
her. But also for getting his hands on her bank account quickly and
easily. It was the opportunity he'd been looking for most of his
life. Even better, it was her idea in the first place.

It took him three hours to get to Duluth and
then another hour on the narrow highway that ran next to Lake
Superior all the way up to the Canadian border. Not far from the
Storm Point Lodge, he found a cheap motel at a wide spot in the
road where he used one of his fake ID's.

Using an alias probably wasn't necessary. The
motel had clearly once been one of those stay-every-year kind of
places where everyone knew everyone else and everyone came the same
time each year like a frickin' high school reunion. But that was
clearly in the long-forgotten past. Now it was little more than a
run-down hole catering to the just-passing-through crowd who only
wanted a few hours of sleep at the lowest possible price. After
all, who the hell would stay at a place with a name like the
Bide-A-Wee Motel, he thought with more than a little disgust as he
drove into the parking lot.

Fowler took one look at the guy who ran the
place and knew he could have registered as Peter Pan for all the
attention the guy gave him. He'd be willing to bet that the guy's
wife had taken off years ago for livelier places and better
weather. In fact, Fowler wouldn't be surprised to learn that the
guy had stopped caring about who was staying here (or for how long)
so far back that he likely couldn't ever remember caring.

Still, using his real name could easily
create a major problem, so he got out one of his little used IDs.
When Fowler handed him the registration slip and his ID, though,
the guy looked at him and grunted.

"You aren't, by any chance, related to Ollie
Bakken, are ya?" the guy asked.

Fowler was so surprised, he just stared at
the clerk for a moment, then remembered he'd given the guy his ID
for Ricky Bakken. "Yeah. How'd you know?"

"Just a guess," the guy said. "I'm a big
hockey fan, ya know? We made it to the state tournament every year,
but always got knocked out in the first round by Roseau, ya know?
Saw Ollie play a couple of times, including that one-oh game
against Johnson. Fact is, I saw him play his first season with the
Stars when they were still here."

"Well, I'll be damned," Fowler said. "Never
thought I'd run into a fan of Ollie's here after all these years."
And that was the truth. The butt end of nowhere and he had to run
into someone who'd actually heard of Ollie Bakken.

"You play, too?" the guy asked now.

"Naw," Fowler said. "Ollie got all the hockey
genes in our family. Fact is, I can't skate worth a damn."

"Me neither. Only game I really wanted to
play and couldn't skate my way across the rink. Let alone get to
the puck with a stick." He pushed the room key across the counter.
"Here you go. Just drive 'round back. Third one in."

"Thanks." Fowler took the key and returned to
his car. As he opened the car door, he looked back at the motel
office and saw the clerk just sitting there, looking into space.
Fowler shook his head. Guy's mind was probably already on whatever
trash talk show was blatting mindlessly away in the next room and
hoping he wasn't going to miss any of the juicy details.

Better that, though, than thinking about any
connection he might have to Ollie Bakken, Fowler thought. He
hesitated, then drove around back where he could get away from the
road noise. Not to mention staying invisible. Although the car was
rented, it never hurt to be cautious. He knew people sometimes
remembered the oddest things. He'd learned a long time ago that
paying close attention to seemingly minor details would take him a
long way.

 


 


The next day he set out early. The North
Shore was littered with state parks, cliffs, trails and a plethora
of places to hike. All of them provided accident opportunities, but
he was looking for the one that would give him the best chance for
success.

He started with the most popular parks. While
the Enchantment River State Park was practically next door to the
Storm Point Lodge, it wasn't that popular as it offered the least
amount of challenge for serious hikers. He figured his best chance
would be at one of the more popular places, so he started with
Gooseberry in the south and worked his way north. Tomorrow, if he
hadn't found what he was looking for, he'd start at Cascade in the
north and worked his way south.

The locations he saw on the first day gave
him several ideas on how to get rid of Diana. Most of them involved
the huge cliffs rising up from the lake for miles, edges jagged and
disjointed from eons of freeze and thaw. Had he been an art lover,
he might have thought the cliffs were Braque paintings come to
life. However, he was not an art lover. What he primarily saw was
how simple it would be for Diana to fall off a cliff. How easy it
would be to have an accident.

When he saw the cliffs at Tettegouche, he
exulted. This place was fantastic. This place seemed to have been
created for him.

Fowler laughed. He never would have guessed
that he'd actually enjoy something about the North Shore. "Thank
you, Diana," he said mockingly as he drove back to the motel. Guess
she was good for something besides her bank account after
all.

On the second day, he went back out even
though every muscle in his body protested. He decided that if he
didn't find what he was looking for today, he'd call it quits and
go with the obvious. Having Diana fall off a cliff had its
drawbacks, but he knew he could make it work if that was his only
choice. However, as there were still a few unexplored locations, he
figured he'd check them all out and then decide.

At first, he found pretty much more of the
same. Lots of cliffs. Lots of places to fall or something equally
prosaic. And then, late in the afternoon, he stopped at the
Enchantment River State Park. At this point he wasn't really in the
mood. His feet ached, his back was killing him and dreams of Chivas
in a tumbler crowded out just about everything. But he'd seen an
intriguing note in one of the brochures he'd picked up, so he made
the sacrifice and pulled in.

And there he found exactly what he was
looking for.

The Devil's Cauldron.

It was even better than he expected or could
have come up with on his own. It was beyond perfect. Fowler stood
at the edge for a long time and knew that this was going to be the
most spectacular con he had ever run.
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Three weeks later

 


 



Chapter 1

 


It was just two weeks after Starr Nelson's
twelfth birthday and she felt as if she was turning into a fried
mushroom.

After five hours in an old Ford Escort Wagon
with faded red paint, hard seats and no air-conditioning, all she
really wanted was to get where they were going. The lack of
air-conditioning might not have been so bad had it not been 96
degrees with 90 percent humidity most of the way. Not only were her
legs stuck to the seat, but her mother snapped at her every time
she tried to get unstuck.

"Can't you sit still for a few hours, for
god's sake?" she'd demanded, her face tight.

The first time she said it, Starr had
foolishly replied. "I was just trying to get comfortable."

"Then figure it out and stop squirming," her
mother said. "I agreed you could come if you behaved yourself.
Don't make me regret it."

Starr made a face, but not before she had
turned towards the window and the miles and miles of pine trees
that lined I-35. The next few times her mother snapped at her,
Starr didn't say anything.

She wasn't trying to be a pain. It was just
that she would start thinking about the way she would photograph a
stand of trees they were passing or what exposure she would use to
shoot the river they had just crossed. And then, despite all her
intentions to not move a muscle, her body would try to unstick
itself and she'd be in trouble again.

Another part of the problem was that her
mother hated it if Starr talked when she was driving. If that
hadn't been the case, Starr would've asked her all kinds of
questions about where they were going, but so far that was one
mistake she hadn't made. Of course, her mother hated it when Starr
said anything, but Starr decided not to dwell on that. She
knew how her mother felt about a lot of things and knew the
advantages of not getting into it. Not to mention the disadvantages
of bringing any of them up.

When she first found out where they were
going, Starr figured out how far it was and how long it would take
and then devised things to do. She thought she had come up with a
pretty good plan. However, not only was it nearly too hot to
breathe, the trip felt as if it was taking what seemed like
forever. Starr had long since finished counting license plates and
checking off all the places they passed on the map. Once they left
Duluth behind, pretty much the only thing left to do was look at
the scenery. She didn't mind the pine trees and glimpses of Lake
Superior flashing past. But she was hot and sticky and ready to get
on solid ground again.

Before they left Minneapolis she had read
about the North Shore and figured it would be a lot better than
where they'd been living, but she hadn't expected what greeted her
when they finally arrived at Storm Point.

It wasn't so much the cool fresh air, or the
smell of real pine trees, or the damp smell of the earth as if it
had just rained. It wasn't even completely the fir trees towering
overhead like silent feathery giants or the silence punctuated by
occasional chirps and scuttlings in the brush. It was all
those things, but what put it over the top was the glimpse through
the trees of the glittering expanse of Lake Superior.

She kicked the car door open as they pulled
up. It had a tendency to stick and needed an encouraging boost.
"Can I go look?"

When her mother hesitated, Starr added
quickly, "Just a quick look. I'll be right back."

Her mother sighed. Starr figured the only
reason her mother agreed at that point was because she was still
too hot and sticky to refuse. "No more than five minutes," she
said. "We have a lot to do."

With that, Starr was gone. Finding the way
through the woods to the lake was easy. Paths were everywhere and
she charged down the first one that went in the right direction and
soon was standing on the edge of what felt like forever.

The land ended abruptly in a cliff high above
the surface of the water. Starr ignored the signs warning her to
stay back and got as close as she could. Peering down, she saw
columns of jagged rock with jumbled piles of huge boulders at the
bottom, as if giants had been playing with blocks and had tossed
them casually aside when they were done. Waves pounded over the
boulders, sending up huge plumes that fell with a splat to be
obliterated seconds later by the next incoming wave. Cliffs
stretched along the lake on both sides of her and the roaring waves
sounded like thousands of caged lions. Beyond, Lake Superior
glistened in the afternoon sun all the way to the horizon and
beyond. From here, Starr couldn't see the other side and it looked
as if it went on forever.

The wind whipped her long red hair every
which way and she kept pushing it back from her face so she could
see. In all her imaginings, she had never guessed it would be like
this. She had never conceived of anything so wild or vast. It made
her feel as if anything was possible in this place.

Starr's grin nearly split her face as she
took it all in. And then she was laughing and dancing in circles.
She would have continued for hours except the glorious moment was
quickly shattered.

"Starr!"

Her mother's voice carried over the sound of
the waves, bringing Starr to a standstill. She wasn't ready to go
back. Not yet. "Just a minute," she yelled back and closed her
eyes, trying to memorize the sound and the feel of the wind. Just a
little longer. A few more minutes so she could take it all in.

"Starr!"

She sighed. It was too soon. She never wanted
this moment to end. It was more than perfect and she knew she would
never forget this moment as long as she lived.

"Right now, Stella!"

Her mother's voice was stronger now and Starr
looked back over her shoulder. Her mother was standing halfway
between the woods and the lake, her hands on her hips with that
you're-in-big-trouble look that Starr was much too familiar with.
Starr groaned, gave the lake one last look and then headed back.
We're here to stay, she reminded herself as she trudged
reluctantly through the trees. There will be time to look
later. There will be days and days and days. With that
thought, she hugged herself and danced in a quick little circle one
more time before emerging from the trees and returning to the
car.
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Chapter 2

 


At the Bide-A-Wee motel, Harry Peterson
stared at the copy he'd made of the registration slip for probably
the twentieth time that day. He still wasn't sure what to do. He
knew the guy was a phony, but Harry had been brought up to mind his
own business. On the other hand, he had also been brought up to do
the right thing. On top of that, he'd gone to school with Ollie
Bakken and had liked him. So if someone was going to do something
and blame it on the Bakken family, that bothered Harry. A lot.

He scratched the back of his head and looked
at the phone. He'd written the number of the Bureau of Criminal
Apprehension next to it, but hadn't been able to make the call. He
didn't want to cause trouble for someone if he wasn't really doing
anything. Maybe the guy's name really was Ricky Bakken and he was
just making up a relationship with Ollie to make himself seem more
important by pretending he was related to the great hockey
goalie.

But what if it was more than that? Harry
could see a several huge pine trees just outside his window and he
stared at them now, as if he would see the answer to his dilemma in
the branches still dripping from last night's downpour. The needles
were starting to glisten, which meant the sky was finally clearing.
It also meant the humidity was going to make an appearance,
followed by hordes of blood-sucking, hungry mosquitoes. Harry
sighed. There were a lot of things he liked about Minnesota.
Humidity and mosquitoes weren't on that list.

After the guy who said his name was Ricky
Bakken had left, Harry had made a copy of the registration slip and
put it on the wall over the phone where he could see it. He
couldn't put his finger on exactly what the problem was, which is
why he'd held off making the call. If he could figure out what the
guy was up to, then he'd know what to do. But it had now been
nearly three weeks and winter was a heck of a lot closer than the
solution.

He made a face and looked back at the phone
number. Part of his brain heard his wife come in, but he was still
mesmerized by the sight of the registration slip and didn't look
up.

"Is that damn thing still hanging there?" she
asked.

As if she couldn't see it taped to the wall
just about as obvious as the chair under his butt.

"No honey," he said, still not looking at
her. "You're seeing things now. Guess that's what comes from
spending time in California. Next time you come back maybe you'll
see the flying saucer hovering off Storm Point looking for sunken
treasure."

He glanced at her out of the corner of his
eye. Sometimes he had to be careful when he made cracks like that.
Most of the time it was fine and she took it the way it was meant.
But on occasion, like those once a month occasions, her temper
skated a bit closer to the edge and she'd get all pissy on him. And
one thing Harry didn't enjoy experiencing even a little bit was
Molly going all icy like a Minnesota winter storm.

He was in luck, thought. She merely swatted
him with her towel.

"More likely, you've been seeing that UFO
while I've been gone," she retorted. "Likely along with
one of those few beers you keep having up
to the Lodge."

"Could be," he said, returning his attention
to the slip. "So what do you think? Should I or shouldn't
I?"

She looked at the slip and then back at him.
"Well, hon," she said finally. "You already know what I think. Piss
or get off the pot."

He nodded. He'd known that was coming.
Couldn't be married to her for all this time without knowing
that.

"Yeah," he said, but still looking at the
slip. Knowing darn well what was coming next.

"For pete's sake," she added, her voice
exasperated now. "Don't just sit there like a turd on a log. Make
the call or I'm going to toss the damn thing." She stopped in the
doorway. "Once you make that call, you could go look for flying
saucers out at the Point. Beats looking at that damn thing all
day."

With that, she was gone and Harry smiled
slightly, one side of his mouth lifting at the jibe. One thing he
could count on from his wife was a nice pail of cold water when he
needed it. In any event, he figured she was right. It was long
since time for him to do something. Either make the call or toss
the slip.

He sighed again, wishing someone would drive
up. At least then he'd have an excuse for putting off the decision
until later. But, of course, no one did. The only time a customer
seemed to show up was when he was either on the pot or in the
middle of a Twin's game. It never happened when it was
convenient.

Harry sighed one last time. A big long one
designed to let the powers that be know how put-upon he felt about
right now. Then he picked up the phone and dialed the Bureau of
Criminal Apprehension.

"I don't know if I'm doing the right thing
here," he said when he finally got to a real person. "But a guy
came to my motel recently and I think he used a phony name. I only
know 'cause he claimed to be the brother of a friend of mine and I
know for a fact that the guy doesn't have a brother. Now I don't
know that he's up to something, but figured I'd better make the
call just in case he is, ya know?"

He held while he was transferred, gave the
particulars and hung up.

After staring at the phone for another long
minute, Harry decided he felt a bit better. At least he didn't have
to think about it any more. He put the copy of the registration
slip in the desk drawer just in case the BCA was interested.

That done, he checked the time. Maybe he
would just pop on down to the bar at the Lodge. They'd have
the Twins game on and he was pretty sure they were up against
Oakland tonight. Now that might be a good one. One of the
few times he'd gone to a live game at the Humpty Dome, he'd seen
the two go head to head in a nail biter that went fourteen innings.
Best game he'd ever seen. Probably not going to happen again
tonight, he thought morosely, but then you never know.

He ambled back to the living room that was
just behind the registration desk, told Molly where he was going
and headed out the door before a customer drove in. He supposed he
should be grateful for the business, but there were some things
that just weren't easy to give up.
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Chapter 3

 


The climb from the parking area to the stop
of the Enger Tower was steep.

Having grown wise in the way of things since
her accident, Fae O'Neill started slow and stopped frequently.
Halfway up she remembered why she had stopped coming here. And that
had been years before she had broken her back. She could feel the
dull ache starting to grind into the lower part of her back and
begin attacking her hips. Soon it would begin its climb up her
spine and make her wish for a long soak in a hot tub with a bottle
of something stronger than orange juice. Instead, she reached into
her bag for the ever-present pain medication and water bottle. It
wouldn't take hold for awhile yet, but with any luck it would do
its magic before she felt like screaming.

She checked her watch and resumed her climb.
Her obsession with being on time meant she was usually ungodly
early. It was a habit she didn't think about much any more - hadn't
in so long she would've had to think about it had anyone asked.
Over time it had become one of those ingrained habits from years of
practice. Sort of like brushing her teeth or putting on clothes
before leaving the house. For some reason, it irritated the people
who knew her, but it kept her stress down and gave her a chance to
think or, even better, sneak a chapter or two of the latest Stephen
King novel before life reared its head with demands, obligations
and the unexpected.

Now that it took her four times longer to do
everything, the habit ensured that she still managed to be on time.
She stopped once again and looked at the last step. They were wide
enough and railroad ties made them strong and sturdy. But whoever
had designed the stairway had apparently assumed people foolish
enough to climb up to the Enger Tower were in good condition. At
least bodily. They were higher than regular stairs and it took
strong legs to get the lift needed for each one.

Maybe it was time to be a little easier on
herself and pick meeting places on the same level as her car.
Still, it was worth the effort, assuming she could make it the
whole way. Especially these days.

The climb reminded Fae of her senior class
trip in high school when they had gone to the Washington monument
and she and two others had dared each other to climb all the way to
the top. They had finally made it, but missed the bus back to the
hotel and had had to find a cab. Heady stuff for three kids from
Minnesota who had never been anywhere before. They had been stiff
and sore for the rest of the trip and Fae had sworn to take an
elevator for anything more than three floors after that.

Not that the climb up this hill was anything
like the Washington Monument. But since the accident that had
cracked her spine in several places and left her unable to walk for
months, anything over five steps felt as if it was the Washington
Monument all over again. On the other hand, the view at the top of
the monument had been worth the climb. Not to mention the bragging
rights. Now, although she could only brag to her cats when she
returned home, Fae was determined to get back to normal life as
soon as possible. And climbing this hill again was not only part of
that, it was a minor victory considering she had been unable to
walk just six months ago.

When she finally reached the top, Fae found
an empty bench with a good view of the Duluth Harbor. She pulled
her inflatable donut out of her bag, placed it on the bench and
then sat on it. It wasn't elegant, but made sitting on hard
surfaces a little easier. Besides, she'd gotten over elegant a long
time ago. She carried all her necessities in a canvas bag that read
"Well behaved women seldom make history" and which made her smile
every time she looked at it.

A few minutes later, she saw Bailey reach the
top of the steps and stop to catch his breath. His jacket was off
and his tie had been loosened so much that the knot barely kept it
from flying away. He mopped his forehead with the sleeve of his
shirt and then looked around. Fae grinned. At least she wasn't the
only one who was out of shape. He returned her smile as he came
over and plopped down on the bench next to her.

"Good god, Fae," he said. "Why the hell did
you want to meet up here? Are you trying to kill me?"

"It'll do you good," she replied tartly. "You
get less exercise than my cat."

"How the hell did you get up here?" he
asked, looking at her sharply. "There's no way you climbed that
hill."

"Oh yes I did. What you don't see is all the
drugs I took to make it possible." She grimaced. "Probably wasn't a
good idea. But you know me. I always think I can do more than is
possible and then live to wish I hadn't."

"Hah." He shook his head. "Tomorrow I'll
probably wish I hadn't agreed to meet up here. I'm too old for
this."

"When's the last time you were up here?"

"God." He looked at the horizon, thinking.
"Had to have been when I was a kid and we came up for a camping
trip. My folks were always going somewhere in a car full of kids, a
tent and camping gear tied to the roof. I probably thought it was
fun then."

"Funny how things change when you get old and
stiff," Fae grinned. "But if it makes you feel any better, I'm
already wishing for a nice long soak in a very hot tub."

"Serve you right, too." He looked out over
the harbor. "Still, it's a great view once you survive the
climb."

"It certainly is. And it's unlikely anyone we
know will see us here, either."

He nodded. "There is that. And if anyone
does, all they have to do is look at that get-up you're in, and
they'll think anything but investigator."

Fae grinned. She had deliberately worn her
wildest outfit to this meeting. Partly because of Bailey's request
for secrecy, but partly for sheer fun. It was comfortable, but more
importantly, it was who she was when she wasn't working. After the
accident, somehow that had become a lot more important than
before.

"So what's this all about?" Fae asked. "It's
a bit cloak and dagger, even for you."

He sighed. "How possible would it be for you
to do a very quiet investigation for me."

"As in ..."

"You report only to me. You don't talk to
anyone else in the office about it. And are you up to returning to
work?"

She looked at him hard, then back at the
view. "I can probably manage it. The pain gets pretty bad
sometimes, but I can work around it. Especially if it's important.
But why don't you want anyone else to know?"

"I don't know if this guy has ESP, he's as
lucky as hell, or if there's a leak," Bailey told her. "Every time
we've gotten close to him, he turns into smoke and we have to start
over. Now it looks like he's resurfaced and I'd very much like to
nail his ass to the barn door with a very long spike."

"Very bad guy then."

"Very. But not the way you probably think."
His expression was speculative. "Did you ever see The
Sting?"

"The movie?"

"Yeah."

"Who didn't."

"Like it?"

"Loved it. Saw it three or four times and
bought a copy. It's great."

"Liked the characters?"

"You mean Newman and Redford?"

"They played a couple of con men," Bailey
said. "Newman played Henry Gondorf. Who was real, by the way.
Redford's character was fictional. Both very likeable. Loveable
even. Ran a con against a bad guy. A really bad guy. So everyone
cheered for the con men. Great ending. Won a bunch of awards. Great
picture."

Fae looked at him, suspicious. "So why do I
get this very odd feeling that you have a slightly different
view?"

"Because everyone liked the con men," he said
flatly. "Likeable. No one got hurt except the bad guy who deserved
it." He was quiet for a long time. "People have this perception
that con men are fun and no one gets hurt. After all, that's how it
is in the movies and on TV. Problem is, con men are despicable. No.
More than that. They're scum. People do get hurt. In a way,
it's almost worse than murder, because the victims have to live
with the betrayal, the violation, and years of aggravation. Cons
destroy faith and trust. The cynicism and distrust they create is
worse for our society than just about anything. Killers have their
guns in plain sight. But con men? They smile in your face and stab
you in the back. They're sneaks, cowards and prey on the goodness
of other people. They're like a social form of AIDS. And when they
go after old people who are sitting ducks for their scams, it makes
me want to skin them alive."

Fae stared at him, stunned at the venom in
his voice. "I guess I never thought about it like that," she said
finally.

"Who does?" he said bitterly. "Until someone
you know gets fleeced and their lives are destroyed. Then suddenly
you get a different perspective. But how many people are close to a
victim of a con man? Not to mention the people who were taken and
are too ashamed to tell anyone."

"Who did you know?" she asked.

"An elderly couple in Anoka. George and
Angela Williams. Took them for everything they had. Which wasn't
much. They were old school people, you know? Believed in the
goodness of other people. Believed in old fashioned values like
trust and decency. Bottom line? They were in their eighties. Worked
hard their entire lives and should have been enjoying their
retirement and their grandchildren. Then this guy came along and
destroyed them." He turned to face Fae. "And all because they
wanted to help him."

Fae waited as Bailey stared out over Lake
Superior.

"I grew up just a few doors down the street,"
he said finally. "Mowed their lawn. Hung out with their kids. The
nicest people you'd ever want to meet. Mrs. Williams always seemed
to have fresh baked cookies and Mr. Williams always had time to
explain things or just plain listen. The original Minnesota
Nice."

He stared down at his hands. "They killed
themselves. Couldn't live with the disgrace. What they didn't
expect was that their eight year old granddaughter would find them
first."

"Oh geez." Fae felt as if all her breath had
been knocked out of her. "So who is this guy and what do you want
me to do?"

"We're not sure what his real name is, but he
has a number of aliases we've tied together. One of them is Ricky
Bakken."

"As in Ollie? The goalie?"

He snorted. "Can you believe that? And he
used it at a motel on the North Shore."

"Ahh, I'm beginning to get a glimmer."

"Stayed at the Bide-A-Wee a few weeks ago.
Harry Peterson's the owner and went to school with Ollie. Knew
Ollie didn't have a brother."

"I can't believe he'd use that name up
here."

"Thank god he did. It's his first real slip
and may help us catch him finally."

"So you want me to talk to Harry. Maybe nose
around. See if maybe this guy is up to something in my neck of the
woods?"

"Exactly."

"Why me?" she asked.

He shrugged. "It's your neck of the
woods."

Fae wasn't fooled. "And?"

He gave her a humorless smile. "He doesn't
know you. He doesn't even know about you. Also, you're still
officially on leave. At this point, only one other person even
knows about the tip. So no one even knows we might be onto him. If
someone at the BCA is leaking information, they'll have
nothing to leak. So the chances are good you'll be able to get
somewhere without him tipping to it."

"I see."

"Just remember, this guy is very smart,"
Bailey said. "More importantly, he has street smarts and seems to
be able to smell us coming. I'm hoping that this time we may be
able to circumvent that just a little."

"So how do I get the file?"

"I have them in my car."

She laughed. "Of course you do. Why am I not
surprised?" She thought about it for a few minutes. She hadn't
thought seriously about a case since the accident and still felt as
if her brain had turned to cottage cheese. "So what's not in the
file?"

"I put a folder with my notes in there for
you. It's not official and has nothing to do with evidence or
admissibility or anything we can actually use. It's mostly
observations, suspicions, rumors and that sort of thing. Some of it
may be helpful." He stood up and held out his hand.

Fae took it and lurched to her feet. "It
takes a minute to get moving again," she told him as she packed up
her cushion.

"How long's it going to take?" he asked.

"Before I'm back to normal?"

He nodded.

"Maybe never," she said. "But now that I'm
starting to get around on my own steam, I figure I'll be pretty
close in a few months. Given everything, I'm pretty happy with
that."

"Need any help down?"

"I won't say no to a strong arm," she smiled.
"Those stairs are a bitch."

Once they reached the bottom, Fae opened the
trunk of her hatchback while Bailey carted over several boxes. Once
everything was transferred, he handed her his card.

"My home number is on the back and I think
you have my direct line."

"I do."

"Any time," he said. "I don't care if it's
three a.m. If you have anything, even if it's just a question, I
want you to call me."

"What's why you're the boss and they pay you
the big bucks," she joked.

He laughed. "Right."

 


 


* * * * *

 


 



Chapter 4

 


Starr couldn't believe how quickly they got
everything out of their car and into the cabin. When they were
packing it back in Minneapolis, it had felt like she had made at
least a million trips to the car with boxes and shopping bags full
of what her mother considered the essentials until their old
station wagon had been crammed to the breaking point. Yet once they
started taking things out, it had emptied quickly and, as Starr
carried the last suitcase in, the cabin still seemed nearly empty,
as if they hadn't brought anything at all.

She dragged the suitcase into her room and
put it down on her bed, only then allowing herself to look around,
still unable to believe this was all hers. She'd had to sleep on
the living room couch at their last two places because a two
bedroom apartment was way out of their budget, so having her own
room, let alone something like this, felt as if she had just won
first prize at the State Fair for her photography.

Starr looked over her shoulder at the doorway
just to make sure her mom wasn't there, then walked over to the
window to see what was out there. She knew she was supposed to be
unpacking, but reasoned that she was just going to take a minute to
look first. Just one minute. What could that hurt? But as she
peered out the window, she heard her mother calling her.

"Oh pooh," she muttered as she turned away
from the window.

"Stella!"

Starr rolled her eyes and went into the
living room. It was dim in here because the trees around the cabin
blocked out most of the sun. She stopped briefly while her eyes
adjusted and it was a minute before she saw her mother standing on
the little porch out front.

"My name is Starr," she reminded her mother
as she came out onto the porch.

"Stella is a perfectly good name," her mother
said. "It was my aunt's name and her aunt's name."

"Yeah, but I'll bet they didn't have all the
kids at school bellowing it like they're all Brando wannabees,
either."

"Then maybe you should come when I call you
the first time," her mother spat. "You're just like your father.
God knows you're just as stubborn and contrary." She stepped off
the porch. "I have to go up to the Lodge for a bit. Finish
unpacking while I'm gone. I'll come get you for dinner. If you're
done before I get back you can explore, but stay away from the
guests. I don't want to hear you've been bothering them." She
glared at Starr, eyes narrowing. "Probably better if you don't go
far. If you go anywhere, be back before five."

"OK."

"And another thing." She paused, massaging
her forehead as if she had a headache. "Make sure you lock the
door. I don't want to come back and find out any yahoo off the
street can just step on in. I don't care if we're not in the Cities
any more. You never can tell who will pull in off the highway and
just decide to come on in. You got that?"

Starr nodded. "I will."

"Be sure you do," her mother added. "I don't
want any problems here. Especially for the next few months." She
glared at Starr just long enough to make her uncomfortable, then
strode up the path towards Storm Point Lodge.

Starr watched her mother walk away, waiting
until she was sure she was gone before looking around. It was the
first chance she'd had to see her new neighborhood. In the past, it
hadn't mattered a whole lot because each new place was pretty much
like the last. All of them ugly and not very interesting.

This place, though, was so different from
anything she had ever experienced that Starr couldn't figure out
where to start. The first thing she noticed was how quiet it was.
She could sort of hear cars driving past on the highway. But it was
a far away sound from the other side of the trees and a big hill
and was more like a quiet swoosh, swoosh, brrrr. Most of what she
could hear were things that didn't even exist in Minneapolis.
Scratching sounds in the trees and the rolling sound of the lake
were just some of the new noises. Plus there were other sounds she
couldn't even begin to identify yet.

Then there were the different smells. What
she noticed most was the scent of wood burning from someone's
fireplace or campfire. Under that, and much fainter, was something
moist and earthy. And mixed in to all that was a faint smell of
pine like it was Christmas.

This place didn't even remotely look like
anywhere she had ever been. Instead of cheek by jowl apartment
buildings and convenience stores, Starr saw hints of other cabins
nearby, but they were each surrounded by trees so they were barely
visible. It felt weird not to see another house right next to hers,
but in a nice way. It was almost as if no one else lived here.
Starr knew getting to live in the cabin was one of the reasons her
mother had accepted the job here. It had been hard to find a job
and place to live after Starr's father had taken off three years
earlier. Most of the apartments had been in neighborhoods where
walking to the corner, let alone all the way to school, was a major
challenge. Even taking the bus was fraught with danger and she
always breathed a sigh of relief when she made it to her
destination without being accosted.

On the other hand, she had discovered that
she could run really fast. No matter how big the kid was who wanted
to snatch her backpack, take her lunch or beat her up, she was able
to outrun them. There might be things here she wasn't wild about,
but she sure as heck wasn't going to miss running the gauntlet
several times a day.

She looked at the other cabins and wondered
about the other people who were going to be their neighbors.
Wouldn't it be great if another girl her age lived here and they
could be friends?

Even though it wasn't dark yet and the stars
hadn't come out, Starr took a deep breath, closed her eyes and
wished. Please let this work out. Please let us stay here.

She stood as still as she could for a long
time, eyes closed and fingers crossed as she waited for her wish to
take hold, hoping that if she concentrated extra hard for a really
long time, maybe it would work even without a star. Finally, afraid
her mother might come back while she was still standing there,
Starr opened her eyes. The stars still weren't out and it wasn't
dark yet, so she didn't know if it had worked. She gave a last look
around and then went back inside. She'd get holy hell if the
unpacking wasn't done by the time her mother came back, so she'd
better take care of that. She could always try her wish again
later.

 


 


It didn't take long to put everything in the
kitchen away, so Starr tackled the suitcases in her room next. She
loved her new bedroom. It was the nicest one she had ever had.
Instead of carpeting, the floor was wide planks of dark wood that
gleamed in the late afternoon light. It was large and had room for
a real bed, a desk and - thrill of all thrills - a big bookcase.
The closet was kind of small, but considering she didn't have a lot
to put in there, it was more than enough. As she put away her
t-shirts, Starr realized she wouldn't have to run any more unless
she wanted to. The reality of leaving her old way of living behind
was finally beginning to sink in and she pushed the dresser drawer
closed slowly. She went back to the window. Her smile was sudden
and wide and nearly lit up the room with joy.

She put the suitcase in the far corner of the
closet and checked her watch. There might be time to explore, but
she decided to wait until later. There wasn't that much time
and it would be really easy to lose track of time, especially when
there was so much to see. Then she'd be late and Starr knew that
wouldn't be a good idea on her first day here.

Instead, she went through the cabin to make
sure she hadn't missed anything and saw her duffel bag still
sitting on the living room couch. She kicked around the idea of
letting it wait until later, then thought about what her mother
would say if she came back and saw it wasn't done. Starr sighed and
decided to empty it now. No point giving her mother something else
to get upset about.

She hadn't really packed the duffel bag
carefully. It had simply been a handy place to toss all the small
stuff and last minute things. So now she simply tipped the bag out
onto the bed so she could sort through everything. Only then did
she remember she had tossed her jar of coins in there. She dropped
the bag immediately, but it was too late. The jar hit the bed and
money scattered everywhere - under the bed, the desk and into the
closet.

"Rats!"

She checked the time. Maybe if she worked
really fast, she could have it all picked up before her mother
returned. Hoping she wouldn't come back early, Starr began by
dragging the desk away from the wall and scooped up several
quarters and dimes. Then she pulled the bookcase away from the wall
and picked up the coins that had hidden there. However, when she
tried to move the bed, it was too heavy. Getting down on her hands
and knees, she peered underneath and saw glints of silver just out
of reach. She flattened herself onto her tummy and wriggled under
the bed. It was a bit of a stretch, but she finally managed to snag
everything. As she started wriggling back out, she heard her
mother's voice screeching at her.

"What in the hell have you been doing!"

Startled, Starr bumped her head. She hadn't
had time to put everything back yet and as she emerged from under
the bed, she realized it looked as if a mini tornado had ripped
through her room.

"I dropped my coin jar," she said as she sat
up and pushed her hair out of her face. "I'll put everything
back."

"Jesus Christ." Her mother put one hand up,
covering her eyes. She sighed and then looked at Starr. "Honestly,
Stella. I can't even leave you alone for an hour. You're a disaster
waiting to happen. God!" She looked at her watch and sighed again.
"Jesus! Get washed up. You'll have to take care of all this after
dinner."

Chastened, Starr washed her hands and
followed her mother up to the Lodge. Now that it was getting dark,
little solar powered lights were coming on to mark the way. As they
came around a bend, Starr saw that the Lodge was outlined with
strands of fairy lights that made it look like it was floating on a
dark sea like a castle out of a story.

The entry door was carved and heavy and she
half expected it to creak madly when her mother pulled it open, but
it swung open quietly, exposing dark wooden beams and thick
oriental rugs that made it feel even more like a castle.
Overwhelmed, Starr tried to look everywhere at the same time, but
there was too much to see and all she really got was an impression
of elegance and size.

She could see the dining room straight ahead,
but her mother led her down a hallway next to the front desk. Starr
could hear the rattle of pans as they passed a set of double doors
and several waiters came bursting out carrying huge platters,
crossed the hall and then went into what she figured out was
probably the main dining room. At the end of the hallway, Starr saw
a small room with a buffet.

"This is where you'll pick up your meals,"
her mother told her. "You need to pay attention because you'll be
on your own for breakfast and lunch."

She opened a door across from the end of the
buffet line and Starr saw a small area with tables. Beyond it she
could see the main dining room. "This is the only place you're
allowed to sit," her mother said. "I don't ever want to catch you
in the big dining room. That's only for guests."

There weren't very many tables and Starr
looked at them doubtfully. "What if all the tables are full?" she
asked.

"Then take your tray back to the cabin and
eat there. We'll eat here tonight, but most of the time we'll bring
dinner back to the cabin."

"Why don't we eat dinner here, too?" Starr
asked. She liked the cozy tables and homey atmosphere. Plus, eating
dinner with her mother was like trying to walk through her old
neighborhood without getting beaten up. It would be a lot nicer to
eat all their meals here.

"Because I need to get away sometimes," her
mother snapped. "I won't get a lot of time off. Especially at the
beginning. So I expect you to meet me here on time."

Starr hid her feelings behind the blank
expression she had gotten very good at putting on. "I was just
asking."

"Well now you know. Don't make me sorry I
brought you with me."

Starr didn't respond. She knew her mother
hadn't had a choice, but wasn't going to mention that at this
point. She just followed her mother's example and took a plate,
carefully selecting items from the buffet and then carried her tray
over to the table her mother selected. Although she was glad she'd
be on her own during the day, she wished she could do the same for
dinner. Back in Minneapolis, she'd managed to see very little of
her mother and knew that was the way her mother wanted it, as well.
She didn't understand why they had to eat dinner together now. But
Starr knew better than to ask. Fortunately, dinner was over quickly
and Starr was released to return to the cabin.

"Make sure you clean up your mess before you
go to bed," her mother reminded her as she showed Starr where to
put the dishes when they were done. "I'll be here until late and I
don't want to have to deal with that when I get back."

"I'll do it right away," Starr promised.

While her mother didn't say anything, her
face spoke volumes and Starr hurried back to the cabin. She'd been
trying so hard to do everything right, but had already managed to
mess up. For a moment she wanted to cry. She just wished it wasn't
so hard to get everything right.

Then she perked up. Maybe when she got her
room put back together she'd have time to check things out. And it
was always possible her mother would relax the dinner idea after
they had been here for awhile. The thought made Starr feel
better.

Normally she would have done a little
exploring on her way back, but figured that since she didn't
actually know when her mother would return, it might be safer to
get back right away and finish up. There would be plenty of time to
look around later.

She followed the path back to the cabin. All
the fairy lights were on now and the woods had taken on an
enchanted glow. As she came around a bend in the trees, she saw the
cabin with the blue dreamcatcher hanging on the porch. She stopped
and put a hand to her mouth in surprise and recognition.

That's where I live now, she thought with
delight. I have a porch and a dreamcatcher and live in a cabin in
the woods.

She hugged herself happily and then skipped
the rest of the way, feeling as if she was going to burst with
joy.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 



Chapter 5

 


By the time Fae pulled into her yard, her
back was radiating spikes of pain and it hurt to even think.
Wearily she turned off the ignition and closed her eyes for a long
moment, summoning the energy to at least get out of the car. The
boxes Bailey had given her were safe in the car for tonight, so all
she had to do now was get herself into the house, but the thirty
feet or so from the car to the door felt as if it was more like
thirty miles.

Reaching into her purse, Fae groped for the
prescription bottle. Fortunately it was large and she found it
immediately. She pulled it out, pried off the top and took out two
pills. The water bottle had rolled under the seat, but she soon had
it in hand and washed the pills down. She pulled the lever on her
seat and pushed it back until she was nearly reclining.

While the pain didn't immediately disappear,
taking the weight off her low back brought a certain measure of
relief and she closed her eyes gratefully. Concentrating on her
breathing, she waited for the pain medication to take effect.

She should have taken them before she left
Duluth, she thought, but hadn't wanted to chance it. Besides, she
knew Bailey would have reconsidered his request if he knew how
difficult things still were and she didn't want that. She was tired
of sitting around (well, lying around would be closer to the truth,
if she was going to be totally honest) contemplating the lake, the
cats and the ceiling. Working a case would give her mind something
to do. She'd figure out how to manage the physical side effects as
she went along.

Fae considered the room she used as her
office, thinking about how she could reconfigure it so she could
either sit or recline most of the time. It shouldn't be that
hard to set it up. She thought about how she would organize the
files and how she wanted to work the case.

By the time she got around to thinking about
the conversation she'd have with Harry at the Bide-A-Wee Motel, the
pain had dimmed and she finally felt able to walk into the
house.

Before she even had the door unlocked, she
remembered that her pantry was pretty close to empty and her frig
contained little more than a spoonful of rice and some nearly dead
carrots. She sighed, wishing she had thought of it sooner. She
could have stopped at the store in Silver Bay on the way back. She
looked at her watch and knew that the little store in Ruby Cove
would be closed by now. So if she wanted a decent meal, she was
either going to have to drive all the way to Grand Marais or eat at
Storm Point Lodge.

Fae groaned. She really didn't feel like
dealing with the Lodge, but knew she wasn't up to going all the way
to Grand Marais.

Once in the house, she went straight to the
phone and dialed the Lodge from memory.

"Hi, Donna. Is Jessica there?"

Jessica came on the line a minute later and
Fae ordered dinner. "I'll be there in about ten minutes. That
okay?"

"Better make it fifteen. It's a little crazy
here tonight."

"Okay. Thanks."

Fae hung up and went into the kitchen and
refilled the food and water dishes for the cats. She checked her
phone for messages out of habit more than anything else. Most of
her calls had dried up shortly after the accident, so she wasn't
surprised when the little red message light simply stared at her,
unblinking.

Since the idea of getting back in her car was
depressing, Fae decided she'd pretend to be Scarlett O'Hara and
think about that some other day. For now she was going to
concentrate on the fabulous meal she was going to have when she
finally got back. With that idea in mind, she got back in her car,
eased into the driver's seat and drove into the Storm Point Lodge
parking lot a few minutes later.

Fae parked the car near the Lodge and
reflected how differently she looked at everything since the
accident. Like how great it was to make it twenty feet to the
bathroom with your walker so you didn't have to use the bedside
commode any longer. Or your first shower in two weeks because you
could finally lift your legs high enough to get into the tub.

Time for Fae was now divided into before the
accident and after. All the things she hadn't given any thought to,
like taking a shower, walking to the kitchen or even cleaning the
cat box were now activities that required thought and ingenuity to
figure out how to do them on her own.

Figuring out how to make a long handle for
the kitty box scooper because she couldn't bend over, or figuring
out how to get in the car because the seat was too low. Before the
accident she hadn't given a thought to what was involved in doing
mundane daily chores. After the accident, she had had to think it
through and figure out how to do something. What had once been an
ordinary activity now became a major triumph.

Before the accident, she would have walked to
the Lodge and probably eaten dinner there before walking home. It
was less than a mile and the weather was perfect for a walk. But
now it was too far. Just being out of bed and able to drive again
was huge. Mostly, she was happy it was so much easier now. Not to
mention possible.

Getting out of the car required her to turn
sideways and then pull herself to a standing position. Usually
accompanied by a grunt of some kind. Depending on the pain level,
it was either a quiet "ugh" or a very loud "aghhh". Tonight it was
somewhere in the middle and, once standing, she held onto the door
frame to make sure she was stable before stepping away from the
car.

As she stood there, Fae saw a skinny kid with
amazing long red hair dash down the path and disappear into the
trees. She wasn't shuffling her feet as if she was being dragged,
the way a lot of kids her age seemed to do now. Nor was she even
simply walking. She looked as if she was dancing the whole way. As
if she was the happiest girl on the planet and had moved beyond
cheerful and gone straight to exhilarated.

Fae smiled. She didn't often see such open,
unadulterated joy and it made her feel as if time had stopped. For
that moment she felt as if she lived in a wonderful world where
people were kind and bad things didn't happen to good people.

Fae wondered if the girl was like that all
the time or maybe only let out that joy when no one was looking.
Part of her hoped the girl was like that all the time. That she
didn't give a damn what anyone else thought. Unlikely, but Fae
wished it all the same. In any event, she hoped the girl could hang
onto that feeling even after she became an adult. Even if it was
only in private.

Smiling, Fae closed the car door and walked
over to the Lodge. The ground was uneven and she moved slowly and
carefully. It made her feel as if she was nearly one hundred
instead of in her forties. She had been thrilled when she had been
able to stop using her walker several weeks ago, but the cost was
having to pay attention to what she was doing. Otherwise, she
started to feel as if she would slip or tip over.

Fae grinned. She thought of how she had
walked like this in her twenties on the one occasion when she had
accidentally imbibed a little too much wine. Now, all these years
later, she could walk like she was tipsy without the joy of the
margarita or glass of chardonnay.

 


 


When she reached the dining room, Fae asked
for Jessica and then collapsed onto a chair near the entrance. It
had been a long day and she would be glad to get home and lie down.
Jessica came over a few minutes later.

"Hi, Fae," she said. "I'll run in back and
see how your dinner is coming."

"Thanks." Fae smiled gratefully as Jessica
hurried away. She didn't know what she would have done without
Jessica's help. Until Fae had been able to start driving again,
Jessica had run Fae's meals over to her on the days when Fae hadn't
been up to cooking. Her willingness to help had made it Fae's
recover a lot easier. Not to mention something to hang onto when
dark moods had occasionally swung in like unwelcome summer
storms.

Jessica came back a moment later, another
woman in tow. "Just a few more minutes, Fae. Sorry. It's been kind
of crazy tonight."

Fae smiled. "That's okay. I'm not moving very
fast tonight anyway."

"I could drive it over to you when it's
ready, if you like."

Fae shook her head. "Naw. I don't mind.
Really. Besides, I just took something for the pain, so I should be
fine."

Jessica hesitated. "If you're sure..."

"Absolutely. Don't worry about it. A few more
minutes isn't going to put me back in the hospital."

Jessica grinned. "Okay. In the meantime, I'd
like you to meet our new manager, Karen Nelson. Karen, this is Fae
O'Neill. She lives next door and eats here a lot."

The new manager was so perfectly put
together, she reminded Fae of a mannequin in an expensive boutique
window. The look startled Fae. Most of the people up here were a
lot more informal. Then Fae mentally slapped herself for the unkind
thought. Maybe the woman was only trying to make a good impression
and would relax after awhile. Fae didn't get up, but smiled and
reached out to shake Karen's hand. "Hi. Nice to meet you."

Karen hesitated an obvious long moment before
taking Fae's hand. She shook it briefly and then dropped it
quickly, as if Fae's fingers were made of serrated blades. Her
smile was as brief and sharp as her handshake and didn't reach
anywhere near her eyes. "Nice to meet you, too."

Fae kept her face neutral and her smile
firmly in place, as if she hadn't sensed the other woman's
animosity.

Jessica, though, was watching them with
bewilderment, her eyes going back and forth between the two as if
she was watching a tennis match. Clearly uncomfortable, she cleared
her through. "I'll just go check on your dinner, Fae."

"Thanks, Jessica."

The new manager hesitated. Fae was about to
ask her a sociable question, when Karen turned abruptly and
followed Jessica back to the kitchen. Only then did Fae allow one
eyebrow to lift in reaction. "Interesting," she murmured as she
watched her go.

She certainly didn't expect everyone to like
her, but had seldom had someone dislike her so intensely right from
the start. Not to mention her own adverse reaction to the new
manager. There was something not quite right about her and Fae's
eyes narrowed slightly as she tried to figure out what it was. It
was on the tip of her brain, but then Jessica returned with Fae's
dinner and the faint wisp of thought vanished.

As Fae walked back through the lobby, she saw
Karen standing motionless behind the front desk, watching. Fae
raised one hand in a brief wave as she went past.

"Good luck," she said brightly. She truly
meant it. It was a difficult job and the Lodge had had trouble
keeping managers as a result. But the minute the words were out of
Fae's mouth, she realized that Karen had taken the comment the
wrong way. The other woman's eyes narrowed and Fae felt the chill
of Karen's gaze right down to her core. Only after the big doors
closed behind her did the prickling in her back subside.

It wasn't until Fae was nearly home that an
image of Mrs. Danvers from the movie version of Rebecca flashed
into her mind. That was who Karen reminded her of. Extremely
polite and helpful on the surface, but seething with rage
underneath.

As Fae parked and turned off her car, she
thought that she would be wise to never turn her back on that
woman. Especially since she had clearly angered her with that
innocuous comment. She had a feeling that Karen not only assumed
the worst, but also never forgave or forgot a blessed thing.

Fae shuddered slightly and then went into the
house. She put the dinner in the oven to stay warm while she
changed into comfy sweats and then set up her dinner tray next to
the couch where she could stretch out. She had to hunt for the copy
of The Woman in White which had fallen onto the floor next
to her bed. She had read it in college as a requirement, but was
now reacquainting herself with it for pleasure.

Soon she was set up and enjoying her dinner
as the book transported her to another world and her meeting with
Karen Nelson was forgotten. After a few hours, Fae noticed that at
some point the cats had crept up onto her extended lap. They were
going to miss having her to lie on when she was fully recovered,
she thought ruefully. They had enjoyed her convalescence much more
than she had.
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Chapter 6

 


As the door closed behind the woman dressed
like a refugee from the sixties, Karen muttered, "bitch" without
thinking.

"Excuse me?"

Karen looked at the desk clerk who was
standing next to her, not realizing she had spoken out loud.
"What?"

The young woman blinked in confusion. "I
though you said something."

Karen shook her head. "Sorry. Just thought
about something I forgot to tell my daughter. Not important." She
forced out a smile that felt phony even to her. But the clerk only
hesitated a moment before returning the smile uncertainly and then
turned back to the computer were she was showing Karen the
reservation system.

Fortunately, the system was basic and easy
because Karen's mind was still on that woman and her condescending
little comment. Not to mention that ridiculous outfit.

Realizing the clerk had just asked her a
question, Karen gritted her teeth and smiled apologetically.
"Sorry. What did you say?"

"I asked if you had any questions." The girl
was looking at her oddly and Karen took a deep breath and tried to
focus.

"I probably will," she said. "There's so much
information that it's all starting to run together. Could we go
over it again tomorrow? It'll probably start making sense the
second time."

"Oh sure," the girl said. "You're right.
There's a lot to remember. Ivy is on in the morning and I come on
at four. Just let me know when you want to go over it again."

"Thanks," Karen said. "Do you have any idea
where I'm supposed to go next?"

"I'll find Jessica. She'll know." She scooted
around the desk and vanished into the dining room.

Karen watched her go and then shook herself
slightly. She had to get herself together before everyone thought
she was a flake or not up to the job. She couldn't afford to let
someone like that hippie wannabe derail her and cost her this job.
Not after everything she had been through.

Karen took a couple of deep breaths and tried
to put the encounter out of her mind. She had to get herself under
control so she could make it through this evening. She'd have to
think about everything else later.
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Chapter 7

 


When she got back inside the cabin, Starr
surveyed her room with dismay. It wouldn’t take long to fix, but
with everything helter skelter, it really did look awful. She took
off her jacket and quickly pushed the desk and bookcase back in
place. There was still a lot of junk on the bed, but she decided to
find the coins that had rolled into the closet before tidying up
the bed. Besides, she could always toss everything back in the
duffel bag and sort it out tomorrow if she had to.

The closet wasn't that big, but it was dark.
She pulled out the suitcase and her other pair of shoes and got on
her hands and knees and ran her hands along the floor.

She found the first quarter on the far side
away from the door and another just a little further. She couldn't
see any more, but was pretty sure more coins had rolled in. Maybe
they were in the back. She inched forward, feeling around the
cracks in the far corner. As she poked the floorboards, she felt
something move.

Starr froze, her mind racing. She backed out
of the closet, got the flashlight from the kitchen junk drawer and
hurried back to the closet. When she switched on the light, she saw
a small knothole. She pushed her hair away from her face, put her
finger in the knothole and pulled. A small square of wood lifted up
and she saw that several planks from the floor had been stuck
together to make a large square.

A surge of excitement filled her. There
couldn't be buried treasure here, could there? Part of her knew it
was unlikely, but still....

She got closer and shone the light into the
space below.

It was empty.

Starr wrinkled her nose in disappointment.
She supposed it was silly to think she was going to find something
like hidden treasure, but then how often did you find secret
compartments in your closet? At least it was dry and was a real
cubbyhole, not just the dirt underside of the cabin.

She grinned. She knew immediately what she
was going to do with it. It might not have any treasure, but it was
a great place to hide her camera. She knew it was probably safe up
here away from the Cities, but since you never knew and since it
was her greatest treasure....

It also meant her camera was safe even if her
mother went on one of her rampages. She had taken the camera away
before. Now she wouldn't have the chance.

Starr replaced the lid to the cubbyhole and
shone the flashlight around the closet and found three more
quarters in the far corner. She grinned as she switched off the
flashlight and crawled out.

Living here was going to be even better than
she had ever expected.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 



Chapter 8

 


Karen escaped from the Lodge as soon as was
logically possible. It was a relief to finally step outside into
the cool night air and let the heavy wooden door close behind her,
shutting out the muted clink of silver on china from the dining
room and incessant chatter from the front desk. She stood on the
wide front entrance stairs and listened to the blessed silence. The
respite from the constant commotion eased the tension that was
turning her neck to stone and had given her a pounding
headache.

The idea that it might have been a mistake to
attempt jumping right in crossed her mind briefly, but she banished
it firmly. Making a good first impression was important and showing
up her first day here would go a long way to showing them what kind
of employee she was. It made for a long day, but she'd catch up on
her sleep tonight and, with any luck, she'd be able to concentrate
a little better tomorrow.

She just hoped she didn't have to deal with
that obnoxious woman too much in the future. Karen's lips
tightened, turning her mouth into a slit as she remembered the
hippie wannabe who had been so condescending earlier. The memory
consumed her and she scarcely noticed her surroundings as she
returned to the cabin. All she could think about was the way that
bitch had smirked at her and said "good luck", as if she'd be lucky
to last out the week.

How dare she, Karen fumed as she stomped down
the path to the cabin. As she reached the cabin, she turned and
glared back in the direction of the Lodge.

"Bitch," she spat. Spittle flew from her
lips. "Fucking bitch."

The hippie had clearly ingratiated herself
with the employees at the Lodge which put her ahead for the moment.
Well, Karen might not be able to do anything about that bitch right
now, but down the line was she was set in the job and they saw how
indispensable she was, she'd have something to say about people
like fucking Fae O'Neill. Just see if she didn't.

She pulled out her keys and turned to the
door. Then, suspicious, she tried the door first to see if it was
locked. The knob turned easily and she pushed the door open.

"Damn it, Stella!" She turned on the living
room light and slammed the door. She stormed down the hall to the
girl's bedroom, almost hoping the kid hadn't cleaned up the mess
she had made earlier. The mood she was in, every bit of fuel for
the furnace was handy dandy as far as she was concerned right about
now.

Stella was standing in the middle of the
room. To her disappointment, the girl's room was tidy and clean.
But that still left the front door.

"How many times have I told you to keep the
door locked?" she yelled. "Anyone could just walk in here. And then
what?" She shook her head. "God dammit. Just once I wish you'd pay
attention. Is that too much to ask?"

She glared at her daughter, only then
noticing the flush on the girl's face. "And what the hell have you
been up to? And don't lie to me."

"Nothing."

But the flush on the kid's face told Karen
otherwise. Unfortunately, there was nothing in the room to give her
away.

"Don't give me that," she snapped. "I can
tell just by looking at you."

"I was just picking everything up," she said.
Then she looked up with a mutinous look on her face that was such a
perfect imitation of her father that Karen was dumbfounded.

"This isn't Minneapolis," Stella added. "No
one's going to come in off the street up here. And besides," she
added. "I didn't lock the door because I knew you were coming and
you were going to be tired. I was just trying to be nice." Then she
looked down at her feet as if all her bravado had deserted her.

Karen closed her eyes, all her energy
draining out of her. She sighed heavily, suddenly too tired to
bother any longer. "Go to bed then," she said, turning away. "It's
been a long day." She turned back briefly. "And from now on, I
don't want to find that door left unlocked. Do you hear?"

Without waiting for a response, she pulled
off her jacket and went into the kitchen. Maybe a cup of coffee
would make her feel better. Then, having a spot of inspiration, she
opened the frig to see if she had put the white wine in earlier.
For once she was in luck and Karen poured herself a nice full glass
of wine. As she walked into the living room, she looked down the
hall and saw that her daughter's light was still on. For a moment,
she considered saying something about it, then decided not to
bother and flopped down on the lumpy couch that had come with the
cabin.
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Chapter 9

 


Starr didn't move as her mother went down the
hall and into the kitchen. She listened carefully for returning
footsteps in case she decided to come back again. But pretty soon
she heard her mother muttering under her breath in the living room.
Starr let out the breath she had been holding and went back to the
closet. She double checked the cubbyhole to make sure it was
invisible. Then she was able to relax.

When she first heard the door slam and her
mother yelling, Starr had been afraid her mother was about to
ransack her room. Sometimes it felt as if her mother was always
looking for something to get mad about. Starr had just been closing
the trapdoor when her mother came home and had been afraid that she
had been careless and something would give it away. Thank goodness
her mother had run out of steam before she really got going. She
didn't think she could bear it if her mother found out about her
new secret hiding place.

Finally satisfied her mother wasn't coming
back, Starr flopped down on the bed. She wasn't ready to go to
sleep yet. Besides, getting yelled at for not locking the door
still stung. She had worked really hard to get everything put away
and all her mother could do was yell at her because the door was
unlocked. Nothing about what a good job she had done.

It wasn't fair.

This wasn't the middle of Minneapolis, for
pete's sake. No one was going to pull off the highway, break in and
make off with their stuff. But she knew that if she said that, her
mother would simply say, "life's not fair, missy." And then she'd
start in on how Starr never paid attention to anything she said
anyway.

Starr had really hoped that getting this job
would finally make her mother happy. But, except for the location,
nothing seemed to have changed. Maybe once they settled in, her
mother would relax.

But from now on, she would always lock the
door. No matter what. So if that didn't make her mother happy, at
least she wouldn't get upset about that any more. Of course,
she would probably find something else to get mad about, but at
least it wouldn't be an unlocked door.

Starr wrinkled her nose and put her mother
out of her mind. She still wasn't ready to go to sleep. It had been
such an exciting day. She smiled as she thought about the cubbyhole
and the thrill of seeing Lake Superior.

First thing in the morning, she thought.
She'd get her camera and go down to the lake and see if she could
get some pictures of those rocks.

On that thought, and still grinning, Starr
fell asleep.
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Chapter 10

 


David Fowler had chosen to live in St. Paul
because, although it was in Minnesota with its godawful weather, at
least it had panache. He liked the old buildings and the feel of
history and quality. Plus, it had a lot of very old money and
people who were easy to con. However, the last thing he wanted was
to have anyone see him tonight. Especially if they knew Diana. And
since St. Paul was still in many ways a very small town, it was all
too likely someone would.

So he made the sacrifice and battled the
traffic to Minneapolis.

Not only was Minneapolis a modern pain in the
ass with traffic to match, finding even a half-way decent parking
space was nearly as hard as finding one in New York City on New
Year's Eve. It took forever just to get to Loring Park and then he
had to drive around for ages before finding a space. Part of the
problem was that apparently something was going on at the Guthrie
and many of the play goers often parked over here instead of the
wait-for-an-hour-to-get-out parking ramp next to the theatre.

Fowler supposed he should be grateful it
wasn't the dead of winter with the accompanying mile high drifts,
icy everything and temperatures so cold it made the bones in his
forehead hurt. Nor was the humidity so high tonight that if felt
like the inside of a steam room.

Then he caught himself and shook his head. It
was pathetic how he had learned to be grateful for such things, he
thought as he crossed the park, the restaurant lights beckoning
from the other side.

He suddenly stopped dead in his tracks. It
was pathetic, now that he put the thought into words. He'd
managed to live with the way things were here for much too long.
Ignoring the weather and the phony Minnesota "nice" was probably
the only way he had managed to stay sane. Granted Minnesota had
proved to be fertile ground, but it was a hell of a place to
live.

Fowler thought about his trip to the North
Shore and the possibilities it had presented. If everything went
smoothly, he not only would be rich, he could finally live
someplace where the weather was actually reasonable. He'd never
have to be grateful for teeny favors from the weather gods again.
And he'd never have to drive in Minneapolis again for any reason
whatsoever.

As he stood in the dark, he saw his dinner
companion waiting for him at a table near the window. His smile
grew slowly as he studied her and went over his plan in his mind.
It would work. Unless something went drastically wrong, it could
really work. And considering he hadn't had a con go bad since that
unfortunate incident over fifteen years ago, this was practically a
no-brainer.

Jubilation rising with each step, Fowler
entered the restaurant and slid into the seat across from Vivian.
She smiled at him provocatively as he reached across the table and
took her hand.

"I have the perfect job for you," he told
her.

"Does it have anything to do with fishing or
camping?" she asked cautiously.

"Not this time," he said, grinning. "Plus,
there's a lot of money in it for you."

"How much?"

"Let's just say that you could retire after
this job if you wanted to."

Now her smile broadened. "I just love it when
you talk money like that. Tell me everything."

"Food first," he said, looking around for a
waiter.

"Philistine."

"Ahh, but a Philistine who is going to be
very, very rich in just a few weeks. I suspect that gobs of money
erase a good many sins, don't you think?"

He could see that not only was she intrigued,
but she was firmly on the hook. Fowler just loved it when things
went well. He smiled happily as the waiter came over. "I think
champagne is in order tonight," he said.
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Chapter 11

 


When Starr woke up, it was barely light. She
was still dressed, but was now under the covers and the light had
been turned off. She vaguely remembered waking up freezing cold at
some point and crawling under the covers, but didn't remember
turning out the lights. Then she remembered where she was and
bolted upright, tossing the covers out of her way.

She pulled on a sweatshirt, crawled into the
closet and hauled her camera out of its hiding place. Her mother's
door was closed, but Starr tiptoed down the hall anyway. She took
her jacket just in case and then stepped out onto the porch. Easing
the door closed, she locked it and then took a moment to drink in
the scenery around her.

Because it was so early, the light filtering
through the dark trees was soft and diffuse. Starr could barely see
the outlines of the individual trees as they were still a feathery
dark blot. Nothing moved in the early morning stillness and she
felt as if she had been transported to another world altogether.
Starr was a big fan of Harry Potter and in this atmosphere, she
could easily believe that magic existed. It would be so much fun if
she had a wand and could try. She didn't know if she had magical
blood, but if it could happen, it would be here.

She giggled a little at her fantasy, tied her
jacket around her waist and hurried down the path towards the lake.
She wanted to run, but the path was bathed in shadows and she
didn't want to trip and break the camera. But walking was much too
slow, so she settled for something in between, sort of a skip
without the bounce.

Before long, she was out of the woods and in
the long meadow that led to the edge. As she reached the cliff, the
wind picked up and she was glad she had remembered her jacket.

Starr put her camera bag down, put on her
jacket, zipped it up snugly and dug the camera out of the bag. The
light at this hour was completely different than it had been
yesterday and the cliffs now looked pink and grey instead of the
vivid oranges and reds of yesterday afternoon.

Looking across the lake, Starr could see a
giant freighter near the horizon slowly creeping its way south.
Probably Duluth, she thought. She had read that the city was a
major shipping port and she wondered where the ship had come
from.

She wished they could have stopped in Duluth
on the way up. It would have been really neat to see how big the
ships really were. If she was lucky and they stayed here for a
really long time, maybe she'd get the chance to find out some
day.

She looked straight down. The lake was quiet
today. Instead of the wild crashing waves of yesterday, this
morning the water lapped lazily against the giant rocks at the base
of the cliff. It was almost as if Lake Superior had become a lake
instead of an ocean. This place was full of magic, Starr
mused. So far everything was different than it had been yesterday
and she wondered if it would change again later to something
entirely different.

Then Starr got the idea that maybe this whole
place was just one giant shapeshifter in disguise. She grinned. Now
she was being fanciful.

She looked down at the cliffs again and tried
to see if there were any interesting shapes she could photograph.
They were so huge, thought, that it was difficult to isolate just
one spot, so she peered through the lens and scanned the cliffs.
Then the colors and enormous cracks jumped out at her and suddenly
she could see the most interesting pictures filling her frame. She
was just sorry she didn't have more film. She could easily go
through her entire supply right here.

As she snapped her first picture, Starr felt
as if she was in paradise.

Almost as if she had a wand, after all.
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Chapter 12

 


By the time Karen crawled out of bed, she was
already running late. She looked at the clock and groaned, then
staggered into the shower. As the hot water beat against her neck
and ran down her body in a hot cleansing flow, she mentally kicked
herself for staying up so late the night before. But it had been a
long day and she had been tired. Hell, it had been a long week that
had followed a long couple of years.

Had anyone asked her how tired she had been,
she could never have described it in a way that would give a real
sense of the deep, abiding weariness that went down to the bone and
took everything with it. On top of that, the couch had been
unexpectedly comfortable. It looked lumpy and old and she had
expected the springs to be shot and the cushions to feel like lumps
of cement.

Instead, she had sunk in deeply and the
cushions, instead of resisting her, had taken her in like welcoming
arms. After that, even thinking about getting up had taken
more energy than she could summon. Only when the hands on the clock
began inching their way towards two-thirty had she pried herself
out and into bed. Unfortunately, this morning she was paying the
price for that self-indulgence.
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